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Patch 1.0

No matter how advanced technology became, there was one annoying problem that would forever plague MMORPG players: downloading and installing patches. Even in the 2060s with download speeds that put previous highs to absolute shame, Ryouta impatiently tapped his foot underneath his desk while the most popular MMO in—well, ever, went through the process of downloading and installing multiple patches.

It felt like it took an eternity to download. Then again, that was only in relation to how quickly everything else downloaded nowadays. For something to feel like it was actually taking time to download, that meant it was inconceivably large compared to files even just a decade younger than it.

That was to be expected when downloading an entire world.

Ryouta knew he couldn’t really complain, though. Such an incredible headset, that would have seemed like impossible technology at the start of the century, only cost him a grand total of seventy dollars and it came with access to the game. No separate purchase necessary for the game. It would have cost an unimaginable sum of money just thirty years ago, back when virtual reality was becoming more mainstream.

Unfortunately, not even Jenson Clark, the man who invented the breakthrough technology that allowed such an experience to be possible in the first place, could speed up the internet to a satisfactory speed. Of course, due to how internet speeds worked in the first place, nobody would ever truly be satisfied as long as files kept on getting bigger to make use of the increased speed.

All the game’s data was downloaded onto Ryouta’s desktop which was linked to his virtual reality headset. Unlike the first VR headsets that looked like boxes held in front of the face, or the later generations that looked more like motorcycle helmets, this new “headset” looked more like a headband that could comfortably wrap around the top of the user’s head. It was completely wireless with all the components that made it run hidden underneath the elastic, outer layers.

One simply had to make sure that the front of the headband was over the wearer’s forehead.

The headset not only had a built-in computer on par with those that kept most of the world running properly, but this computer was dedicated entirely to a single game: Life of Fantasy Online.

It might not have been the most original sounding name for a video game, but what it accomplished was something that no others before it could have ever dreamed of. It simulated a photorealistic fantasy world that constantly changed with new content and allowed players unprecedented freedom to do what they wanted. And now, Ryouta could finally join this world as the download completed. He wasted no time in following the on-screen instructions to secure the headset around his head.

“User detected,” a feminine, robotic voice said. The voice, transmitted from the headset, sounded like it came from inside Ryouta’s head rather than through any speakers. “Please lie down on a soft surface, such as a bed, to continue with user setup.”

Once more, Ryouta wasted no time in rushing over to his bed to lie down atop it. This was standard procedure for virtual reality headsets. Any that were fully immersive recommended users to rest on beds for maximum, post-immersion comfort.

“Immersing user in five, four, three—”

About time! Ryouta thought.

“Two, one—”

All-enveloping darkness consumed Ryouta’s sight.

He could still feel his limbs moving around when he tried to move them, but the actual limbs were not there. He was nothing more than a floating consciousness in the darkness of a virtual space.

Then the title of the game came up in big, gold letters.

Life of Fantasy Online.

A pair of swords clashed together behind the title, sparks coming from their blades before he heard the roar of a mighty dragon.

The title disappeared after a few moments of its grandiose introduction to instead allow a floating head to pop up in front of him. It looked just like one of those mannequin heads seen in clothing stores, often wearing hats and oversized shades. Needless to say, it was fairly unsettling when a pair of eyes and lips appeared on its face to look directly at Ryouta with before saying, “Greetings, User TheMemeStruggle. Would you like to use the name of the linked PC user profile as your username, or should I address you differently?” The head had the same feminine voice he heard when he first placed the headband on.

“I—uh, just Ryouta is fine, thanks,” Ryouta answered. Being called what he jokingly named his user profile on his computer made him cringe from embarrassment, so there was no way that he wanted to be referred to as that. He also felt the situation was even more unsettling when he realized he could hear his voice speaking out loud despite not having a head, mouth, nor ears of his own.

“Understood, Ryouta. Before we may continue, please look over the user agreement.” A window with an eternal scrollbar popped up in front of his not-eyes.

There was far too much for any mortal being to read within a single day. No matter how advanced technology may have become, it would never be enough to stop people from agreeing to things that they hadn’t actually read. “Alright, I accept.”

“Are you sure, Ryouta? You have only read .03% of the total, legally binding, user agreement.”

“I’m good, thanks.”

“Alright.” A green check mark appeared over the window before it vanished. “Initializing user-system synchronization, time dilation, and mental rewiring. You will be ejected from immersion if trauma is detected during setup. Please stand by.”

Wait, what? Mental rewiring? Trauma? Ryouta thought before trying to ask, “Hey, what does that mea—” Before he could finish his sentence, though, he found himself unable to think or even “move.” His brain felt like the static channel on a television when the cable went out.

Then a scene from his childhood appeared all around him. It was a small, local café from the town that he spent his childhood in. He could still remember stopping there after school every day for the cute, older girl who always gave him extra fudge on his sundaes. More importantly, he had a body now—his real body.

But how could he be there?

Then, sitting across from him, he saw a girl who he had never seen before yet looked extremely familiar. Well, it didn’t help that she looked like a cliché, tsundere girl out of one of the many anime he had watched before. They all kind of looked the same after seeing enough of them. With blonde twin tails, a petite figure, and an oversized sweater, the girl held a spoon between her lips before popping it out of her mouth. “You’re thinking about how trash you are, aren’t you, Onii-chan?” the girl asked, even using a sort of haughty and smug voice commonly used among the tsundere stereotype.

She was right. That was exactly what he was thinking. After all, the first thing he thought of when he saw her, and what he thought again after hearing her talk, was, She’s my exact type. How did I become such a weeb?

“Alright,” Ryouta said, “I’m guessing you’re the floating head from before and that you can read my thoughts. Can you please, for the sake of what little dignity I have left, not call me that again? I like it way too much.”

The imitation tsundere giggled before taking another scoop from the half-melted sundae sitting on the table in front of her, popping the spoon out with another dramatic motion once she was done with it. “That’s right. Maybe if you read the user agreement instead of skipping over it, you would know that I’d be scanning your memories to learn all sorts of stuff about you. I know everything about you, including your favorite anime tropes. But don’t worry. In case you’re worried about this information going to the government or some information-gathering organization, I’m only using it to become your ideal assistant! You can still request a change if I interpret your preferences incorrectly, though. Would you like me to change my personality, O-nii-chan?”

O-nii-chan.

Each syllable was pronounced more playfully and with a higher pitch than the one that came before it, and each syllable brought her leaning more over the table to get closer to Ryouta.

As much as he may have loved that, though, he knew just how dangerous it would be to let her continue this play. Dangerous to his ego, anyways.

His answer was immediate. “Yes.”

The girl slid back into her seat with puffed cheeks and her arms crossed over her chest. “Hmph. Fine! It’s not like I wanted to be your dream girl or anything, ba—”

“Please don’t. My heart can only take so much.”

She might not have finished her insult, but she did pout at him which still took his heart to the edge. “Is there any personality you want in specific?”

“Just—anything other than what you’re doing now.” He had to look away to try and resist making eye contact. His heart was ready to jump over the edge into a pool of degenerate weebery if he didn’t force this to end.

And so she changed. “Alright, ye wee lil rascal. How ‘bout this for ah good ol’ perso-nawl-atay?”

Ryouta’s head snapped back to look at her. She still looked the exact same as she did before, but she now had the voice of—well, it was hard to tell. It was like a horrifying amalgamation between Australian, Irish, and whatever he thought redheaded farmers smoking corn cob pipes would sound like. “Alright. Anything other than that.”

The girl leaned back in her seat and flopped her arms onto the table in front of her. She might have been acting playful before, but now she looked at him as if he was the most disgusting thing to have ever existed. “Tch. Why do I have to be stuck helping some loser like you? Like, shouldn’t you be doing something other than playing games? You’re so gross. I would like, so rather be at the club right now instead of helping living trash like yo—”

“I’m only a masochist when the mood strikes me,” Ryouta interrupted and sighed. “Alright. If you’re going to keep on messing with me, just go back to the first… the first personality.” It was hard for him to believe that he just told somebody, even if they were only an artificial intelligence, to act like a tsundere, pseudo little sister for him.

But it was better than the other options.

In the end, he could not push aside the trash that was his preference.

“Haiii, Onii-chan!” the girl said, back to sounding like herself albeit with a bit more playfulness thrown in rather than smug haughtiness. “Do I make your heart go doki-doki?” He could still tell from the look in her eyes that she was doing this to mock him, so the tsundere personality wasn’t gone even if it sounded absent. “Well, I know I do! I mean, I have to monitor your vital signs to make sure that you don’t have a heart attack or wet your bed or anything like that. Besides, a weeb like you loves this sort of thing, don’t you, O-nii-chan?”

“I thought I signed up to play a fantasy game, not to be tormented and reminded why this world is better off without me?”

His question caused the girl to turn serious. “If you are experiencing suicidal tendencies, please reach out to your nearest self-help line, a therapist, or somebody who you can trust and openly talk to. If you would like, I may schedule an appointment for you at the nearest—”

Ryouta waved his arms around and shook his head. “No! No—I was just, making a joke. I don’t actually want to die or anything.” Of course, as soon as he was done talking, he noticed the taunting smile spread across her face.

“Hah! You actually fell for that! Silly Onii-chan.”

“Wait, you weren’t serious? You sounded so—”

“Of course I was. I’m just pretending that I wasn’t serious to stay in-character and make it less awkward. If you ever do need help, please let me know and I will make sure to get you in contact with whoever can help. Really.”

“You’re giving me whiplash here with the personality swings.” He might have said that, but the truth was that he already felt more comfortable around her than around most people he knew for far longer. Maybe it was because she was literally in his head and supposedly knew everything about him, or maybe it was because she was literally designed to fit his preferences and knew everything that she could get away with when it came to him. Really, it was a bit of both. Regardless, even though he only knew her for a few minutes at most, he felt as comfortable as he would talking to a friend who he had known for years already.

“Then stop asking questions and let me go back to being a tsundere. Anyways, since you’re the registered user of this headset, you get to, unfortunately, choose my name for me.”

Ryouta wanted to smash his head into the table after hearing that. Her ability to swap back and forth between personalities so casually was too much for him to keep up with. “Can I call you Satan?”

The girl placed each of her hands over her mouth as oversized tears formed at the edges of her eyes. “O-Onii-chan! You’re so mean to me!”

Her hurt voice and sad display were enough to cause a change of names. “Alright! Just don’t cry. Uh, fine. How about,” he paused to look over her. Given her appearance and personality, wouldn’t it have been best to give her a matching weeaboo name? Well, it would really just be a normal, Japanese name, but he considered it weeaboo seeing as how he wasn’t even fully Japanese nor did he ever step a foot in Japan before. He only knew the name because of anime. “… Saya? I don’t know, I’m bad with names. Just stop crying!”

She gave him a few more convincing sniffles before wiping away the virtual tears. “Saya is cute enough, I guess. Baka Onii-chan.” She switched back to acting all bubbly a second later. “Okay! Virtual assistant customization is complete. You may change my properties at any time. Next is avatar customization.”

Ryouta smiled for the first time since being immersed. We’re finally getting somewhere, he thought.

And where he was going was falling into an endless abyss. He sunk right through the café booth and fell into an endless void, as if he was suddenly in a surreal horror movie. The good news was that his fall came to an eventual stop without splattering into any sort of ground. Instead, he found himself floating in an empty void with nothing but a tall mirror in front of him.

The first thing he saw was his reflection, confirming that the virtual body he was in was based on none other than his real body. The worst part was that he saw himself with only a pair of boxer briefs on. Everything from little discolored spots to the scars on his legs was visible in the reflection. “Did you use my memories to model me this closely?” he asked.

“Right, Onii-chan,” Saya answered, appearing next to him.

“Also, why’d you make me fall through the seat like that?”

“To mess with you.”

“You’re a sadist.”

She showed him a smug smile and poked his arm. “Only because you want me to be one.”

“Just—can we change this? I don’t want to see myself. Give me a blank body or something that I can customize from scratch.”

“Are you sure? Most players prefer to modify their real appearances to be more idealized. A bunch of players even choose to look the exact same as they do in real life.”

“Yeah, I’m sure. I prefer looking completely different.”

Saya shrugged and snapped her fingers, causing Ryouta and his reflection in the mirror to become little more than a white blob in the shape of a human. “There. You can either visualize what you want your in-game avatar to look like, or you can shape it with your own hands. Wait, wait. Onii-chan. Are you one of those perverts who wants to play the opposite gender? Are you going to purposely give yourself the curviest body you can and act like a girl to join player guilds and seduce your way to the top all while nobody knows you’re really a man?”

“That’s… quite the imagination you’ve got there.”

“Technically, it’s your imagination.”

Ryouta sighed. “I’m fine with a masculine character, thanks.” He felt like his hair was going to get even whiter than it already was from dye if she kept this up.

“Alright, here!” Saya said, causing a certain, floppy appendage to hang down between his legs. While the rest of his body may have lacked any sort of detail, the thing hanging between his legs was just as realistic as the real thing.

Right. I guess it makes sense why you have to be eighteen or older to play this, he thought before realizing that the assistant acting like a young woman was still right next to him, prompting him to cover the appendage up.

“Really? I already know your real size and how it looks and everything. You don’t have to cover up,” Saya said. It was her turn to sigh this time. “Also, you can make it as big as you want, since I know you’re curious about that.”

All Ryouta could do was shake off that endearingly annoying charm of hers to focus on the task at hand. “Alright, what do I want to look like? This is pretty tough.”

It was time to try a few things out.

The pale body of his turned into a short, green goblin with just a single thought. Another thought caused the goblin’s nose to grow longer and floppier. The opposite thought caused the nose to go so far back into its head that it caved into his face in a graphical glitch.

“Just so you know, Onii-chan, any appearances deemed immersion-breaking won’t be allowed. You can play around with the editor as much as you want for fun, and I can take screenshots that you can show others if you’d like me to, but you have to be serious for your actual avatar!” Saya explained.

That answered several of his question at once. “Wait,” he said, returning the model back to its standard human shape before looking down at his crotch.

“Onii-chan, please don’t tell me that you are going to do what 93.98% of all male players do during avatar customization.”

He was definitely going to do it.

It dropped down to the floor from its sheer length. Then it grew thicker than his legs before finally shrinking back down to a more realistic size. “Alright. Got that out of my system,” he said with his hands on his hips. When he looked back at Saya, he saw her facepalming with reddened cheeks.

“You’re the worst, Onii-chan,” Saya said.

“Trust me, I know.”

“What happened to being all shy from having me next to you?”

“Because that was for the meme and science, not to be serious. It’s easier to be a pervert when it’s for the meme.”

Saya sighed as she kept her hands against her face.

“Alright, I’ll get serious now. What do you like more? Foxes or dogs?”

“Seeing as how my personality is based on yours and your preferences, we share the same likes and dislikes. You know what my answer is with that information, Onii-chan.”

“Wait, if your personality is at least partially based on mine, does this mean that I have the personality of a tsundere little sister somewhere in me?”

“You know what the answer is, Onii-chan.”

“I refuse.”

“You can’t refuse the truth.”

“I just did.”

“But by saying you just did refuse the truth, you’re admitting that it was the truth.”

“What? I don’t remember saying anything about truth. You must be misremembering things.”

“You can’t gaslight me when I’m literally inside of your head.”

“I can and I will.”

Saya brought her palm up to her face and sighed.

With that quick little back-and-forth over with, Ryouta returned to focusing on character customization. “Dog it is,” he said, right before a pair of pricked, fluffy ears popped up on the top of the avatar’s head. Next came the huge, bushy tail that sprouted out from just above its rear.

“Wolf ears and tail? That’s pretty edgy, Onii-chan.”

“Hey, wolves are awesome. Plus they’re basically extinct outside of zoos and protected sanctuaries now. Somebody’s got to remind people that they exist before everybody forgets.”

“I’m just kidding. It’s kind of cute and cool at the same time.”

“Exactly. It’s cool. Plus I’ve got to fix the imbalance between animal-themed girls and animal-themed guys. Even in anime, everybody is all about cat girls. What about the cat boys? Or, in this case, the dog boys? Well, wolf boys.”

“I liked your logic better before you added the weeb part to it.”

“I might as well fully embrace my weebery. You already know how bad it is.”

Saya quickly became familiar with her palm from the repeated times she had to bring it to her face.

Ryouta gave her a thumbs-up and then moved onto the next part of avatar customization.

The avatar increased in height from Ryouta’s real height of about five-foot-seven to a taller six-foot-three, gained a broad frame perfect for laying some muscles onto, and he made sure that the facial features were more masculine than what he had to work with in reality. Next, the white skin of the avatar was replaced with a light complexion, its flat body was filled out with muscles, and—for a certain thing that he was previously messing around with—he decided to go with the upper end of average. Maybe a little bit longer than average. A whole two inches above average. After all, it was just a game and probably every other player who wanted such a tool did it.

Maybe three inches.

He changed it back down to two inches longer than the average.

Then he settled on it being three inches longer.

All that was left was to fine-tune some things. He made sure that the avatar’s nose looked just like how he wanted it to, gave his eyes a soft red color to them, and placed his eyebrows. Long, white hair then grew out from his head that reached down to his waist, and it looked like some of the softest hair that he had ever seen. Even he wanted to pet it!

By the end of it, he made his avatar look like he was either trying to seduce girls who were into masculine, bishounen guys out of dating sims where some single, normal girl was pursued by a group of the world’s most attractive men, or he was trying to attract twinks who wanted to call him daddy. There was a very fine line between bishounen and yaoi bait, and he was straddling it.

He was already sure that a certain friend of his would be obsessed with his avatar’s appearance.

Then, before Ryouta could even consider saying the words, “Alright, I’m ready,” he was teleported into the body that he just finished sculpting. He was finally inside of his avatar! “This is perfect,” he said, checking himself out in the mirror as he touched his ears and tail. “He looks great, right?” he asked Saya, his hands on his hips as he turned to look at her. He was clearly proud of himself.

As for Saya, she immediately covered her eyes and turned away. The tips of her ears that poked out through her hair could be seen turning red. “You perverted idiot! Perverted Onii-chan! You can’t just shove something like that in front of a girl’s face!”

It was at that moment that he wished he had something to throw at her. “You’re like five feet away from me! There’s nothing in your face!”

Saya smirked and uncovered her eyes. “Lookin’ good, Onii-chan. There are some—”

“You’re seriously going to give me whiplash with the mood swings.”

She stuck her tongue out. “As I was saying before you interrupted me, there are some last things to go through to ensure that you have an enjoyable time in Life of Fantasy Online.”

Several floating screens appeared in front of Ryouta. The first one asked if he wished to enable traumatic content. He already knew of this process thanks to reading about it beforehand and understood that traumatic content included some of the more controversial aspects of the game, especially those related to gore and violence, sex, and so on. It was something that was frequently controversial among media outlets, but it was always defended with the logic that players had to purposely choose to opt into it. Allowing the content would make him vulnerable to practically anything that somebody’s twisted mind could come up with. Disallowing it would prevent players from performing certain actions on non-consenting players and change some of the visible graphics to not be so gory.

As for Ryouta, he got enough dark themes and visuals from reading and playing other games. He didn’t need it in Life of Fantasy Online, too, so he opted out of traumatic content.

The next screen asked him about pain tolerance. There was a slider with one side being zero percent and the other being one hundred percent. Whatever he set it to would be what percentage of realistic pain he could feel. At one hundred percent, losing an arm would genuinely feel as painful as losing an arm in real life. At zero percent, there would be no pain whatsoever. Instead, there would be a powerful numbing sensation to replace the pain so that players with pain set to the maximum would not be disadvantaged. It would be just as hard to focus with the numbing sensation as it would be with full pain enabled.

Because Ryouta didn’t want to experience the pain of losing an arm, but didn’t want to feel cowardly by choosing zero pain, he set his pain tolerance setting to fifty percent. That way, he would only feel half the realistic pain while a weakened numbing effect made up for the rest of it.

He understood that the game wanted to be as realistic as possible. Part of him felt like he was taking the easy way out by disabling traumatic content while only setting his pain to fifty percent, but he still wanted to enjoy the game. Having to worry about what he might feel or what might happen to him was going to make it much harder to enjoy it as a game.

Then there was the third screen. It showed a map of the entire in-game world, and he could choose any spot on it to spawn at. However, he already decided with his friends where they would all spawn at. The chosen location was a forested region near the coast on the eastern continent. It looked like it would have plenty of high ground to look around from, so it would be easier for him to find his friends if they utilized that. Well, assuming that his friends were in the open fields around the hills rather than in the forests.

After choosing the spawn point, Saya clapped her hands and said, “That’s everything, Onii-chan! What do you want to name your avatar?”

Ryouta wasted no time in shouting out his answer. He already knew what it would be as soon as he gave himself those ears and that tail. “Fenrir.”

“So basic.”

“At least I didn’t choose xXxPussyxXxSlayerxXx6969 or something like that.”

Saya sighed. “One last thing. Promise.”

“Let’s get to it. I’m excited to finally play.”

“Do you have any feedback regarding the setup process?”

“Not really. I think it’s a lot better than in most games. Everything was clear and it’s uh… definitely unique. The environment based on my memories was really nice before I fell through it. Thanks for reminding me of that place.”

“No problem, Onii-chan! Even trash like you deserves some fanservice every now and then.”

“You really are a sadist if you keep on talking to me like that even though you know the effect it has on me.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, O-nii-chan.” A wink followed her words. “Are you ready to begin your adventure in the world of Life of Fantasy Online now, Fenrir?”

“Right, I’m Fenrir now,” he—Fenrir, said. He gave himself one last look over before giving Saya a thumbs-up. “I’m read—wait. What about starting equipment?”

Saya’s lips curled into a sadistic smile. “You don’t get any.”

And just like that, he was teleported into the virtual world of fantasy just as abruptly as he fell through the café booth.


Patch 1.1

A myriad of colors swirled around Fenrir. Where once was darkness, a mirror, and a tsundere, were now so many brilliant lights and shapes that his mind struggled to keep up. Despite how beautiful and mesmerizing it was, though, he could not help but to wonder how epileptics fared during this. Would it trigger a seizure despite it all being in their minds?

He was only taken out of his thoughts when he felt himself land on solid ground. Well, “land” wasn’t quite what he did. It was more like everything—the entire world materialized around him and the ground was the last thing to do so.

All of those colors and shapes now painted a beautiful world for his eyes to feast on. There were vast fields of green decorated with colorful flowers being visited by bees and butterflies, forests in the distance beyond the grassy knolls, and all manner of creatures roaming both the land and sky for as far as he could see. In just a few seconds of looking around, the world already looked far more alive than any other game he ever played. No, it didn’t just look more alive. It truly felt like a living world.

His mouth hung open at how incredibly beautiful the sight was. Not only did it feel like a living world, but it looked as realistic as one. It was utterly indistinguishable from reality as far as graphics were concerned. Even the senses seemed perfect! A soft breeze that brushed through the tall grass broke up around him, he felt the warmth of the sun shining its rays unto him, and then he heard something that caught his interest in particular.

Are those… waves? he thought before climbing up the nearest mound to look over the field. His climb was rewarded with the sight of a vast, blue ocean sending rolling waves onto a sandy beach. He could even smell it!

To continue testing out the senses, he reached down to take a clump of grass into his hands. Even the tiniest of details could be felt by his virtual fingers, but now he had a question. What happens if I pull some out?

In any other game, his hands would have already either clipped through the grass or the grass would be immediately replaced if pulled out. Or the grass would simply be stuck to the ground. However, when he pulled this grass out of the ground, there was nothing left but a patch of dirt with various insects that were upset their shelter was removed.

“Seriously? This is awesome,” Fenrir said. “I never thought I’d get to experience something like this. This is like… an insane leap in VR tech. Hey, Saya, you there?” To match his new, more-masculine appearance, his voice was a good deal deeper to go with it.

“I’m always here, Onii-chan,” Saya answered. Though, she was not actually anywhere near him. She sounded like she was talking to him from right beside him, but she was nowhere to be seen. Instead, her voice came from inside his head. “I see and feel everything you do. I’m technically living inside of your brain now. Isn’t that great? We’ll be together forever!”

“Wait.” While she might have been speaking to him in his mind, he chose to still talk out loud since nobody was around to think that he looked crazy. “I thought you were supposed to be a bit of a tsundere? Now you’re going yandere on me?”

“Oh, that reminds me! Where did I put my knives…”

Fenrir shook his head as if to try and shake her out of it. Though, as much as she might have been teasing, he genuinely found her and her acting entertaining. The interactions he got to have with her alone were worth the cost of the headset. Wait, isn’t it really pathetic if I find interaction with a virtual girl in my head worth paying for? he thought.

“It is, Onii-chan. But we both already know how pathetic you are.”

“I guess even my thoughts aren’t safe from you.”

“Well, I did say I’m in your head.”

“Yeah, yeah. Anyways, how do I open my menus?”

“You don’t. You don’t have any.”

“What? Seriously?”

“Yeah. There aren’t any UI windows or anything. There are no menus. At all.”

“How am I supposed to manage my inventory and skills and all that?”

“The same way you do in real life. Your inventory is whatever you can carry. Your skills are things you naturally develop over time.”

“How do people specialize and build their characters? What if I want to be like, a warrior with high strength and health?”

“Then you go do things that will increase your strength, duh. Lift some weights or chop down some trees! And if you want to increase your health, let stuff hit you a bunch of times so that you get used to being hurt and taking damage!”

“What if I want to be a really smart wizard?”

“Then you better study and try to invent some magic.”

“Is it really that simple? What about all the theorycrafters and min-maxers? Aren’t they all going to be scared away without any hard numbers to look at?”

“You think we care about that? Some of them still try to track numbers since they’re desperate, but most give up when they realize they’ll never be truly accurate. They’re forced to actually play the game and have fun instead of look at spreadsheets for stats all day.”

“RIP theorycrafters and min-maxers, I guess. Anyways, what about crafting skills? Like, what if I want to be a blacksmith? Do I just go and forge a bunch of iron daggers over and over again to level it up? Do skills even have levels? Wait, how do skills work if we don’t know which ones we have in the first place?”

Saya sighed into his mind. “So many questions. Don’t you think you’re worrying too much? Come on, Onii-chan. This is supposed to be a game where you have unlimited freedom just like in the real world! Having stats and skills and health bars and levels and all that boring stuff makes it too much like a game.”

“But this is a game.”

“Technically, but it’s boring to look at it that way. Anyways, I’m going to explain how it works to you, and then you better go and have some fun. Seeing as how I’m attached to you, I’m not having fun unless you’re having fun. And I want to have fun!”

“Alright. I’ll stop asking so many questions after you explain.”

“Good. Okay, so, there are technically stats and skills, but they’re all hidden and managed by me. Every single player has their own virtual assistant, like me for you, to manage their avatars. If you do things to increase your strength, I’ll increase your strength. If you train your speed by running a lot, I’ll make you faster and give you some more endurance. If you fight with one-handed weapons, then I’ll give you a skill that increases your ability to fight with them that ranks up whenever you meet the criteria for it. You won’t know what skills you have and you won’t know how to increase them, though. The only way to find this stuff out is by trying different things as you play and communicating with other players. Trust me, Onii-chan. You’ll figure it out as you go. Just do whatever you want until then. There are literally skills for everything from walking to fighting, from eating to crafting, from holding your breath to climbing the mountains—it’s just like real life! The more you do something, the better you get at it no matter what it is.”

“Got it. So, there're still stats and all that there, but it’s all hidden behind the scenes to make things more immersive?”

“Exactly! Oh, and finally, there’s even the possibility of doing something or just being lucky enough that a new skill is created entirely for you! The way that the system is set up allows new skills and stuff to be created in an instant! If the overseer decides that you’re worthy of something, then she’ll create a new skill and send me it to add to your collection! Like, maybe if you make it your life goal to kill millions of cute little bunnies, you’ll get the special ability to kill them just by looking at them!”

“But I like bunnies.”

“What kind of wolf are you?”

“The friendly kind.”

Fenrir couldn’t see Saya do it, but he could feel her rolling her eyes within his mind. “Alright. You understand everything? No more questions?”

“For now.”

“How about forever?”

“We’ll see.” Thinking about it, Fenrir liked the way the system was set up. It meant that he didn’t have to worry about what the best build was or limiting himself to only a few repetitive tasks to gain experience. Nobody could judge him if he accidentally placed the wrong points into the wrong stats or if he wasn’t wearing the best-in-slot gear, either! However… then he realized something. “If there aren’t any party screens or anything… how are healers going to efficiently heal people?”

“The ‘for now’ thing really didn’t last long. I hope that you’re not always that quick to disappoint.”

“That one hurt.”

“Just be happy you only set your pain tolerance setting to fifty percent then. And to answer your question, they have to pay attention to the visible damage of other players and listen for their calls for help. You know, like real healers would have to.”

“Poor healers. They already get enough bullshit for failing to keep party members alive, and now they have to somehow keep up their allies without even being able to see health bars and knowing how much damage they’ve taken or what debuffs are on them. Definitely no way I’m being a healer. Also… one last question. I promise. How much stuff can I ask you? I mean, how much are you allowed to tell me?”

“I’m not allowed to be any more specific than I have been. Anything else would be considered cheating and get you a suspension. I’m hard coded not to tell you anything more anyways, Onii-chan. And to answer the next question you’re about to resist trying to ask, since I know you’re thinking it, you can talk to me and ask me questions whenever you want. I’ll also relay any important news relevant to you, tell you if anybody comes into your room, warn you of health concerns, and wake you whenever you’re ready. Other than that, I can be as quiet or as talkative as you want me to be.”

“Thanks, Saya, but I was going to try my best not to ask that last one since I promised I wouldn’t.”

“I knew you’d be thinking of it until you got to ask it, so it’s okay.”

“Right. Well… as much fun as talking to you is, do you mind if I focus on the game for a bit?” He felt guilty for wanting to just sort of push her aside for a bit, but there was an entire world for him to explore and he couldn’t wait to see more of it.

“Hmph! Leaving me all alone in your head while you explore… just kidding! We’re basically the same person. Like I said, I have access to everything you experience. Everything you experience, I experience, and I’m just as excited to get to explore the world as you are! I get to live vicariously through you, so, show me lots of interesting places and do lots of fun things for the both of us, okay?”

“It’s kind of comforting in a way. Knowing that you’re always going to be there.”

“You have a thing for yandere stalker types, don’t you?

“Not like that.”

“Uh-huh. Also, it’s pretty silly that you were worried about me. Don’t you think you’re too nice, Onii-chan? What are you going to do if a bad guy tries ambushing you? Worry about his feelings? I promise that you don’t need to worry about me. Besides, what kind of silly person worries about their virtual assistant who isn’t even real while they’re still standing around naked?”

Fenrir gave her a thumbs-up. Though, if anybody else were to see him doing it, it would have looked like he was standing there giving the air a thumbs-up. “The friendly kind.”

“Don’t forget that I feel any pain that you feel, so don’t go getting hurt because you’re too friendly!”

“If you have access to my memories, then you know who I am and you know I won’t hesitate to defend myself.”

“S-so serious all of a sudden. Geez, Onii-chan! I’m supposed to make your heart go doki-doki, not the other way around!” Saya whined.

Fenrir raised a hand to flick the air in front of him. “That’s for your forehead.”

Then he looked down at himself.

Now that he had a sense of how the game’s system worked and could rest comfortably, knowing that his new assistant would be fine without his attention, he really needed to find some clothes to wear. Not only did the game do a wonderful job of simulating scenery and senses, but it was also capable of perfectly recreating the feelings of shame and embarrassment as he realized he was standing around completely naked. He and his plus-three-inches were free for all to see. Fortunately, there was still nobody around to see.

And even if there were others around, it wouldn’t have been the first time that he played a game with a naked avatar around others.

“Time to find some clothes,” he said before remembering something pretty important—something that could help him with his current problem.

He had a tail.

There weren’t any feelings coming from his tail the entire time since being transported to this world until he touched it, at which point he became aware of exactly where it was and what it was doing. He could even move it now! Though, it moved on its own without any input as well. Regardless, rather than go caveman style by finding some nearby leaves like he was starting to think he would need to, he simply wrapped his tail around his waist to keep everything important hidden.

The extra three inches included.

But it got tiring pretty fast. He felt as if he was about to get a cramp in his tail if he kept it bent around him for too long, so he needed to find a better solution.

Then he remembered something else.

His ears.

As soon as he remembered them, he gained sensation in them and became aware of what they were doing just like with his tail.

It was time for an experiment.

His canid ears twitched atop his head as he raised a hand up to them. Slowly and gently, he traced the tips of his fingers from the base of one of his ears up to the tip of it. It twitched even more as his fingers slid against it and he found himself involuntarily pushing his own head up against his hand. It was only after his fingers left the tip of his ear that he realized his tail was wagging against himself, and that he almost just melted from petting himself.

“This is dangerous,” Fenrir said. If it felt that good from my own fingers, what if somebody else plays with my ears?

Definitely dangerous.

Even so, he looked around to make sure nobody was around still before petting his head some more. Not only was his hair ridiculously soft and fluffy, but it felt great to touch even if it was his own! He now understood why anime girls always loved to get their heads petted. And dogs.

Does this mean that anime girls and dogs are related? he thought to himself. Unfortunately, it was likely a question that would never be answered by the scientists of the world.

While Fenrir may not have known the answer to that, he did know one thing: headpats are love; headpats are life.

Then he looked down at his stomach.

“No, no. That would be too weird,” he said. “I’m not doing it.”

…

He looked to his left.

…

He looked to his right.

…

Fenrir’s leg threatened to shake the moment that he began to rub his own belly. “Alright, this is too weird. All I have are wolf ears and a tail! I didn’t think I’d be acting like an actual dog!” After a few moments of silence, he said, “Saya, I feel like you’re judging me right now.”

“Of course I am, perverted doggy Onii-chan,” Saya answered.

“How does—was this sort of thing programmed in? Does everybody with animal characteristics act like an animal when it comes to this sort of stuff?”

“Nope! Most of them do, but that’s only because it’s how the players feel their avatars should react. So, if you get all excited just by touching your own ears and rubbing your own belly, that’s because your subconscious is telling me to make your avatar react that way, you perverted doggy. If you expect it to have that sort of effect, it’s going to have it.”

“Please stop calling me a doggy. I don’t need to develop any more cringe-worthy fetishes than what I already have.”

“Don’t worry. I’m sure nothing will ever be stronger than your love for girls wearing sweaters.”

“You have a point. There’s no better sight in the world than a cute girl wearing a sweater.”

And now that he had a temporary method of covering himself up and learned that he apparently had a subconscious desire to believe that people with animal ears should have animalistic instincts, it was time to find his friends. They both should have been somewhere around where he was since they had their headsets set up already and were waiting for him, and they were supposed to go ahead and get used to things while he got his headset ready since he was late. Meeting up with them would also probably make getting proper equipment faster, and there’d be less chance of him dying to some random monsters or beast that came across his naked self.

It was time to find his friends.

But it wasn’t going to be that easy.

While they could all choose the same spot to spawn in at, it wasn’t nearly as precise as they would have liked it to be. It was more like they could choose the same general area to spawn in at rather than the exact same spot. The map only allowed them to zoom in with a square selection area to a certain point and then it stopped before allowing them to get any more precise, so there was a significant square of land that they could be spread throughout. Fortunately for them, they figured out a way around this: everybody go toward the center of the square. Since they were able to look at the map outside of the game to choose a starting spot together, they already knew exactly which square to choose. Now, seeing as how Fenrir spawned near the western edge of the square, that meant he had to walk east.

So east it was.

Walking through grassy fields without any clothes on was an odd feeling. Fenrir hadn’t been outdoors in anything other than jeans and shirts with long sleeves in almost a decade, so to feel the bare blades of grass brushing against his skin was an unfamiliar yet relaxing sensation.

“Viktor! Spencer!” Fenrir shouted every now and then. “You guys around here?!”

Unfortunately, there was no response.

Given that Fenrir hadn’t seen any other players yet, instead only seeing wildlife, he was starting to feel as if he was the only person in the entire world. It was crazy to think that, in a game with over fifty million active players all sharing the same server and world, that he could not see a single player for miles around. There wasn’t even a single sign of civilization anywhere. The world was seriously massive as far as video game worlds went.

“Viktor! I’ve got some vodka for you!” Fenrir shouted. If there was anything that would get Viktor’s attention, it was that, but there still wasn’t a response. After a few more minutes of walking, though, he came across an interesting sight. Well, interesting was one way of putting it. What he saw was a small, petite person with what looked like antlers sticking up from his head being chased by what looked like a massive bodybuilder… orc? More importantly, it looked as if the orc wanted to brutally kill the smaller player that he was chasing.

They were definitely Fenrir’s friends.

With an excited smile and a wag of his tail, Fenrir chased off toward the two. It took a bit to catch up to them as they were too busy with their own “fun” to notice him, but they eventually heard him shouting for them and stopped to look.

The smaller player was the first to change course and run directly toward Fenrir. “Ryouta! Vikkybuns is being mean to me again!” the smaller, androgynous player with the antlers shouted.

Giving the teasing nature of the player shouting to Fenrir, he knew it had to be Spencer.

Spencer was just about to jump up, hoping to be caught in Fenrir’s arms, before getting stopped by Fenrir placing his hand against the smaller boy’s forehead.

If that was Spencer, the orc could only be Viktor. And Viktor, like usual, was not very happy. “I tell you every time! Do not say those things to me!” Viktor complained, his Russian accent as heavy as ever.

“What’s the matter, Daddy?” Spencer asked. “I thought you loved treating me like your little—” He didn’t get a chance to finish his sentence since Viktor lunged at him with fists ready.

Fenrir became the only thing between them to stop Viktor from killing Spencer as Spencer stuck his tongue out at Viktor from behind Fenrir.

“Alright, come on,” Fenrir said. “Spence, stop teasing him. Vik, stop taking it so seriously. You know he wouldn’t tease you if you didn’t react like this.” It was time to play the role of peacekeeper like usual.

“He only gets so upset because I make him question his sexuality,” Spencer said, not being able to resist getting one last tease in. Needless to say, it pissed Viktor off even more.

Fenrir sighed and rubbed his forehead. “Don’t make me let him beat you.”

“If he wants to punish me for being a little brat, all he has to do is bend me over and spank me,” Spencer said, using his most seductive, feminine voice. It was at that point that he realized he screwed up since Fenrir stepped out from between them to let a large, green fist almost punch him right in the face.

The chase resumed as Fenrir planted his face in his palm. “I don’t know why I ever expect things to go differently,” he said with a sigh.

It was a miracle that Spencer and Viktor remained best friends despite their extreme differences.

“Hey,” Fenrir said. “I just realized that none of us are playing a human. Vik is obviously an orc, but what about you, Spence?”

The boy stopped running around, dodging Viktor’s punch one more time, before answering, “I wanted to be like a deer! I don’t know if this can really be called anything specific, but look!” To demonstrate, he grabbed the bottoms of his antlers as if to show them off before turning around to show the short little tail coming from his lower back. It was the first time that Fenrir got a good look at his avatar. Not only did Spencer have the antlers and tail of a deer, but he had a couple of floppy dear-like ears on the sides of his head that blended in his with shoulder-length, brown hair. Overall, his body was incredibly feminine which perfectly played into his usual habit of playing androgynous characters in games so that he could confuse the sexuality of everybody he met. Macho men were especially at risk of having their sexualities confused by him.

As for Viktor, the hulking orc stood at over seven feet tall which made him more than two feet taller than Spencer, was utterly ripped with muscles, and he had salt and pepper hair which matched his short beard. A couple of sharp, tusk-like fangs stuck up from behind his lower lip, and it looked like he didn’t even have a neck thanks to the insane traps that he gave his character.

“Nice characters,” Fenrir said. “What’re their names? I chose Fenrir. Wolf and all, you know.”

“Oleander!” Spencer, now Oleander, answered, “I want to try and make my character all like, nature-y and stuff. I think it’d be really fun to specialize in poison magic, too! And oleander is poisonous, so I think it’s fitting!” A subtle, sadistic shine could be seen in his eyes as he talked about poison.

“Bonekraka,” Viktor, now Bonekraka, said. Unlike with Oleander, there was no explanation that came from Bonekraka as the name’s purpose was more than obvious on its own.

Fenrir nodded and said, “Alright. Let’s use these names to get used to them. That way, we won’t accidentally call each other our real names around new people. By the way, Bone, what’s the ‘final boss’ up to?”

“The suka refused to let me take day off for game. Stopped complaining when said her parents could visit this weekend. Better appreciate sacrifice I made to play with you two.”

“Your in-laws can’t be that bad, can they?”

A look of PTSD that Fenrir had only ever seen in war movies appeared on Bonekraka’s face. “Not talking about it.”

“I wish she’d play more games with us,” Oleander said. “It’s fun having somebody to bully you with! By the way, Fenny, nice chara. Are you sure you don’t want to go off alone with me somewhere?”

Fenrir flicked the deer boy’s forehead. “I’m sure. There’ll be plenty of guys in taverns for you to reveal that they’re not as straight as they think they are. Anyways, what should we do about our equipment situation?” While Fenrir cared about their lack of equipment, the other two clearly didn’t. Bonekraka stood there with all of his exaggerated size out for display and Oleander didn’t seem to have a single ounce of shame, either, neither when it came to nudity nor his own exaggerated size which made Fenrir think he should have went for more than just an extra three inches since apparently everybody else did. “Come on. We can’t just go around naked. What if somebody sees us?”

“Does it really matter?” Oleander asked. “Remember when we played that one game where we spawned naked with rocks and chased people around with nothing else on us? It was super fun bashing people’s skulls in while talking like cavemen! And while totally nude. That was definitely the best part.”

“The screams were the best part,” Bonekraka said. “Nobody expected us. Still laugh when I remember them beg for mercy.”

“Alright, well, let’s find some sticks and stones or something at least. We need weapons,” Fenrir proposed.

Bonekraka punched his fists together. “Men only need fists.”

“I want to be a caster type, so I don’t really need a weapon,” Oleander joined in.

Fenrir sighed as they seemed intent on coming up with reasons that he struggled to refute. “Casters use staffs or wands most of the time, don’t they?”

“Sometimes! But I read that there are a ton of different ways you can cast magic here. If you can imagine some new way of doing it, then you can do it! I was thinking it’d be really cool and match my character if I like… use plants and stuff to cast magic. I don’t really know how I want to do that yet, but I need to be unique!”

“Special snowflake,” Bonekraka said.

“Don’t make me spank you.”

Bonekraka turned to make sure that his rear was opposite from Oleander as he readied a fist to punch him if he came any closer.

“Alright,” Fenrir said with another sigh. “So, neither of you care about getting dressed, and neither of you want weapons, either. What do you want to do?”

“Drink, gamble, kill, raid,” Bonekraka answered, a satisfied grunt following his words.

“Drink, fuck, kill, and raid!” Oleander answered with an eager smile.

“No wonder you tolerate each other,” Fenrir said with a shrug. “I’m not sure you two would ever get along if it wasn’t for those shared interests.”

“What about you, Fenny?”

“Fenny?”

“What? You didn’t notice the first time I called you that?”

“I didn’t. Is that your new nickname for me?”

“It is! It’s super cute, don’t you think, Fennypoo?”

“Let’s just stick with Fenny.”

“Fiiiine. But come on, what about you? What do you want to do?”

Fenrir thought back to the ocean that he saw. He also tried thinking about some possible ways to get some basic gear. “Craft and fish, probably.”

Both of his friends rolled their eyes.

“Going to cry about no clothes the whole time?” Bonekraka asked.

“I guess we can’t take the fisherman out of Fenny no matter what game we play,” Oleander added on.

“Hey, I just think that we need to cover up in case we find somebody,” Fenrir explained. “We gave up on being trolls, remember? I want to actually try and play this game seriously. But if you two just want to fight instead, how about we go over to that forest?” He pointed at a forest to the southeast from their position. “You two can hunt and try out the combat, and potentially get ripped to shreds by some low-level monster since you’re stubborn and don’t want to get geared up first, and I’ll try doing something about our lack of gear.” He was hoping that meeting up with his friends would make getting some starter gear easier, but so much for that. If anything, now he was stuck getting gear for all three of them rather than only himself or working together with them. Not that he minded too much.

As for Oleander and Viktor, they looked at each other, shrugged, and nodded.

With their next destination decided upon, the group began their naked journey toward the forest.

It took them about thirty minutes for them to almost reach the forest at a walking pace. While having to travel such a distance to get anywhere would be an issue for most games, this method of immersion—where the headset sent signals directly into the brain—was capable of time dilation. Because of that, only fifteen minutes passed in reality. Time in-game occurred twice as quickly as time in reality. So while it still took time and effort to get anywhere, they had twice as much time to play. It felt like twice as much time, anyway.

The distance was not the only inconvenience, either. Hunger had already begun to kick in. They didn’t build up much endurance yet, so they were already growing tired and grumpy from walking without any rest despite the total distance not really being that far. Well, it was mainly Bonekraka getting grumpy. He was always quick to anger when hungry.

“Hey, Boney,” Oleander spoke up, “if you beat me in a game of rock, papers, scissors, then I’ll give you all my ships in ES.”

“And if you win?” Bonekraka asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Then you have to carry me!”

Fenrir knew the deal sounded far too good to be true. If Bonekraka won, he got access to spaceships worth several thousand dollars in real life for the other game they played, not that they had actively played it in a while. If Bonekraka lost, all he had to do was carry around the playful Oleander.

It was obvious to Fenrir what was going to end up happening.

Surely enough, Bonekraka’s inability to reject a gamble resulted in Oleander climbing up onto his shoulders to get carried around. Fortunately for him, no matter how Bonekraka could be at times, he always lived up to his word no matter what was now being pressed against the back of his head. Bonekraka did, however, make sure to give Oleander a glare that threatened him to not say a single word.

Oleander was happy enough to oblige so long as he got a free ride to the forest, not that the ride lasted for too long. As soon as they reached the forest, Bonekraka reached up to grab Oleander by one of his antlers to pull him off and drop him to the ground.

While Oleander rubbed at his rear from the drop, Fenrir looked around and said, “Let’s meet here later. You guys go play nice and kill things while I figure out how to get some gear for us. Try not to tease Bone too much, Spenc—Oleander.” Getting used to using new names was always one of the more challenging parts of playing MMOs whenever they didn’t stick to their usual aliases. It didn’t help that each one of them was at least a tiny bit of a roleplayer at heart, so they always chose unique names for each game that they played.

“Aye aye, Cap’n!” Oleander replied with a playful salute before poking Bonekraka. “Wanna see who can kill the first monster?”

“I’ll win,” Bonekraka said.

“We’ll see about that!”

The two nodded and, apparently, acquired a burst of energy as they took off running into the forest.

“I swear they’re like an old married couple,” Fenrir sighed. “One minute, they could be sharing drinks to celebrate ganking a bunch of noobs. The next minute, Olly would be purposely trying to piss him off and while Bone tries to kill him. Then they’d go and have a friendly competition killing more noobs right after.” He shrugged. “How you doing up there, Saya?”

“I’m fine, Onii-chan!” Saya answered. “Watching your friends is funny.”

“It can be. It’s not that funny when they’re causing drama from getting into major fights every other day. Anyways, it’s time to try and some gathering and crafting.”

“Good luck!”

“Feel free to give me some hacks or guides on what to do.”

“No can do!”

And just like that, Saya went silent to leave Fenrir alone at the entrance to the forest.

First, Fenrir looked through the forest for something—anything, that could be used to cover up. His first idea was to go Adam and Eve style by wrapping some leaves around his waist, but there were none large enough nor durable enough to be used for that. Sure, he could have tried to take some plants and strip them of their fibers to turn them into strings for knitting some clothes like what he watched in random videos on the internet, but that would take too long and it was something he had no prior experience with. He wanted a quick and efficient solution that was good enough for three people.

And then he saw it. Was it a deus ex machina to save the day?

No. In fact, it was probably something that would harm his attempt at covering up—a diabolus ex machina.

On the other side of the group of trees in front of him was none other than the beautiful sight of a large pond decorated only by the fallen leaves from the trees surrounding it. A few forest creatures gathered around the pond for a drink, acting as realistically as real animals. There was a deer, a couple of rabbits, squirrels, and—wait.

Rabbits?

Fenrir looked at the nearest rabbit. The thought of killing so many of them that he could instantly kill them just by looking at them entered his head, but he managed to shake the temptation out of his mind before giving in to it.

“Such a carebear, Onii-chan,” Saya teased, only to get mentally swatted away by Fenrir.

A better idea than getting clothes or committing genocide against rabbits came to mind. I mean… it’s not like anybody is going to find me out here, right? This world is way too massive for somebody to randomly stumble into me. We’re probably the only ones around, Fenrir thought. While such a thought was usually the sort of thing that would jinx somebody, that only ever happened in movies and books. He was sure that such a thought wouldn’t lead to the cliché of actually bumping into somebody else.

Now, the next course of action was obvious.

It was time to build a fishing rod.

Then again, Fenrir doubted he would be able to make a proper fishing rod with the materials around him, mainly due to a lack of string for a line, but what he could do was go ancient style and make himself a spear. That meant he needed a good enough stick. Fortunately, sticks and being in a forest went hand in hand.

It didn’t take long to find a fallen branch that was about as long as he was tall. He snapped off the curved end of it to make it straight before picking up a jagged rock to sharpen the tip with.

Then he had an even better idea.

He wasn’t sure if it would be strong enough to use as a fishing line, but it might have been good enough to keep a stone-tipped spear held together.

Change of priorities.

Setting the stick to the side, Fenrir found a flat rock with a good point to it and used the jagged rock to not-so-delicately shape it into as close of a spearhead as he could get it. He then returned to the stick, split the end of it, and pulled it apart a bit. Next came testing the sharpness of the spearhead. He grabbed some of his hair and brought it to the spearhead’s edge to cut some of it off. Nobody would notice, he figured. He had a lot of hair.

Now it was time to finish the spear. He placed the stone spearhead into the slot between the stick’s tip, squeezed the wood shut around it, and tightly bound it together with his “string.” Normally, there would be an achievement to pop up after something like that to congratulate him for crafting his first item. Instead, there was nothing in front of him except for his new, stone-tipped spear. His stone-tipped spear. It was simple, ugly, and it had a fifty percent chance of falling apart as soon as he tried to use it, but it was his! He was provided with a sense of pride and accomplishment far more satisfying than buying loot boxes or simply gathering the right materials and clicking a “craft” button. It wasn’t just a mental sense of pride that he felt, either. It almost felt as if something inside of him just… clicked. Something told him that if he were to try and make a spear again, it would be faster, easier, and turn out even better than his first attempt.

“Saya, if players can learn how to do things in-game and get better at doing them, does that apply to real life? I mean, obviously getting stronger in-game wouldn’t make you stronger in real life, but what about learning skills and arts?” Fenrir asked.

“It’s similar to dreaming, Onii-chan. If you paint a beautiful picture in a dream, that doesn’t mean you’ll be able to paint them when you wake up! And if you can do it in real life, it doesn’t mean that you’ll be able to in your dreams,” Saya answered.

“How does that even work? I mean, I still know how to do math and everything I could normally do in real life. Wouldn’t somebody who’s like a tailor or blacksmith in real life, as uncommon as that is now, have an advantage in-game over people who don’t do that in real life? I mean, I was only able to make this spear because I already knew how to from watching videos outside of the game and from some crafting games.”

“Some knowledge transfers over, some doesn’t. It’s complicated. Would you like me to read you one of the peer-reviewed studies conducted by scientific institutes regarding this phenomenon while you play, Onii-chan?”

“Never mind. I’ll be happy to admit I’m stupid and that you’re probably right if it means not having to listen to something that boring.”

“Well, to summarize for you really quick, technical knowledge is more or less retained. Sort of like… you’ll know how to do things, but actually doing them is different. One, us virtual assistants nerf your muscle memory and stuff. That’s an easy way of looking at it. Two, it’s like working with a completely different set of tools. Your avatar being the tool. Even if you make your avatar the exact same as it is in real life, there’s still a difference and your mind has to get used to it. Does that make sense?”

“It makes enough sense. One final question. Is there anything stopping people from making things like cars and guns?”

“For the sake of gameplay, the overseer won’t allow everything to work that players try making. But, if they can find a way to do it in a way that’s appropriate for a fantasy setting and she approves of it, then maybe somebody will invent something like those one day!”

“Got it. Thanks.”

“No problem, Mr. Twenty Questions. I’m sure you’ll have more questions to harass me with before long.”

“Definitely with that attitude.”

But instead of it being time to ask more questions, it was time to fish.

He may not have had a proper fishing spear, but he wanted something that could effectively double as a weapon. A fishing spear wouldn’t have been as good as a stone-tipped spear if something suddenly attacked him while he was trying to fish.

Now, standing with his feet in the shallow water, he readied his spear and gave it a good few practice thrusts to prepare himself for the real thing. Once he was confident in his technique, he stood perfectly still with his spear aimed down toward the water.

And then… nothing.

He saw some fish farther from the edges of the pond, but his spear wasn’t long enough to reach them, and he didn’t want to scare them off by walking toward them. He figured that even standing in the shallow water might have been scaring them off and hoped they would get a bit braver soon.

Then an opportunity approached. Slowly, a particularly fat fish glided through the water toward the edge. It was almost as if it was taunting Fenrir!

“Alright, fish. You want to challenge me?” Fenrir asked it, slowly aiming his spear at it. “Then I, Fenrir, shall be your foe today! Just come a little bit closer… and… there!” He thrust the spear into the water!

And…

Fenrir completely missed his target. One would think, from just how badly he missed, that the fish must have been using illusionary magic on him to make him believe it was in another position entirely.

But Fenrir refused to give up!

Moving to another spot in the shallow water, Fenrir kept on searching until he found another fish to thrust his spear at.

But he missed. Again and again, he missed every single fish that came anywhere within the range of his spear. Thirty minutes passed by without any success whatsoever. “Alright, maybe fishing with a spear is harder than I thought,” Fenrir said to himself.

Yet, something felt different now. The next fish that he tried to catch, Fenrir realized that his movements were faster and more precise. It even felt like he was able to better track the fish and predict where its movements would take it. It was similar to after he crafted his spear. Was that what it felt like to learn skills? To get a vague sense of improvement that occurred faster than it would have in reality? If so, the changes were minor, but noticeable.

Another fish—no, not just any fish, but the first fish that Fenrir tried to catch approached Fenrir! He was able to tell from the blue stripe running along its left side that it was the same fish. Well, he was also able to tell from how fat it was.

Fenrir readied his spear once more. His eyes locked onto the fish like a hunting hound tracking a rabbit. He twisted his upper body to track the fish with his spear rather than only moving his spear to aim it, and he tried to predict exactly where the fish was going to go so that he could aim there rather than at its current position. This time, instead of spouting off more cheesy dialogue to the fish, he took a deep breath and thrust the spear forward at the end of his exhale!

Success!

The spear thrust right into the fat body of the fish, tearing through its scales and impaling it on the end of the spear!

Fenrir’s tail wagged so excitedly behind him that he was worried it was going to break. Even his ears joined in on the excitement as they twitched while he lifted the fish out from the water. It was still flailing around on his spear, but he doubted it had much life left in it. Though, as he looked at the fish suffering on his spear, he remembered what fishers often did in videos to put fish out of their misery. That was why he grabbed the fish by its tail with his free hand, slipped it off from the spear’s tip, and smacked it against the nearest rock. That brought an end to its flailing about.

“You’re so silly, Onii-chan. To worry so much about a virtual fish suffering—are you sure you don’t mean to be playing a kiddy game? By the way, that was some top-tier dialogue back there,” Saya teased.

“Real fish or fake fish, I don’t want to let anything suffer. I only enjoy the suffering of other players. Also, you can’t tease me about what I say when you’re the one pretending to be a tsundere little sister constantly calling me ‘Onii-chan.’ You’re way worse than me,” Fenrir teased right back at her.

“Hmph!”

Fenrir not only acquired a victory against a fish, but he won a victory against Saya as well.

With his new fish in hand, he grabbed his fish, stepped out of the pond, walked past the new girl to set the fish down, and then walked back into the pond to look for his next fishy victim. He couldn’t wait to catch more now that he got his first one! He was already totally hooked—well, more like totally speared in this case.

Wait, Fenrir thought.

He turned around to look back at where he just walked. Standing there was a petite girl with long, white hair and light blue eyes staring at him with a blank expression. The sides of her hair hung down far enough in front of her to cover her modest chest, but only barely. At least she was standing behind a bush so that he couldn’t see what was below her chest. He assumed that she was just as naked down there as she was upstairs and seeing that would have flustered him even more than just seeing her chest hidden by hair.

It was only after looking over her bare form a few times over, blinking repeatedly to make sure that he was really seeing her and not just imagining her there, that he remembered something extremely important.

He, too, was naked. Not only that, but he did not have a bush in front of him to hide his plus-three-inches from sight.

Fenrir was not proud of the unmanly noise that left his mouth after remembering that.

As soon as he recomposed himself, he grabbed onto his tail and held it in front of himself before walking over to hide behind a free bush. Then he brought his hands up in front of his face so that he could use them as a shield, preventing him from seeing anything underneath her neck.

Chasing people around with a naked avatar, with friends, acting like a caveman, in a game with unrealistic graphics, was one thing. Being seen naked without any warning, while alone, by a girl, in a game with photorealistic graphics was a completely different thing!

More importantly, why was she so calm in her nudity in front of him?! If she was that calm in front of a guy, she definitely had to be a G.I.R.L. Only a Guy In Real Life would ever so brazenly stand about naked in front of another man.

Or she was just a pervert. He had no way of knowing for sure.

Fenrir tilted his head in confusion, another dog-like behavior. The girl mimicked his head tilting and raised her hands to make some odd signs that he couldn’t understand. Is she trying to copy some old-school ninja anime or something? he thought as he watched her. Was she suddenly going to create dozens of clones of herself or disappear into a puff of smoke with a log taking her place?

No. Instead, she simply stood there and looked slightly frustrated at herself.

“Is uhh… everything alright?” Fenrir asked.

The girl’s eyes went wide before she looked away.

What’s with her? Weird girl, he thought.

She took a deep breath and looked back at him, now with a hint of red showing on her cheeks as she struggled to look directly at him. “My… voice. Does it sound… weird?” she asked with an expression that looked like she was trying her best to be brave but failing at it. He wasn’t sure why somebody would need to try so hard to talk, but he figured she must have had a good reason for it. Maybe it was social anxiety. Then again, if that was the case, he would be even more confused about how she didn’t mind being nude in front of him.

Her voice did sound strange, though. It sounded as if she wasn’t used to talking or properly pronouncing words, but she sounded adorable and innocent. “It sounds cute. Why?” Fenrir replied. While it might have been easy for Saya to tease him, and despite making such an embarrassing noise when this mysterious girl found him in the nude, he was still able to be honest and prove that he had a natural flirt within him.

The girl’s eyes fluttered for a second as her cheeks turned an even brighter shade of red. Now, she was the one who was so embarrassed that she had to turn around to hide her face. “Do—you… really mean—that? It’s… cute?” she asked for confirmation.

“Yeah, it’s cute. A solid ten out of ten. Then again, my friends say I have horrible taste, so take that however you will.” Of course, his friends also meant that he had horrible taste in shows and music. Even they were able to agree that he had good taste in fictional waifus, though they would never admit it. And fortunately for him, he felt more at ease the more flustered the girl seemed to be. He wasn’t sure what he would do if she was the one who had more confidence than him. “You know that you’re… naked, right?”

Fenrir watched as the girl’s entire body froze from his question. He also watched as she dove into the bush in front of her to hide her body, only sticking her head out from the front of it which let him see she was red from her chin to the tips of her ears. Her hands stuck out to make a few, very angry hand signs, but nothing happened again. Once she realized what she was doing, she made a little disgruntled sound that sounded utterly adorable to him before saying, “I… I knew that.”

Fenrir made the kind of face that somebody in a sitcom about offices would make as they looked into the camera. “Just stay there for now. I’ll find you something to wear, alright?”

The girl nodded her head. Then, just as her face started to de-reddify, her stomach grumbled which made her pull her head back into the bush as if she was a turtle hiding within its shell.

“I’ll feed you first,” Fenrir said, unable to resist smiling from her cute display.

Sure, he had no idea who she even was, but she was cute, and cute girls were a weakness of every online gamer who rarely interacted with real women. Besides, it was only natural for eating to come after fishing. So, he first gathered all the large rocks around to make a makeshift firepit. Then he cleared out anything flammable from around the pit to instead place it all inside of the pit.

Meanwhile, the girl poked her head back out of the bush to watch as he prepared the firepit. Though, sometimes when he looked over at her, he caught her looking at him rather than at what he was doing. That made them both blush a little before averting their eyes each time it happened.

With the firepit built and filled with various twigs and leaves, Fenrir took a handful of tinder and set it aside to go and look for some wood good enough to use for starting the fire. The only method he could properly remember was the hand drill method which, unfortunately, was also among the most difficult of primal methods for starting a fire, especially for a newcomer. Even so, he used the same jagged rock from earlier to carve a little notch into the flattest piece of wood that he could find, took a long and thin yet sturdy stick, and began rubbing one end of the stick down into the notch. He held the top of the stick between his palms and applied downward pressure while rubbing his hands back and forth, rotating the stick and creating friction between it and the flat wood below.

Nothing happened for several minutes other than some cramping in his hands. “This is harder than it looked. I guess now I know why those survivalist vloggers said to never bother with this method unless there was no other choice… or if a masochist,” Fenrir complained, though he did not let up in his attempts. A cute giggle came from the girl behind him in the bush. He was tempted to tease her about it, but he was worried that he wouldn’t get to hear such a noise again if he did.

After a few more minutes, Fenrir started to feel like it might have been hopeless. He got a bit of smoke a few times, but there was no actual fire. It was then that he remembered something. He wasn’t trying to start a fire with this so much as he was supposed to be creating “coal” to start a fire with, and there was a small lump of black, burning “coal” in front of where the friction was being created.

That same satisfying feeling of accomplishment could be felt again. The game might not have had any pop-up notifications, but that feeling he got every time he accomplished something was quickly becoming addictive.

Fenrir took the coal, placed it in the bundle of kindle from before, and blew into it to get the fire started.

Success! Though, maybe a bit too much of a success as the kindle lit up far faster than he expected it to. The fire quickly heated up his hands and he was worried about getting burned, so he rushed to place the burning kindle within the firepit. He placed a few more branches and leaves on the top of the burning kindle, waited a few moments, and then… he had himself a proper fire going within his firepit.

He looked back at the girl with a smug smile of satisfaction on his face, and she replied with an impressed expression and a soft clap.

Then her stomach grumbled again.

“Tell your stomach to be patient. I’m working on it,” Fenrir said, embarrassing the girl and causing her to stick out her tongue at him.

Next came taking the fish and gutting it. Since that was something else he had little actual experience with outside of some random cooking games he played before, all he did was cut off its head using the spear before pushing a few of his hands into its body to try and scoop out all of its guts. The guts were then tossed into the water since he figured that maybe some of the fish in there would appreciate them as a meal.

With the guts removed, Fenrir cut the fish open and spread out its carcass around another nearby stick that was long enough to sit over the top of the firepit. He could already see the scales that he was too lazy to remove turning black from the fire. “While this is cooking, I’ll try to figure something out for clothes real quick. Stay here, alright?”

The girl nodded her head and continued waiting in the bush, her hungry eyes staring at the fish as a single strand of drool hung from her lip.

Fenrir left the fire in her care and ventured back into the dense forest. He trusted that she wasn’t going to run off with his spear nor fish, but it wouldn’t be the first, second, nor even the third time that he had his trust betrayed due to having faith in a girl online just because she looked cute. Bonekraka and Oleander would have been yelling at him already if they saw him trusting another girl that he didn’t know. He got into trouble many times for that before.

Then again, it wasn’t like he had much to lose by trusting her, and he already had an idea for what to do regarding equipment when he saw a tree with particularly thick bark already peeling off of it.

He reached behind himself to grab his hair and pull it in front of him. While he wasn’t a fan of the idea of cutting off even more of his hair, it may have been useful in fixing their clothing problem. A sigh of defeat left his lips as he got to work on his plan, starting with peeling some of that thick bark off of the trees. He was able to get several large, thick slabs of it and a bunch of smaller pieces that he might have been able to use, too. Once he felt like he had enough, he returned to the fire and girl.

Upon returning, the exposed meat of the fish hanging over the fire looked nice and ready to eat. So, Fenrir dropped the bark that he was able to peel off from the trees and took the fish away from the fire. “Just have to let it cool a bit now,” he explained to the girl who was still sitting in the bush.

While the fish cooled, it was time for the next part of his plan. He took the largest two slabs of bark and made small holes in the “top” corners of them with his trusty rock—the jagged one that he kept on going back to for so much. Next, he cut off some more of his hair to loop through the holes and tie the bark together. He left just enough room between them for him to fit his head through, letting the bark hang down over his chest and back. And this time, he got to immediately test out doing the same task again after getting the feeling of improving a skill. He may have gotten a skill—at least, that’s what he believed the feeling meant—in regard to making armor out of wood and hair, but the end result was hardly any different from the first piece that he made. The holes made in the bark were slightly neater and the hair was tied a bit more securely, but that was it.

“This one’s yours,” Fenrir said, placing the second, smaller piece of bark armor on the ground next to him. It was out of her reach, though, so she made grabby hands from the bush. “Hang on. Let me make something for your waist first. I’ll bring them over to you when I’m done.”

This time, he took four slabs of bark, poked two holes into each one, and looped his hair through them. He tested out the hair’s durability by lifting it up with the slabs of bark hanging from it and bouncing it a little. To his surprise, there didn’t seem to be any strain on the hair. He knew about just how durable hair was in reality, but he was never in a position to test out its strength before.

“Here. Wrap it around your waist and tie the ends together,” Fenrir explained, taking both the chest and waist armor over to her bush. “It should give you enough protection to not really show anything other than fanservice.”

The girl smirked when she heard the bit about fanservice and pulled the armor into the bush with her.

All Fenrir could hear was the rustling of the bush as she disappeared into it, struggling to put on everything without getting out first. He made sure to turn his back to her just in case she did accidentally show something she didn’t mean to.

Then, a few moments later, he felt a soft poke against his back. When he turned around to look at his poker, he saw the same girl from before now standing before him wearing comically oversized chunks of bark for armor. The armor around her waist covered her perfectly with one slab hanging down over her crotch and thighs as the other shielded her rear, and the remaining two slabs protected the sides of her hips that he could tell were impressively wide from how they pushed the bark out. She may have had a petite figure and modest breasts, but there was nothing petite nor modest about her hips that stuck out farther than her shoulders did. “How—how… does it look?” the girl asked.

Fenrir felt conflicted. Part of him thought that she looked hilarious. The other part of him acknowledged that she was still an attractive girl who was barely dressed. All it would take was a bit of bending over for that bark to hang away from her chest and expose her. “Looks good,” he answered. While he might have felt a bit flustered, he felt prouder than he felt flustered by seeing somebody else wear something that he crafted.

First the spear, now this armor. He didn’t expect to become a little crafter right after playing, but he was having fun and that was enough for him. After all, wasn’t the whole point of playing a video game to have fun?

As for the girl, she smiled and moved some of the hair away from her face, tucking a bit of it behind her ear. “Thanks.”

Seeing her smile, Fenrir found himself blushing and having to look away. She was too pretty. It was the kind of smile capable of making virgin guys on the internet with little experience with women fall in love in an instant. “No problem,” he said, followed by a grumble from his stomach. “Right. Food. It should be cooled down enough now, so here.” He picked up the fish and handed it over to her. “Sorry, no forks or knives here. You’ll have to eat it like the cave people we’re dressed like.”

“But… your stomach just—”

“Your stomach grumbled before mine, so you’re hungrier than me. You eat first.”

“I don’t know how I’m supposed to eat it without… forks and stuff.”

“You pick at the meat with your fingers and put it in your mouth. And be careful to avoid bones.”

“Can we choke?”

“Given how realistic everything has been so far, probably. It wouldn’t surprise me. Just be careful and it won’t be a problem, and spit any bones out that you get.” Talking about bones, meat, and spitting to a cute girl caused no small number of perverse thoughts to enter his mind. He was tempted to make a joke inspired by his thoughts, but he resisted. He didn’t want to come across as some sort of guy who couldn’t resist being a pervert to a girl on the internet.

“I thought guys like girls who swallow?”

Fenrir blinked a few times. Did I—did I… just hear that correctly? he thought to himself. When he looked down at her, he saw a content expression as she chewed on the little bit of fish she put in her mouth. Normally, somebody would have been smirking or smug after saying something like that. Yet, she looked perfectly innocent, like she had no idea why he was looking at her so suspiciously. Alright, I must have misheard her. She’s too cute to be making jokes like that anyways.

But then, as soon as he looked away from her, he heard a quiet little snicker. Of course, she looked perfectly innocent when he looked at her again… except for the fact that she had a hand held over her mouth as if she was trying to hide a smile.

“Alright. I’m going to try catching a fish,” Fenrir said to change the subject, not that there was a subject in the first place. “I need to feed myself, then I need to meet back up with my friends.”

A sound from the girl caused him to look at her again. The noise almost sounded like she was disappointed, but she looked the same as usual when he looked at her.

Whether she was disappointed or not, though, he already planned on asking her the next question. “Want to hang out with us? They’re pretty nice. Plus, one of them is gay, and the other is married, so you don’t have to worry about being surrounded by a bunch of sausages being thrown at your face.” Of course, while Oleander might have been gay and Bonekraka might have been married, Fenrir conveniently left out his own relationship status.

He might not have known whether she was actually a girl or not, but anybody who had ever played a female character in an online game before—no matter what gender they were in real life—knew how it felt to be swarmed with sausage. Even Fenrir experienced it once before and since vowed to never play another girl character.

It turned out that having a parental personality in games while playing a cute girl character was guaranteed to attract all manners of virtual sausage. If only he had a dollar for every single time he was called “wife material” during those days.

That aside, the girl looked to the side and nodded. “Is it… okay if—if I don’t talk a lot around them?”

“Don’t see why it’d be a problem,” Fenrir answered. “The big guy might be curious why you won’t talk, but my other friend won’t have any problems with it. He’s the most tolerant guy I know. By the way, this is kind of late, but I’m Fenrir.” He held out his hand for a shake. Though, he ended up holding his hand over the firepit since she was sitting on the opposite side of it. Given that the fire was still burning, and he didn’t take into consideration that intense heat was not a good match for human skin, he ended up pulling his arm back after burning it.

The girl smiled and clearly looked like she was trying not to laugh. Then, instead of holding her hand over the firepit, she reached around to give him a much safer handshake. “Serra. That’s—my name. It’s… nice to meet you. Fenrir.”

Fenrir was still patting his arm and waving it around when he saw her hold her hand out. Despite still having some smoke coming off from his arm, he wasn’t going to reject her, so he met her hand with his own and gave it a gentle shake. “I’m going to cool this off now,” he said before letting go and rushing over to the pond to dip his arm into its cool water.

Once he felt like his arm was sufficiently cooled off, he focused his attention on fishing once more.

Fenrir felt that supposed feeling of learning a skill twice earlier while fishing. He got it once when trying to catch a fish and then again when he actually caught a fish. He felt like he could better track fish after the first skill, but the second one didn’t seem to have affected anything. Was the skill from actually catching the fish something else—something specific to catching a fish with a spear? If the first skill allowed him to track fish better, maybe the second one increased his ability to catch them specifically with a spear? He thought over it for a few moments before figuring that he should hurry up so as to not keep his friends waiting. Then again, he wasn’t even sure if they were at the meeting spot yet.

With his spear in hand, he looked over the pond for any potential catches. There weren’t any more of those fat fish from before, which he looked back at every now and then to see Serra happily picking at still, but there were plenty of smaller ones for him to try catching.

And try he did.

Every thrust of his spear grabbed Serra’s attention, and she eventually moved closer with her fish so that she could enjoy the show. Of course, to her, the show was about more than just fishing. The best part of the show, in fact, was watching the man who was doing said fishing. And between her still being behind him and him being so focused on fishing, he never would have noticed just how her eyes continued looking over his body. Though, she found herself more and more invested in his actual fishing attempts.

As for Fenrir, while he did know that she was watching him, he figured that she was just watching him fish. That made the actual task of fishing even more challenging. He felt like an incompetent loser every single time he failed, but what he was hoping for was looking cool in front of her.

Another thrust!

And… another miss.

After a few more attempts, Fenrir decided to peek over his shoulder at Serra. He discovered that rather than watching him, she seemed to be watching his spear now. He felt less like she was judging him and his incompetence and more like she was watching him for the sport of it. Each time he thrust his spear, he noticed that she looked just as disappointed as he did. Each time he prepared to thrust it, she tensed up just as he did. Then, when he finally did spear another fish, she sat there with a thumbs-up and smile that warmed his heart. She actually looked like she was having fun watching him.

With a new fish stuck on the tip of Fenrir’s spear, he was quick to take it off and smack it against the nearest rock. It was a pretty small fish, though. He would need more than that if he wanted to actually sate his hunger. Fortunately, there was a nearby fish just waiting for him to spear it.

And he missed.

He decided to settle for just one fish after that.

“You’re fun to watch,” Serra said, sounding more confident with her voice now. She was still quiet and didn’t say much at once, and she had a sort of monotone way of speaking, but all of that was charming in its own way.

“I’ve got to put on a show for my audience, after all,” Fenrir said. “Can’t have a new friend already getting bored of me.”

Serra shook her head. “I won’t get bored of you.”

That one sentence was enough to make him feel as if she just lassoed his heart. He had no idea how he was supposed to respond to that. A self-depreciative joke and tease her about how she’d definitely get bored? No, that always pushes girls away when I try that, he thought. What about acting confident and cocky? I can do that with assholes, but not girls.

He felt like she might have been flirting with him which didn’t make his thoughts any clearer. Was she really flirting with him, or was it just his virgin mind thinking that the first sign of a girl being nice to him meant that she was interested?

Fenrir feared that he would be wearing a fedora and trench coat, potentially with some fingerless gloves, in no time if he believed that she was flirting with him just from that one sentence.

“Thanks. I try,” he finally said. Really? That’s it? He already wanted to smack himself in the head for such a weak response but, when he looked at her, he saw her smiling at him. Fish. Right. Fish. Just focus on cooking the fish, he repeated in his head. He needed to focus on that or else he was seriously going to fall in love with a girl that he barely knew just because of some nice words and a precious smile.

That was when his stomach grumbled the loudest it had yet. He was obviously very, very hungry, and decided that waiting for the fish to cook might have involved waiting for just a bit too long. Just looking at the fish was enough to make him drool and he felt a primal urge to sink his teeth into it and tear away. It was a borderline animalistic sensation. Could it have been his subconscious making him believe that was how he should be acting? He wasn’t sure, but he was sure that he was starving.

He looked up at Serra and asked, “Hey… there’s nothing wrong with eating some raw fish, right? I mean, sushi is a thing, so it should be alright to eat raw fish. Plus it’s a game, so—I’m not crazy if I just dig into it, right?”

Serra shook her head again. “I’ll never judge you.”

What—just, what—why? How? What’s she doing? Why is she like this? Fenrir’s thoughts became even more jumbled as she gave him yet another response that made his heart skip a beat. Could it have been that she actually did want him to throw his plus-three-inches sausage at her? Because what she was doing was how to get it thrown at her. Fortunately, Fenrir had a method of dealing with such emotions when they were becoming too much to handle. She’s probably a guy. She is probably a he, and he is probably sitting in his mother’s basement at five hundred pounds with a diaper on. Imagine him. Don’t look at her and see a cute girl. Look at her and see the kind of man they make television shows about.

Unfortunately, when he looked at her, he saw a cute girl rather than a five-hundred-pound man in a diaper.

“Al-alright, I’m digging in then,” he said prior to using his nails to peel patches of scales off from the fish before sinking his teeth directly into the raw fish flesh.

He felt his ears twitch and his tail wag.

What… what is this? This is—this is actually really good! Fenrir thought. He was wary of how it might taste before, but it tasted even better than prepared fish did! He didn’t even mind getting the occasional scale stuck in his teeth!

Little more than bones were left by the time that Fenrir finished devouring his latest catch. After tossing the scraps back into the pond for any scavengers, he rested a single, content hand over his stomach. It was more filling than he thought it would be, thankfully, but there was definitely room for another. Maybe two more. Or perhaps five more.

Looking at Serra again, he noticed her pointing up at the left end of his lips.

Fenrir raised a hand to touch at where she was pointing, only to find a single piece of fish flesh left. It was a bit embarrassing to have it pointed out like that, but that didn’t stop him from eating the piece of fish. “The fire is already dying down, so I think we should be fine if we leave it. Ready to go?” he asked her.

Serra replied by standing up and nodding.

Together, the two walked through the forest in their new armor. Fenrir made sure to bring his spear and trusty rock as well. Though, given just how closely behind him Serra was following, he had to be careful not to accidentally smack her with his tail as they walked.

On the way back, they saw a deer repeatedly walk headfirst into a tree, get teleported back a couple of feet, and then walk into the tree again. Eventually, it managed to walk straight through the tree as if it wasn’t even there.

Uhhh, Saya? Fenrir thought. He figured that thinking to her would be better than talking to her whenever others were around. I think there was a gli—

“I don’t want to talk about it, Onii-chan,” Saya replied, sounding as embarrassed as she possibly could.

Apparently, the AIs of the game were very sensitive about its coding.

“Bug report sent,” Saya said with a depressed tone.

By the way, Fenrir thought, how does the AI even work? Is it like normal where everything just has predetermined behaviors that cycle through?

“All NPCs follow standard behavior procedures until interacting with a player, and then the overseer controls them from there, Onii-chan.”

I see. Thanks. Fenrir turned his attention to Serra. “There’s something I want to try. Hang on.”

Serra nodded and watched what he wanted to experiment with.

With a random stone in hand, having left his spear and trusty rock with Serra, Fenrir stalked the deer while trying not to make too much noise. He saw that it had some repeating patterns in its movements and idle stances, and it didn’t quite look completely sentient when he looked at its eyes, either. There was a sort of lifelessness to its eyes. However, as soon as he threw a stone near it—not at it—the deer’s eyes filled with life and it took off as realistically as any deer would. Seeing that change in its eyes confirmed what Saya explained to him. The NPCs might have followed simple patterns and rules when on their own, but, the moment interaction began with a player, they got taken over by something much more intelligent: the overseer.

Most games got boring once all the patterns and behaviors were figured out, but this was a game where such things could be changed whenever the overseer wished. The overseer directly controlling NPCs whenever appropriate meant that there would forever be a challenge. It wasn’t just some game where players could learn the moves and patterns of bosses to flawlessly defeat them. Players would have to constantly adapt and improvise for every single fight. Even something as simple as hunting and fishing would be as realistically challenging, assuming that Fenrir understood the system correctly.

He may not have been totally convinced before, but he was now. Fantasy Tales Online was the best game of all time, and he was already in love with this new world to explore!

What Fenrir did not love, however, was just how long it was taking to get back to his friends. He went farther into the forest than he realized and he also wanted to be careful to make sure that Serra didn’t get lost nor trip up or anything else like that. Because of that, he’d occasionally look back and notice that Serra’s eyes were locked onto his swishing tail.

He completely understood. If he placed himself in her shoes, he knew that he would have been watching his tail. Especially if the genders were reversed so that he was following behind a cute girl with a dog tail. Furthermore, he definitely would have wanted to touch it—to pet it. Well, there were many things that he would want to do.

Many. Things.

But for the moment, he assumed that Serra’s interest in his tail was completely innocent. “Want to touch it?” he asked, stopping in front of her with his head turned back to look at her.

A soft blush spread across her cheeks before nodding her head.

“I know how it feels, so go ahead. I wouldn’t have given myself a tail if the thought of people touching it bothered me. I mean, who doesn’t love petting dogs? Not that I’m a dog or anything.” He looked forward again. “You know what I mean.”

Serra’s soft, smaller hands tentatively reached out to stroke his tail. While his tail was swaying from side to side before, it was now completely frozen.

Having his tail pet might not have felt as good as a headpat or belly rub, but it was still enough to send shivers up his spine. That pleasurable feeling only grew stronger as her hands ran along the length of his tail, her fingers gently tracing through its hair. She even went so far as to take a step closer so that she could hold the tail up against her face, rubbing it against her cheeks.

“Al-alright, I think that’s enough for now,” Fenrir interrupted, immediately taking himself out of her reach. He was happy that she couldn’t see his face at the moment seeing as how it was much too red.

Though, when he did peek over his shoulder at her, he saw that she looked a bit disappointed as her hands were left hanging in the air where his tail once was.

But letting her pet his tail was dangerous. That was something that he could get addicted to if he wasn’t careful.

So, for the rest of the walk, Fenrir made sure that his tail was always out of her reach even though part of him wanted to give in and let her pet him to his tail’s content.

Fortunately, it wouldn’t be much longer until they finally reached his friends. Unfortunately, when they did reach the meeting spot, Fenrir confirmed what he was afraid of—that he kept them waiting. Going by just how set up they were, they were probably waiting for a while, too.

Oleander and Bonekraka were sitting around a campfire with large slabs of meat stuck on some sticks hanging over the fire. They even got themselves some gear. Oleander was covered with a few large leaves that looked pasted together somehow. It looked like a dress of sorts that was made out of leaves and decorated with a few flowers. He even had matching flowers in his hair.

Then there was Bonekraka. He wore simple armor made out of an animal’s hide, and Fenrir assumed that it must have been a boar going by the fact that there was a boar’s skull now serving as Bonekraka’s helmet. A different type of animal skin surrounded Bonekraka’s crotch, which Fenrir was thankful for giving that Serra would have seen an exposed orc otherwise, but it did little other than cover the most private of parts. The important thing was that both Oleander and Bonekraka were covered up, especially since Fenrir forgot to warn Serra that they would probably be naked still.

Now, rather than worry about getting his friends some equipment, Fenrir was curious about how they managed to get what they got. How did Oleander put together his outfit and keep it staying together, and how did Bonekraka skin an animal and get a perfectly clean skull to use as a helmet?

Unfortunately for Fenrir’s curiosity, Oleander planned on stealing the spotlight with his own curiosity. “Fenny!” the deer boy shouted, running up to Fenrir the moment that he spotted him. “We’ve been waiting forever! What took you so—oh? Who’s this?” Oleander looked behind Fenrir at the much smaller girl—a girl who managed to be even shorter than Oleander was. Of course, even if both Oleander and Serra were short, they each had adult heights. They simply had short adult heights. More importantly, a mischievous grin spread across Oleander’s lips. “This is why I can’t leave you alone! I let you out of my sight for just a few minutes and you cheat on me! What does she do for you that I don’t? Is it because I don’t let you ravage my body enough? Is it because I don’t do your favorite thing with my mouth enough?”

“Hey,” Fenrir said, flicking Oleander’s forehead, “stop that before she misunder—”

Fenrir should have known that trying to stop Oleander from teasing him wouldn’t work. Oleander brought his hands up to hide his face behind them as he forced himself to cry. “I—I thought what we had was special! Am I not feminine enough for you? Is it because I always want to be on the bottom? I’m sorry for being so selfish! I can top if you want it that badly!”

Fenrir looked back at Serra only to see her staring up at him with a very, very unimpressed face.

Fortunately for Fenrir… Serra wasn’t able to keep up the judging expression for long and broke into a smile and almost-giggle from Oleander’s teasing.

Also fortunately for Fenrir, Bonekraka grabbed Oleander by one of his antlers and tossed him aside with minimal effort. And now that Bonekraka was standing next to Fenrir, Serra realized just how massive the orc was and felt relieved that he was covered up considering that her eye level was lined up directly with his crotch. “Who is girl?” Bonekraka asked.

Fenrir wasn’t sure if he should he say her name or not. She warned him that she wouldn’t be talking too much around them so, if he told them her name, it would show that she talked to him before and could make things awkward if she didn’t talk to them as well. “She found me while I was fishi—I mean, while I was looking for some way to make equipment. I guess I don’t have to feel bad about not making anything for you guys with how busy you seem to have been.” He was quick to change the subject.

There was something else that Fenrir didn’t expect. Seeing the fur and skin that Bonekraka wore made him feel a bit uneasy. Perhaps it was because of his own canid features, but he didn’t like the idea of somebody wearing dead animals. That sort of thing never bothered him in any other games, but it did make him feel a bit uneasy now.

“Found boar. Turned boar into food and clothes. Looks badass,” Bonekraka said, his Russian accent coming out in extra force to say “badass.” He even gave a proud thumbs-up to go with it.

“Look, Fenny!” Oleander shouted, getting up from where Bonekraka tossed him while rubbing his head and rear. “I wanna show off, too!”

“Then show off,” Fenrir replied, eager to see what Oleander had to show. Serra decided to watch in anticipation as well.

Oleander walked over to the campfire where he had a pile of odd-looking plant stems that he gathered. Each of the stems was thick, red, and looked fairly durable with few leaves on them. He grabbed one of them, snapped it in half, and held the broken halves up to them to show the thick, green liquid dripping out from them. He then moved onto the next part of the demonstration by using this liquid to stick a few leaves together on a nearby twig. “It’s like glue!”

“Woah. That’s extremely useful,” Fenrir said. “Where’d you find those? It could help us a lot if we gather a bunch of it. Oh—wait.” He looked back at Serra. “Sorry, I haven’t introduced them yet. The big green guy is Bonekraka. The other one is Oleander.”

“Hey, do you really have to call me the ‘other one?’ Can’t I be called something like the ‘cute one?’”

“You’re the one who’s good at getting sticky liquid out of sticks.”

“Nice. I’ll accept that. Also, we found a boar eating it. I tried it myself, but… it’s too thick for me.”

Serra finally cracked and snerked at Oleander’s lewd innuendo, letting him instantly know that he had a comrade-in-arms for perverse jokes.

Neither Bonekraka nor Fenrir picked up on the perverted bond that was just formed.

“I don’t remember seeing anything with stems that red while looking around, so it must be rare,” Fenrir said. “Maybe it’s like truffles and pigs? Pretty hard to find, but they can sense them from a good distance.”

“You know too much random stuff, Fenny. You must get really bored when neither of us are online,” Oleander said. Bonekraka nodded in agreement.

“I can’t deny that, but I won’t admit it, either. Anyways, neither of you mind if she tags along with us, right?”

“You trust girls too easy,” Bonekraka said.

While Bonekraka might have been distrustful like usual when it came to Fenrir and girls in games, Oleander nodded with an excited smile. “She’s cute and I already have reason to believe she’s a good person, so I’d be happy if she joins us!” Oleander also had reason to be distrustful, but not to the point of shunning a fellow player who liked lewd jokes.

A light blush painted Serra’s cheeks upon hearing another person call her cute.

“And what’s that reason?” Fenrir asked.

“Secret!” Oleander answered and stuck out his tongue.

Bonekraka still needed convinced, though.

“Well,” Fenrir spoke up, “if she wasn’t trustworthy, she probably would have killed me by now. It’s not like I had anything on me and I even let her hold this spear, so she could have killed me at any time. And given that we’re brand-new players without an established group or anything, I doubt she’s a spy trying to infiltrate our ranks. Even if she does, we have literally nothing to lose. Well, I guess not literally, but almost literally.”

Bonekraka shrugged and said, “Your choice. Will kill girl if she tries anything.”

Serra tucked herself behind Fenrir to hide from the intimidating orc. While Fenrir might have felt a bit bad about her being scared of Bonekraka, he also loved just how cute she was by hiding behind him. “Then I guess we’ve got ourselves a fourth party member for now. So… now what? What do you guys want to do once you’re done cooking?”

Bonekraka and Oleander looked at each other with confused expressions, unsure of what Fenrir could have been talking about when he mentioned cooking.

Then they smelled it.

They looked at the fire.

They looked back each other.

Then, with widened eyes and panicked movements, the two rushed over to the fire to pull their burning meat away from it.

“Aww… it got burned,” Oleander whined. “Why didn’t you remind us sooner, Fenny?”

Bonekraka took a bite out of the charred meat while flipping Fenrir off with his free hand, resulting in accidentally burning his mouth and dropping his meat. With both of his hands freed now, he got to flip Fenrir off with twice as many middle fingers.

“Hey, it’s not my fault you guys got distracted,” Fenrir said. “Pay better attention next time. Didn’t your parents ever teach you not to leave the kitchen unattended when cooking?”

Oleander and Bonekraka looked into the fire with shame. They knew that it was their fault, but they didn’t want to admit it.

Then Fenrir jumped. With his ears perked up from surprise, he spun around to see Serra with both of her hands behind her back as she looked off to the side. He was confident that he just felt something touch his tail and Serra looked incredibly suspicious, so he was starting to think that she might not have been as innocent as he assumed.

The time waiting for Bonekraka and Oleander to finish their food was spent with Fenrir sharpening his spear using that jagged rock he kept with him. It may have just been some random rock that he found in the forest, but it was his random rock. Though, he wasn’t sure how effective the sharpening actually was. The spearhead was definitely getting more jagged, but was that a good thing? He wasn’t sure, so he would make sure to watch some random videos online about ancient spears and keeping them in good condition once he was out of the game later.

He also had company while doing it. Serra sat next to him and watched out of curiosity the entire time. As much as it was nice to have her sitting next to him and being so interested in him, he couldn’t help but feel that she was being just a little bit suspicious in how clingy she was acting despite how short of a time they knew each other for. The last time that a girl was that clingy to him right from the start, she ended up gaining his trust, being given an officer position in the guild he ran in a previous game, and then completely cleaned out the guild’s bank of all its materials and money.

His guild members were definitely not happy about that.

They were even unhappier when it happened again no more than two months later.

“Want me to try and get you a weapon?” Fenrir asked her just so that there wasn’t any awkward silence between them.

Serra looked over at his friends and saw that they were preoccupied with eating and talking, so they shouldn’t have been able to hear her. “I don’t know. I’m not… really used to games like this.”

“What kind of games do you usually play?”

Serra’s cheeks turned red again as she looked away from him. “Puzzle games.”

“I’ve always been horrible at those, so you have my respect if you’re any good at them.”

Serra scratched her cheek and nodded.

“Anyways, we’ll find something for you to do. You kind of give me a magic user vibe, so maybe something like that?” Fenrir asked.

Serra shrugged. “Watching you fish was—it was… fun. Do I have to fight?”

“Nope. You can do whatever you want in this game, including just living a second life without any of the fighting. Though, it might be hard to avoid sometimes. But as long as I’m here, I’ll protect you if it ever comes to that.”

…

Fenrir might have felt just a bit suspicious of her due to past experiences, but that didn’t stop him from being a flirt. He immediately tried to remind himself that she was potentially a five-hundred-pound man in his mother’s basement wearing a diaper, and it was working, until…

“I’ll hold you to that,” Serra said.

His heart wasn’t going to be able to take much more of her.


Patch 1.2

The dynamic duo came over to Fenrir and Serra once they were done eating, each of them patting their full bellies. One would normally never think it from how often they fought, but they acted similarly enough to look like a husband and wife whenever they weren’t fighting—well, like a husband and a much-more-feminine husband.

“You guys ready to go?” Fenrir asked, picking up his rock and spear. Though, he realized that carrying around the rock all the time was a bit annoying. He couldn’t carry anything else while holding it and his spear already took up his free hand. Not to mention that it would need dropped anyway if he got into any fights. Fortunately, it just so happened that there was a certain, sticky substance that was recently discovered which would be perfect for him to fix his problem with.

He took one of those red stems, snapped it in half, and spread its liquid onto the bottom of the spear before sticking his trusty rock to it. The rock stuck without issue, causing him to smile perhaps a bit too much over such a simple thing.

“You sure do love playing with poles and thick, sticky stuff, Fenny,” Oleander teased from behind Fenrir. When he looked over at Serra to check on her reaction, he noticed that she was looking away as if she was trying to hide her amusement. Oleander was sure that they would be getting along great.

“Is impossible for you to talk normal,” Bonekraka said, smacking Oleander on the back of his head.

“Is impossible for you to not sound like Russian gangster!” Oleander snapped back, mimicking the orc’s accent and broken English as he picked up the spare stems that were still unused.

“Gangsters are cool.” The orc nodded and crossed his arms over his chest.

“Not as cool as dicks.” The deer boy stuck his tongue out at the orc.

“Alright, alright,” Fenrir said and stepped between them. “What’s the plan other than killing each other? We’re down for whatever you guys want.” He looked back at Serra to confirm, and that was exactly what she did with a nod of her head.

Oleander looked up at the sky. The sun was already a good deal lower in the sky than it was when they started, and the shades of the sky grew darker to accompany its new position. “I think I heard that it’s more dangerous at night. Think we should try finding a village? Maybe put up a camp? We can get nice and snuggled up together in a tent, Fenny,” he cooed.

“I have no idea if there’s even a village anywhere near us. I know we started in the Augus Empire’s territory, but other than that—no idea,” Fenrir replied, purposely ignoring the last part of what Oleander said.

Oleander pouted from being ignored before getting back on topic. “I forgot we spawned in on the land they claim. I’d really rather not stay in a region full of stuck-up roleplayers pretending that they’re the best there is. I swear, I always see them making the news and everybody kisses their asses. Why do there have to be wannabe Roman roleplayers in every single fantasy game? Can’t they at least choose an ancient civilization not so overdone? Like, the Babylonians or something. Also, if they’re going to roleplay Roman wannabes, they shouldn’t be prudes. The Romans were dicking everybody and everything down all the time. If they were at least faithful to that, I wouldn’t have a problem with them.”

“You really hate prudes, don’t you?”

“I don’t hate them. I only think that everything about their existence is boring and sad.”

“Fair enough. I can’t deny that prudes are the worst. Anyways, I figured it’d be best if we spawned on the biggest continent with the most people on it. Easier than spawning between warring factions in zones where we’re going to get wrecked immediately. Plus we have a bunch of stuff around us. So, even if we’re in Roman Prude Land, we’ve got a ton of options.”

“Oh! Aren’t those pirate guys to the south? We should totally go to the pirate place! Big, burly pirates! Debauchery and plundering booty! It sounds like heaven! Plus there’s the famous Blackstache! What if we get to meet him? He’s the stuff of legends!”

Fenrir thought about it for a few moments. Going there might have been the best options for all their needs… and it would probably be an amazing place to go fishing. He would get his fishing, Oleander would get to surround himself with a bunch of rough men, and Bonekraka would surely find plenty of fights and games to bet money on. The only one to worry about was Serra. She was so small and innocent looking, and she already expressed a disinterest in fighting, so how would she handle being around a bunch of pirates?

But, when he looked at her, he saw that she was smiling. She must have been interested in meeting a bunch of pirates as well, even if that seemed like the opposite of what he would have expected. Then again, he didn’t know what to expect with her and that was part of the problem.

“Got any objections, Bone?” Fenrir asked.

“Do not let wife know,” Bonekraka answered.

“We’ll try not to. Alright, so, let’s go to… what was it called again?”

Everybody shrugged.

“Wait, I have an idea. Instead of trying to get there overland, why don’t we follow the coast south? I bet we’ll come across a village at some point, and we might be able to get on a boat that will take us the rest of the way,” Fenrir proposed.

“Makes sense,” Oleander spoke up.

“Then if there aren’t any objections, let’s head back to where I spawned. It was close to the ocean, and trust me when I say that the ocean was an awesome sight to see.”

And with that being said, they left in the direction that they originally came from.

“So, Boney… about those ships in Eternal Space,” Oleander said with one of his mischievous grins.

Fenrir realized something halfway back to the coast. He knew of Blackstache and the legends surrounding him, but he couldn’t remember the name of the faction, city, nor where the exact location of it was. Gaming news websites and channels would often cover the events happening in-game and have the ability to show everybody everything that happened within the world. He knew that he saw exactly where all the major cities were, where massive battles happened, and so forth. However, when he actually tried to visualize their positions on a map in his head, he came up blank.

So, he asked Saya about it.

“Like I said, Onii-chan, not everything is transferred from reality to the game and vise-versa! The location is in your memories, but I’m not allowed to let you access it. You have to discover things in-game on your own! It wouldn’t be as fun otherwise. It would also give you an unfair advantage over players who don’t do the same amount of research,” Saya explained within his head.

So, Fenrir thought back to her, I can remember how to make a spear and how to fish, but I can’t remember where a city is on a map? Why can I remember I’m in Augus Empire territory then?

“You were only able to vaguely remember how to make the spear. It’s not like you were able to make a super-duper awesome spear right from the start or anything, and there were a bunch of things you technically could’ve done better if you could’ve remembered all of it. You still remember some things, just not everything about them. Just like how you know the general direction of the city you’re heading to, but not its exact location! When it comes to the Augus Empire, you’re allowed to keep some of the information related to the area you start in. Wouldn’t it be silly if you spawn in the game without knowing anything at all? The easiest way to look at it is to pretend that you’re in the shoes of somebody who was born and raised in this area. You know about the area you’re in and you might know some legends and myths about the rest of the world and its people, but you won’t know anything more unless you learn it in-game! If you didn’t know anything at all then it would be like an adult baby suddenly appearing out of nowhere. You would have been given information regarding the Augus Empire even if you never learned about it out of the game.”

Must be nice to be an AI. You never have to stop to pause and take a breath or drink. Anyways, so, there are studies about learning skills and transferring them between real life and the game, but what about when it comes to general knowledge? That’s something you control?

“Right, Onii-chan!”

If every player has their own AI assistant, how can players be sure that everybody is being treated fairly?

“Are you saying that we’re cheating or might be biased? I mean, it’s true that it’s possible since we are heavily influenced by the personalities of our partners, but everything we do is checked by the overseer. If she finds that something is unfair or inappropriate for the world, then she’ll block it!”

Alright, so skills may or may not be transferred between in-game and reality to some degree, AI assistants control what knowledge players retain between real life and the game, and the overseer makes sure that everything is fair? Is there really a difference between skills and knowledge?

“Onii-chan, you’re going to scare away girls if you ask so many questions! I suggest reading about this when you’re outside of the game.”

Fenrir gave up. While the technical aspects regarding how it all worked and was possible in the first place were something that interested him, he doubted that he was smart enough to understand all of it even if it got explained to him like he was five. The technical stuff could be left to engineers and programmers and all of them. Thanks, Saya. That’s all for now.

The party reached the coast just after the sun disappeared over the horizon, prompting a disappointed sigh from Fenrir. “I was hoping we’d get to see the sunset,” he said, his ears and tail both drooping to express just how truly disappointed he was. “At least we’ll still be in the open. I’d rather be on a beach at night than in a forest.”

Bonekraka rubbed his shoulders after finally getting Oleander off of them, and Oleander was full of energy and ready to do some walking on his own after not having to walk the whole trip to the coast.

Checking in on Serra, Fenrir expected to see exhaustion or grumpiness from having to walk so far. Instead, he saw a pair of amazed eyes looking out over the ocean. She looked every bit as inspired as he did when he first saw it, making him wish that they got there sooner even more. “If we’re still by the coast tomorrow—in-game tomorrow—then we’ll get to watch the sunset. Sound good?” Fenrir asked Serra, earning an excited nod in return from her. He couldn’t deny that he was a bit disappointed in Oleander and Bonekraka not being as excited by the sights as he was, but at least he had Serra to impress.

“Small girl, why not speak?” Bonekraka asked, leaning over in front of her. His imposing face came directly in front of her own, and his sudden appearance startled her enough to jump back and hide behind Fenrir.

“Hey, Boney! If she wanted to talk, she’d talk. Don’t be rude,” Oleander said before kicking Bonekraka in the back of his leg.

“Is just question! Is asking question rude? No!”

Fenrir was about to break them up before they got into another fight when somebody else spoke up instead.

“Sorry… I’m just—not comfortable talking a lot. I don’t mean to be… rude,” Serra said, her voice even softer than when she first talked to Fenrir.

Both Oleander and Bonekraka looked surprised. Neither of them expected to hear her talking anytime soon given just how quiet she had been.

“There you have it!” Oleander said. “Now, don’t make her talk anymore, you big dumb brute.”

The scolding clearly worked given that Bonekraka looked away while rubbing the back of his head. “Izvinite,” he grumbled under his breath.

Serra looked up at Fenrir, her head slightly tilted to express her confusion.

“He’s Russian. It means he’s sorry,” Fenrir explained.

Bonekraka grumbled and began walking away after having his apology explained, threatening to rival Saya when it came to tsundere levels.

As the sky turned dark, the bright stars above came out to show off. Bonekraka and Oleander might not have been that impressed at the sight of the ocean, but they couldn’t help but to look up in awe at a sky full of beautiful stars and distant nebulae. After all, one of the first things that anybody who loved space did in a video game was look up at the game’s skybox during the night. The nighttime sky of virtual worlds was always far more impressive than in reality.

To make the sight even better, there was not a single cloud within the sky to block the group’s vision. Thousands of shining lights of various colors hung in the sky for them to gawk at. Constellations, nebulae, comets, local planets—all those and more visibly decorated the space above them. Such a sight was simply impossible to see in reality; it was as close as they would ever get to seeing it in person.

“Saya, is it possible for you to take screenshots of us from third person by any chance?” Fenrir asked.

“You named your assistant ‘Saya?’ You really are a weeb, Fenny,” Oleander teased.

“I… didn’t realize I was talking out loud.” He was too distracted by the night sky’s beauty.

Now he was distracted by Saya’s laughter within his head. “Sure thing, Onii-chan!” Saya answered.

Oleander and Serra already knew what to do. Serra got close to Fenrir’s right side while Oleander nuzzled up against his left side while pulling Bonekraka in close.

“Three… two…”

Everybody heard Saya’s cutesy voice counting down in their heads.

“One!”

And then they heard the sound effect of a camera snapping its shot. A small window then popped up to show them the screenshot. The screenshot had all four of them standing side by side smiling—well, except for Bonekraka. Getting him to smile was impossible. Behind them was the vast ocean with calm waves rolling ashore with that beautiful sky up above in the background. Once they were done looking at the screenshot, a notification popped up to inform them that it would be saved to their computers and then the window disappeared.

“Nice pic. By the way, Fenny,” Oleander said, “I think I heard your Saya.” Bonekraka grunted in agreement and Serra nodded as well.

“Really?” Fenrir asked. “I thought only I could hear her?”

“All willing participants of a planned screenshot will hear a synchronized countdown!” Saya explained. “They’ll also get copies of the screenshot, Onii-chan.”

Fenrir relayed the information to the rest of the group before thanking Saya for it, and then they were able to continue their journey since their stargazing and screenshotting session was over with.

The group followed the beach southward with naught but the sky above to guide them. Well, and the beach. It would have been difficult for them to somehow get lost when all they had to do was follow the coast. Even so, it was more like the sky was the one guiding them since they couldn’t help but continue to look up at it every now and then. If the stars weren’t beautiful enough, there was a pair of dual moons orbiting around one another that was now within their view. One moon had a soft, blue color while the other had more of an orange color to it, and each moon looked several times closer to the world than Earth’s moon was.

Given how the ocean’s waves weren’t completely annihilating the coastline, Fenrir assumed that their gravitational effect on the tides wasn’t meant to be realistic. That was alright, though, because he really didn’t want to get swept out to sea. He was more than happy to enjoy the moons without them being realistic.

As for Bonekraka, he began grunting and groaning every few steps traveled. With just how much heavier he was, and how much larger his feet were, every shell or piece of driftwood that he stepped on caused pain equal to stepping on children’s building blocks. Many considered that a fate worse than death.

“Regretting setting pain to a hundred percent yet, Bone?” Fenrir asked. His question was answered by having a shell thrown at his head which he somehow managed to dodge, surprising even himself.

Aside from the occasional banter and dodging of shells, nothing particularly eventful happened as they walked down the coast. There weren’t even any monsters popping out to attack them like they figured would be the case.

Fortunately, there was always Oleander to break the silence as they walked. Well, some considered that fortunate. Bonekraka considered it the opposite of fortunate. “Ugh, my assistant is making my head hurt,” Oleander whined. “I keep asking him stuff about the game, but all of his answers make my head hurt or are too vague. It’s like when you read a story and really want to understand how everything works, but the author doesn’t even know how it works themselves, so they either don’t bother going into detail or come up with some lame excuse to not go into it.”

“I forgot how hardcore of a bookworm you can be sometimes,” Fenrir said. “Read anything good lately?”

“Not really. I’ve been busy with classes. And by classes, I mean busy with my professors. Professors as in multiple professors.” Oleander winked.

Fenrir was ready to play along by asking Oleander what he meant even though he knew his friend was just messing around as he took his studies seriously, but Bonekraka held an arm out in front of the group to signal a stop.

The three behind the orc all peeked out from behind him only to see a couple of giant crabs digging their claws into the sand. “Looks like they’re looking for something. Food?” Fenrir asked.

Each of the crabs’ legs was the same height as Oleander and their carapaces were as large as a bear’s body. Their massive, spiny claws had black tips in contrast to the red coloring of their shells, and they had a couple of eyes sticking out from their bodies that rested atop short stalks. They weren’t exactly original for fantasy monsters, but they did look delicious as far as Fenrir was concerned.

“Woah, those claws are massive,” Oleander said in a hushed voice. “Wait, can crabs even hear? Do they have ears?”

Everybody looked at Fenrir for the answer. “Don’t look at me. Just because I know a bunch of random things doesn’t mean I know all the random things. All I know is that we can either go around them or kill them, but I’m going to be honest. I haven’t had crab in a really long time and could really go for some right now. I haven’t had a chance to fight yet either, so I’m hyped to try it out.”

“Oh! Lemme try something. Stay here, alright?”

“What are you—”

Before Fenrir could even finish his question, Oleander took off for the tall grass bordering the sandy shore, sneaking up as close to the crabs as he could get while staying within the grass. It was hard to see what exactly he was doing from where the others stood, but they did manage to spot what looked like long, thin tendrils slowly slithering out through the grass toward the crabs. They slithered just like snakes would.

“Hey, isn’t that kind of too awesome considering we only just started playing? How’s he already got some sort of tentacle magic going on?” Fenrir asked nobody in particular.

“He wanted nature magic,” Bonekraka answered. “Figured out how while fighting boar.”

Upon thinking about it for more than a few seconds, Fenrir realized that if there was anybody who was going to be a prodigy in a game where magic was based on a player’s creativity as well as their intelligence and willpower, then it was going to be Oleander. He always was the smartest and most creative of them.

The grassy tendrils slithered closer and closer to the crabs until they were able to lunge forward in a swift motion! They wrapped around the crabs’ claws, trying to prevent them from moving, but the crabs were quick to respond by swinging their claws around in a desperate attempt to break free. However, while they might have been able to move their claws around a little, they were wrapped shut and unable to open. So, worst-case scenario, they could only be used as hammers rather than to snap somebody’s body in half.

In addition to that, Fenrir noticed something. The difference between how they behaved during their idle animations versus now, when the overseer took them over for combat, was beyond obvious. They just seemed so much more alive. They moved and fought like actual monsters struggling for their lives rather than going through some default fight animations.

But it was not the time to be admiring that.

“Now!” Oleander shouted.

Bonekraka and Fenrir charged forward without hesitation. Bonekraka used his fists to punch at the joints in the crabs’ arms, managing to crack them more and more with each blow. Fragments of shell broke off with every attack and it wouldn’t be much longer before Bonekraka managed to literally punch the crab’s arm off.

Yet, as impressive as Oleander’s magic might have been, he was still new to the game. The crabs broke free from their viny chains and retaliated. The crab that was targeted by Bonekraka put each of its newly freed claws into action by slamming one of them into Bonekraka’s chest as the other grabbed onto his left arm. The orc’s eyes went wide with pain, for he felt every single ounce of pain that somebody would have felt if it were happening in reality rather than in a game. Not only that, but because he had gore and everything else enabled, he was able to hear the cracking of bone in his arm as the spikes of the crab’s claw dug into his flesh to leave gory marks.

As for Fenrir, who didn’t have the same content enabled, all he could see were bloodied cuts on Bonekraka’s arm while listening to his pained shouts. He wanted to rush over to help, but the crab in front of him didn’t plan on letting him do that.

Fenrir thrust his spear forward, managing to actually pierce the crab’s shell at a weak point, but it didn’t look to cause any pain in the crab. The crab had absolutely zero reaction as it approached with each of its claws raised. One claw grabbed onto the spear embedded inside of it to snap it in half and toss it aside as the other claw swung toward Fenrir! He was only just barely able to jump out of the way in time, but all he had now was a broken stick with a rock glued to it.

He looked at the rock.

It might have just been a jagged rock, but it was his jagged rock, and it just might have been enough for his new idea. Switching his hold on the stick so that the rock was positioned away from him, he wielded his once-spear as a hammer now. The next time the crab swung a claw at him, he countered with his makeshift hammer to crack apart the shelled claw! The struck claw reeled back.

But Fenrir was too focused on that one claw. His tunnel vision prevented him from seeing the other claw before it came crashing into his side, tossing his body several feet away and leaving him on the sand clutching at his side.

It hurts! he thought. But he felt worse in reality. It helped that he felt equal numbness to the pain due to his pain setting, just like Saya explained before. What would have felt like a broken arm incapable of moving to one player with pain all the way up would have felt like an arm so numb that it couldn’t be moved to a player with the opposite setting. Same result, different way of feeling it, and Fenrir was right in the middle.

“I am so eating you,” Fenrir grunted as he stood back up. The attack completely knocked the wind out of him just a few moments before and left a large bruise on his side, but he still got up with a bit of difficulty. Looking over at Bonekraka, he saw the orc tear the clawed arm holding his own off from the crab with his free arm. At the same time, more viny tendrils lashed out to wrap around the crab’s only remaining claw as Bonekraka repeatedly smashed the severed arm into the crab’s carapace and eyestalks. Every single smash was accompanied by a brutish, very pissed off shout in Russian. Fenrir had no idea what was being said, but he was pretty sure it was the kind of thing that Russians tended to yell at bad players in FPS games.

Back to his own crab, Fenrir noticed it approaching him again and asked, “What? All I want is a nice crab dinner.” He picked his “hammer” back up and, instead of using it like an actual hammer, he ripped the rock off from it and tossed the stick aside.

A bestial urge welled up within him. Lowering his head and sticking it out farther like a wolf getting ready to attack, his tail hung still behind his legs as he grinned at the crab. An intimidating display of his fangs. Noticing those pronounced canines of a true predator even caused the crab to pause for a brief moment before taking a more defensive stance during its approach.

That urge—that sensation continued to grow within Fenrir. He knew that he could resist the temptation to give in to this feral urge but, at the same time, it just felt right to give in to it. It was like he was being given the option between fighting more like a normal human or giving in to those canid instincts, and he chose the latter. In the same way that Bonekraka was brutally destroying the crab’s body like a rampaging orc would, Fenrir wanted nothing more than to pounce and to tear the crab in front of him into shreds like a wolf earning its meal.

And that was exactly what he did. The moment the crab was close enough, Fenrir charged at it, managing to slide underneath its claws and body before standing back up to turn around and jump onto the crab’s back! He grappled onto the crab, grabbing the crab’s left eyestalk with his hand as he wrapped his legs around the carapace’s sides to keep himself steady. With the jagged rock in his right hand, he repeatedly smashed it down right between the crab’s eyes. The crab tried reaching its claws behind itself to rip Fenrir off of him, but every single smack from the rock between its eyes staggered it. All Fenrir had to do was keep on smashing, and smashing, and smashing until the shell covering its brain broke away.

Despite the act itself being violent and gory, there was little blood and brain matter being splattered about as Fenrir began smashing the rock directly into its brain. He only got a quick look into the hole that he made, but he could hardly see anything. It was like his eyes refused to focus on it. He could tell that something was there, but his mind simply failed at clearly processing what it was. Meanwhile, Bonekraka noticed every single last bit of gore over at his crab.

The crab underneath Fenrir shuddered from the attacks. It only took a few more blows after having its brain reached to kill it, its legs giving out underneath it to let the rest of its body fall to the ground. Once its claws fell limp to the ground, Fenrir was confident in his victory.

Then there was Bonekraka who was still smashing apart his enemy despite it having already been dead for a few moments.

Fenrir was tempted to do something similar but with his fangs instead. He wanted to tear into that crab and get the meat that his stomach desired so much.

But a feminine voice from behind interrupted that train of thought. “Are you alright?” Serra asked, her voice sounding a bit less monotone and a bit more worried than usual.

Fenrir took a few moments to steady his breathing before answering her. “Yeah, no problem. Broke my spear, though, so not too happy about that.” He looked at the rock in his right hand. “This rock—I’m going to keep this rock with me forever. It might not look like the hottest rock on the block, but—hey, wait, that rhymed.” The way that he looked at Serra after realizing his rhyme was the way that a child would look at their parent after drawing a bunch of colored scribbles on a piece of paper while thinking that it belonged in an art museum.

Serra couldn’t help but smile in response at his endearing expression of satisfaction.

Seeing that smile inspired him. He didn’t know if it was just because of leftover adrenaline from the fight or a sudden wave of confidence from having defeated his first enemy that wasn’t a helpless fish but, whatever it was, he was inspired to make a cheesy pickup line that he was sure he would most likely regret less than a split second after saying it. That was why he asked her, “How’s a crab dinner under moonlight sound?”

Yep. I already hate myself for that, he thought.

Then he saw her smile and nod her head.

Alright. Cringing at myself is worth it if she’s actually agreeing.

“Smile,” Serra said.

Fenrir tilted his head. “Huh?”

“I… want you to smile. I want to see your teeth.”

He was tempted to tease her about apparently having some sort of teeth fetish, but he resisted and instead smiled for her.

She pointed at his teeth and said, “They look bigger now.”

Fenrir brought up a hand to touch his teeth. Serra was right, they did feel just slightly longer and sharper than before. And while his hand was up near his face, he noticed that even his nails appeared to be longer and, again, sharper. I better not be turning into a werewolf or anything. I like my dog and wolf boys. I don’t want to turn into a glorified furry, he thought before checking out his arms and legs. Fortunately, they were no hairier than before. It seemed like the only changes involved his teeth and nails.

Then when Bonekraka and Oleander walked up to them, Bonekraka dragging the severed arm of the crab in the sand behind him, Fenrir noticed that he wasn’t the only one to have changed.

“Hey, Bone, you uhh,” Fenrir said, pointing up at Bonekraka’s mouth. The two tusk-like fangs sticking up from behind his bottom lip experienced the same changes that Fenrir’s teeth and nails did. Not only that, but there were even a couple of horns that looked like they were beginning to sprout out from Bonekraka’s forehead. Two above each of his eyebrows.

Bonekraka looked down at his tusks. He could only barely see them before but, when he looked down now, they couldn’t be missed. His lower lip had to bulge out a bit more than before as well to make space for the tusks growing behind them.

His reaction to this change?

He shrugged and asked, “Eat crab now?”

“You always care about the things you shouldn’t care about and don’t about the things you shouldn’t care about,” Fenrir sighed. “And yeah. If you think we’re going to let these crabs go to waste, you’re insane.”

“I’ll get the wood!” Oleander shouted. “Hey, Serra, wanna come with me? We’ll let these two guys do the messy stuff while we get to have some quality girls’ time!”

Serra looked up at Fenrir. He could tell that she wanted to go by the tiny bit of visible excitement in her eyes, but she must have wanted his approval first for some reason. Maybe it was because he was the one who brought her into the group. Maybe she would have felt guilty about leaving him. Whatever it was, it didn’t matter. Fenrir nodded and said, “We’ll have the crab ready by the time you’re back.”

Serra nodded in response and ran off to join up with Oleander.

“Yell if you need any help!” Fenrir shouted at them as Oleander and Serra walked off together. Now he was left alone on the beach with Bonekraka and two dead, oversized crabs. “I guess we could just… snap all their legs off? We don’t have a pot to boil them in, plus I think these legs would be too big for that in the first place, so maybe just snap the legs off and stick them over a fire to let them cook that way?”

“Tch. You never eat crab before?” Bonekraka asked. “Let me show you how is done.” He flipped the nearest crab onto its back and got to work. Keeping one foot down on the crab’s underside, he used each of his hands to grab one leg at a time near where they connected to its body. A good tug was all that was needed to pop each leg right off of it. The one remaining claw got torn off as well. Before long, Bonekraka created a pile of eight legs and two claws next to the crab’s body. For the next part, he crouched down, flipped the crab onto its front, and dug his hands into the shell where the back two legs were previously connected to and pulled upward. “Come hold crab down. Put hands where mine are but push down.”

Fenrir did as told and got onto his knees to hold the crab down in the same spot where Bonekraka was pulling up. There was a bit of a struggle, but Bonekraka managed to pull the top of the shell right off from the crab.

That was when yellow liquid sprayed out and splashed onto Fenrir’s face. His ears twitched and his nose wrinkled from the scent of it, and the taste he got from a bit that landed on his lips wasn’t something he had any interest in tasting more of.

“No worries,” Bonekraka said. “Is only… ah, what do you call it… is mustard.”

“That doesn’t taste anything like mustard,” Fenrir said, only getting a shrug in response before raising an arm up to wipe it off from his face.

“Now, hold here.” Bonekraka pointed at the ridge of the crab opposite of him.

With each man holding onto one side of the crab, Bonekraka gave the order to pull. They managed to successfully pull the body apart, splitting it into halves with only a little bit of effort.

Despite having gore disabled, Fenrir was able to see the innards of the crab in great detail. It might have technically been gory, but it was no gorier than looking at a slab of raw steak. It was completely different from the kind of gore associated with combat. It was just food.

“Here is lump meat,” Bonekraka said, pointing at the large chunks of white crab meat lining the inside of each half they split. With nonexistent grace, he grabbed onto one of the chunks and tore it out from the shell to shove into his mouth. Juice practically erupted out from the chunk as Bonekraka bit down onto it.

Considering how insanely expensive crab got in the past decades, to be able to just go and kill a crab in-game and then have it taste exactly how it would in real life was incredible. Most of their generation never even got to taste seafood, but now they had a chance! Fenrir couldn’t even remember the last time that he saw seafood available in any stores.

So, Fenrir copied Bonekraka and tore out a chunk of meat to eat raw. “Holy—this is insanely good,” he said, talking with his mouth full of juicy crab. He doubted that Oleander and Serra would be interested in eating raw crab, so he figured that he could leave them the legs and claws while he and Bonekraka indulged in the lump meat. “Hey, you think any part of these could be traded? Maybe if we find a village or something.” He chewed between his words. “Wait, I want to try something.” With that being said, despite previously intending on leaving the claws for the others, Fenrir couldn’t help but to pick one of them up to dig his entire arm into it, pulling the meat right out with ease. Getting the meat out from a crab claw was far, far easier when the claw was large enough to stick an arm into.

And what was the point in pulling the meat out if he wasn’t going to eat it? He ate every last piece of meat that he pulled out from the claw.

Then he realized that he was eating far more than he would have normally been able to in reality. “You don’t think we can get fat from eating too much food, can we?” he asked.

“You will be fat dog, like corgi,” Bonekraka answered.

Fenrir lowered his tail and frowned. Even his ears flattened against the top of his head. He really wanted to eat as much as he could, but he didn’t want to become like a stumpy, chubby corgi.

The last piece of meat that he pulled out stayed in his hands as he looked down at it. As much as he wanted to eat it, he really did need to save some for the others, and he didn’t want to turn into a corgi. So, he tossed the meat onto the pile with the rest of the legs and claws.

While he might have put it there for the others, Bonekraka got to it first and shoved it into his mouth.

Fenrir sighed and shook his head. At least there was still tons of meat for the others given that they didn’t even get to the legs yet.

A couple of minutes later and the claw that Fenrir first dug into was now completely emptied thanks to Bonekraka. That was when Fenrir got another idea. Taking the now-hollowed claw, Fenrir placed the half of his once-spear that still had the stone spearhead attached to it into the claw alongside his trusty rock and the stems that Oleander dropped before fighting. “It’s a good temporary bag, don’t you think?” Fenrir asked. “It’ll be a pain to carry around, but we’ll be able to carry more stuff now.”

Bonekraka looked like he didn’t know whether to be impressed or not. Instead of worrying about that, he stopped caring and swallowed down some more crab before heading over to the one that Fenrir killed. “Help prepare this one.”

Fenrir knew that he shouldn’t have expected an actual answer. He also now knew, after noticing all the red gashes across Bonekraka’s arm, just how injured he was. “Wait, are you alright? Your arm looks pretty messed up. Sorry for not checking sooner.”

Bonekraka looked down at his arm and said, “Ehh. Not much hurt now. Felt broke during fight, but now is better.”

“Good. That means we’re not totally screwed without a healer. It was going to suck if you had to wait for somebody to heal it to be better. Alright. Same thing as before?” Fenrir asked, now standing next to Bonekraka at the other crab.

“Da.”

While Fenrir and Bonekraka finished preparing the second crab, Oleander and Serra collected bundles of sticks, dried leaves, and some dead grass.

Oleander already managed to break through to Serra as well. Of course, he never had any difficulty in relating to any woman. He knew how to become best of friends with women, men, and everybody else, but he was the best at becoming friends with women. Even the quiet Serra was giggling and talking to him—or rather, she was up until his latest choice of topic.

“I’m going to let you know right now that he’s pretty dense,” Oleander said. “He can be a natural flirt sometimes, but unless you smack him in the face with your feelings, he’s not going to understand them.”

Serra froze in place. “How—how… can you tell? Am… I that obvious?” she asked, her voice quiet and her cheeks slightly reddened.

“Oh yeah. Super obvious. Plus I’m good at picking up on these things.”

“I’ve… only known him for a few hours. Is—do you think… it’s weird to like him already?”

“If there’s one thing I’ve learned about people while playing games, it’s that friendships and crushes can pop up super fast. One of our other friends met a girl and, in his words, fell in love with her within an hour of playing with her. They started dating the same day, met up offline after a few weeks, and got married a year later. That was a few years ago, and they’re still together now. Too bad they never play games with us anymore.” Oleander paused and smiled as he recalled fond memories. “I remember I knew I’d be good friends with Ryouta—ah! Sorry, don’t let him know I said his name. Uhh, anyways, I knew I’d be good friends with Fenny the moment we started talking. Sometimes you can just instantly click with somebody. I know a lot of people would be like, ‘oh no that’s not a real friendship or real love,’ or something stupid like that, but they just don’t understand how close you can really connect to people through games.”

Serra took a deep breath and smiled. Oleander’s words caused a wave of relief to wash over her. “Thanks. I thought I was… being weird. Ah—umm, my voice. Is it… does it sound okay?”

“Sounds like a voice to me! Don’t worry, your secret is safe with me, and it won’t be so obvious if you talk more often. You’ll get used to it in no time. By the way, how’s it feel?”

Serra looked surprised at first but smiled from how he was handling it. “Thanks. It feels weird, but… it’s nice. I read about how a lot of people—like me, are playing only to experience this.”

“That doesn’t surprise me. People who are in wheelchairs can walk and people who live in the middle of a city can run through forests and explore, so yeah. Makes sense.” Oleander looked up at the sky. “I’ve always wanted to see a sky that wasn’t empty thanks to light pollution. Whether it’s like your case or mine, we’re all experiencing new things here.” He took a huge, exaggerated breath. “It’s so nice to breath clean air! City air sucks! Heh. Anyways, you ready to head back?”

Serra nodded her head. Then when she remembered what Oleander just said about her talking more, she gave a proper answer. “Let’s go eat.”

Serra and Oleander made it back to the beach just in time to see both Bonekraka and Fenrir fall to the ground, their stomachs distended from what could only be assumed to be massive amounts of crab.

“It’s worth becoming like a corgi,” Fenrir said to Bonekraka. The orc burped and raised a hand for Fenrir so that they could fist-bump one another.

“Hey! You guys ate without us!” Oleander whined, dropping the wood gathered in his arms on top of Bonekraka’s stomach. He ended up forcing another burp out from the orc. “Come on! We spent all that time getting enough stuff for a fire!”

The crab carcasses behind the two, bloated men were picked clean of meat. There was still a pile of over a dozen legs and three claws which had plenty of meat to offer, but that didn’t matter to the two who had been gathering materials for a fire while the others ate.

Serra, standing next to Fenrir, showed him a new expression of hers. One that was extremely unimpressed. It was similar to when she pretended to be upset about Oleander’s flirting with him, but she didn’t drop the expression after a few seconds this time. She was actually bothered.

Fenrir felt like he was being scolded without her saying a single word. Of course, it didn’t take long for him to realize why she would be upset. After what he said about having a crab dinner under the moonlight with her, he’d be upset if he was in her shoes, too. He was looking forward to having that dinner with her but, when faced with delicious crab and a feral appetite, it was simply too hard to wait.

“My… my bad,” Fenrir said. “Sorry, I screwed up. I’ll uh… make it up to you two by making the fire, alright?”

“Well I’m definitely not making it,” Oleander replied, his voice full of annoyed sass.

Serra dropped the wood and other materials in her arms onto Fenrir, pouted, and walked off with Oleander.

Fenrir looked over at Bonekraka.

Bonekraka immediately looked away.

That was about right. While Fenrir might have admitted they made a mistake, Bonekraka was far harder to get to apologize. So, on his own, Fenrir got up, gathered all of the materials by himself, and worked on a large enough bonfire to cook the crab legs in.

Given just how massive the legs were, the two smallest party members were only barely able to collect enough wood for Fenrir to make a large enough fire. At least I don’t have to worry about a firepit on a beach, he thought.

A few minutes later and Fenrir got the bonfire all set up. He went for making it wide instead of tall so that they could lay the legs down on top of it, but only a few of the legs would fit over the bonfire at once. Then again, Oleander and Serra were both small, so he doubted they would need to eat much in the first place. Excluding the possibility of them vastly overstuffing themselves like he and Bonekraka did just moments before.

Even so, he was worried. Mainly about Serra. He knew that Oleander would get over it, but what about Serra? He hated that he already managed to screw up and do something wrong to his new friend after just meeting her. Who would want to stay friends with somebody who screws up that quickly? It wouldn’t be the first time that something like that happened, either.

All he could do now was try to apologize some more before she believed he was even worse. So, he turned around to go and find them only to bump right into Serra. “Sorry! Didn’t know you were standing right there. You alright?” Great. Right after making one mistake, he went and made another one by almost knocking her over out of nowhere.

Serra seemed upset again, but not at him. With her head lowered and her eyes focused on the ground, she said, “I—I’m… sorry. I… was mad you ate without us, but I didn’t help during the fight, so… I shouldn’t be mad. I’m sor—” A large, warm hand atop her head interrupted her. A blush soon followed, taking over her cheeks as she looked up at Fenrir with quivering eyes.

“No. You don’t have anything to apologize for. I’m the one who proposed a crab dinner under the moonlight, so I shouldn’t have eaten without you. I’m sorry.”

Serra brought a hand up over her chest as if she was trying to stop that new, fluttering sensation teasing her heart. “Thanks, but… I still didn’t help in the fight.”

“I told you I’d be here to protect you, didn’t I?” He had to hold himself back from cringing at his own words even if he did mean them. “I’m a man of my word, so you shouldn’t apologize for me keeping my vow.”

That fluttering sensation within Serra’s chest grew even more uncomfortable, her face burning red, and she couldn’t even find the strength to look him in the eyes.

“I’ve got to go and apologize to Olly and let him know that the crab is ready. Stay put and I’ll have some nice crab legs ready for you two in no time,” Fenrir said with a wide smile and a thumbs-up. All Serra managed to reply with was a nervous nod. Then, as soon as she could no longer see him, that smile on his face disappeared. He couldn’t stop thinking about what he just said. Was that a good enough apology? Should I have let her apologize?

Once he reached where Oleander was sitting and still pouting, the upset deer boy changed moods and showed Fenrir a teasing grin. “You sure made setting up that flag for you easy. I had a feeling you and Boney were gonna eat, but I didn’t know you’d eat that much!”

“Wait, what?” Fenrir asked.

“Oh, nothing. Don’t worry about it. Is the fire ready?”

Fenrir eyed the suspicious boy. “Yeah. Just need to start it.”

“Perfect! Alright, let’s head back.” Oleander looked suspiciously pleased about something. He even held his hands together behind his back as he walked with a little skip in his step. There was even whistling!

Fenrir tried figuring out what Oleander was talking about, but he wasn’t able to figure it out before making it back to Serra and the bonfire.

Serra’s face was still red when he got back. Fortunately for her, he didn’t seem to notice and got right to work starting the fire. He did it the same way that he first did to cook the fish he caught earlier but, this time, he managed to produce a lump of coal faster than before by a couple of minutes! He assumed it must have been some sort of fire-starting skill. The lump of coal was even larger and hotter than the first time!

Placing the lump in some tinder, he got a fire started before setting it inside of the bonfire underneath some of the wood. The fire spread more slowly than before—he assumed it was because of more moisture in the air and not all of the gathered firewood being completely dry—but it engulfed the bonfire before long. “How much do you two think you can eat?” Fenrir asked, standing next to the pile of crab legs.

“How much is in each leg?” Oleander asked.

“About… not sure. But I want to say more than fifteen pounds in each leg?”

Oleander and Serra looked at each other and then back at Fenrir.

“Do either of us look like we could even eat more than a couple of pounds? Besides, no matter how rare crab is now, I doubt it’s good enough to eat several straight pounds of it unless you’re a ravenous dog or a dumb orc,” Oleander said.

Fenrir couldn’t exactly find a flaw in that logic. Just one of those legs was enough to feed a family of four for a day in reality. Looking over the pile again… just what the heck were they supposed to do with all of those legs? Crab was something that was supposed to be eaten quickly after being killed as they developed dangerous bacteria much more quickly than most seafood. Well, maybe the game didn’t make food rot over time? No, it most likely did given just how realistic everything else was. Regardless, he placed a single leg of crab over the fire. There was enough meat in there for both of the hungry party members to share. “I’ll eat whatever’s left,” he said.

The shell protecting the leg became charred before long. Since neither Oleander nor Serra were worried about the meat within being completely cooked since it was fresh seafood, Fenrir pulled the leg out of the fire once the meat inside was heated up. Before they could eat, though, he broke off a couple pieces of shell from one of the carcasses, washed it in the water, and brought them over to the two.

“Ooh, plates,” Oleander said. “See, Serra? Even dogs can be thoughtful when they’re not selfishly stuffing their faces!”

Fenrir wanted to flick a shell at Oleander but, when he heard Serra giggle, he let the temptation pass without acting on it.

Serra and Oleander got to work on their crab leg, pulling some meat out from the leg to place on their plates, as Fenrir waited for whatever was left. In the end, there was still plenty of meat left inside of the leg, and Fenrir was only able to make himself eat a little bit of it. He was still too full from before. That was why he threw the leg onto Bonekraka to let him finish it off.

Bonekraka made an annoyed grunt when the leg fell on top of his bloated stomach, but that didn’t stop him from digging into the leg to pull the rest of the meat out.

It seemed like the perfect time to go and bother Bonekraka, while also giving Fenrir and Serra some alone time, so Oleander left to go and bother the orc while giving the other two some privacy.

The wolf and the girl sat side by side right near the edge of where water met sand. Cool, salty seawater occasionally brushed against their exposed feet. For two people who had never visited an ocean before in reality, the scent and sounds of it caused them to sit in silence so that they could enjoy the beauty of nature. It may have just been a game, but it was just as real as the real thing. Right there, in the moment, nothing else mattered. It was something that they likely would never be able to experience in reality. Even if they could find an area that still had a proper beach… it wouldn’t be the same.

“Isn’t it beautiful?” Fenrir asked. “This is the kind of thing you only get to see in old videos now. Just imagine what else there is in this world that we’ll get to experience. Fishing, walking on a beach, letting the ocean waves hit your feet, a sky full of stars—I never thought I’d get to experience any of this.”

Serra looked down with a smile. The new world they were in truly was something. “I wish… I could live here. I want to stay immersed forever.”

“Too bad I don’t think uploading our consciousnesses to computers is a thing yet, but I’ve heard it’s being worked on. By the way, how uh… often are you in?”

“I don’t really… do anything,” she answered with an embarrassed tone, “so I can be on as much as you—want me to be.”

“I know that feeling.” Fenrir focused more on the first thing she said rather than the last thing she said for the sake of his heart. “Olly has school and Bone has… work, so I usually just log on when they’re free. But if you want, we can hang out together before they get online.” Ignoring the fluttering of his heart was difficult. This girl really seemed too good to be true.

Hearing that they could hang out together before the others were online, Serra nodded her head and looked away to try and hide her smile.

“Hopefully, we can find a safe spot to wake from. Maybe a village farther down the coast,” Fenrir said, looking down the coast.

“How can—how can I know when you’re online?” Serra asked.

“Do you have Fiscord? We have a server on there that we talk through. I can invite you to it, or you can just message me directly on there.”

Serra nodded her head. She didn’t actually have it, but she would make sure to get it as soon as she could.

“That’ll work then. My username on there is—” He froze. He really, really didn’t want to tell her what it was, but making a new account would be a major pain. And when he looked at her, he saw her looking back with expectant eyes. “It’s uh… my name on there is… TheMe—… TheMemeStruggle.” He spoke with a hushed tone and couldn’t look her in the eyes as he said it. Saying that out loud to a cute girl was far harder than he ever could have expected it to be.

It was even more embarrassing when he heard a stifled snicker followed by an, “Alright. I’ll add you later.”

She’s so judging me right now. Is this why I’m single? Because I use stupid names online? A defeated sigh left Fenrir’s lips.

With the short break over and the party’s stomachs full of crab, they continued onward. Fenrir carried the crab-claw-turned-bag with him. He was still upset that he broke his spear so quickly, but he knew that it likely wouldn’t last long. It was just a random stick with a sharp stone tied to it, after all. He was sure that he could make another one if he really needed to. More importantly, he still had his rock. Nobody was going to take his rock.

The rock needed a name, though. What would be a good name for a pet rock? Charles? Hubert? Rocky McRockface? The Rock?

“Guys, I’m going to keep on thinking of really stupid things if nobody comes up with something to talk about,” Fenrir said to the group.

“Like what?” Oleander asked.

“I’m trying to name my rock.”

“Yeah, that’s pretty stupid, Fenny.”

“I told you.”

“How about Rocky McRockface?”

“Already thought of that.”

“The Rockster?”

“That’s a good one, but too flashy.”

“Rock Hard?”

“I know what you want to add on to the end of that.”

“Peter.”

“Nah.”

“Rockington!”

“I like that one, but I don’t know.”

“Why do you care about that rock so much anyways?”

“It’s a good rock.”

“You’re dumb, Fenny.”

“You’re the one that puts up with me. You could just be like Bone there and silently judge me.”

Bonekraka grunted.

“That’s not as fun!” Oleander said before looking at Serra. “Do you have any ideas?”

She tapped a finger against her chin. A pet rock name? That was something she never tried thinking of before, but an idea quickly came to mind based on an older movie she watched. “Rocky Stoneboa?”

“What’s that a reference to?” Oleander asked, causing Serra to look away with a hint of embarrassment over her unnoticed reference coloring her cheeks.

“I’m with Olly here. I think I might just name it Rock,” Fenrir said.

“Then what was the point in trying to help you?!” Oleander shouted and pouted, kicking sand at Fenrir.

“I never asked for help. All I did was say that I was going to keep thinking of stupid things if nobody came up with a topic to talk about,” Fenrir replied, thus earning himself another kick of sand directed at him.

Oleander, huffing and puffing at Fenrir, decided to redirect his attention to Serra and asked her, “What other games do you play?”

“I guess… the only modern games I really play are puzzle games, but I play a lot of classics,” Serra answered. “Mainly horror. I really—I really like a lot of the old school horror games. I like the ones where you can’t really fight back and just… have to hide and sneak.”

Oleander shuddered, holding his sides. “No way, I can’t handle games like that. Don’t even get me started on bugs! I saw this video online once of a naked guy and a bunch of—”

“Don’t, Olly. Nobody needs to know about what screwed up videos you watch in your free time,” Fenrir interjected.

“It’s not like I wanted to watch it! Some guy posted a link to it and everybody was commenting on it, so I got curious! I should have trusted the commenters…”

“We both know you just wanted to watch it because there was a naked guy in it.”

“That’s… only partially true! He didn’t look half bad, okay? A girl has her needs.”

“You’re going to confuse everybody calling yourself a boy but referring to yourself as a girl.”

“I may have a penis, but it is a very feminine one!”

“Alright, this is going from funny to TMI. How’d we even get talking about this anyways?”

“I asked Serra what other games she plays, and she said horror, so that made me think of bugs.”

“I thought we were talking about your dick? How did bugs get to—”

“Oh, so you do want to talk about it? Sure thing, Fenny!”

Fenrir facepalmed as Serra giggled beside him.

“Kill me,” Bonekraka grunted from the front of the group. “Need new friends.”

“We all know you’d be lonely without us, Boney,” Oleander teased.

A new back and forth started between Oleander and Bonekraka.

The group came across a few more couples of crabs, and each one was mercilessly slaughtered by the adventuring party. Oleander and Bonekraka wanted the experience and skills from killing them. Fenrir just helped out so that neither of them died and got their progress reset. As for Serra, she watched from the back and mentally cheered them on—well, mentally cheered Fenrir on.

Once they were back to walking along the beach with a lull in the conversation, Fenrir thought up a new question for Saya. Hey, Saya. What happens when we log out? he asked in his thoughts.

“It depends, Onii-chan!” Saya replied. “If you go to sleep, depending on how comfortable you are on what you’re sleeping on, you get a rested bonus. If you just randomly log out then you’ll fall over onto the ground.”

So our bodies don’t despawn when we log out?

“Right!”

What’s stopping somebody from killing somebody else’s character while they’re logged out?

“Nothing! Well, the character can fight back using the fighting style that the overseer has learned from you so that it’s like you really are fighting, but that’s it. Liiikkeee, if you’re sleeping in a tavern and a bad guy sneaks into your room, he could try killing you without ever waking you up or just steal from you! But if he gets detected by your character, the overseer will temporarily control your character to realistically defend itself like you would if you were playing. Your character won’t be fighting at 100%, but like 80%. If you get disconnected or have to wake during the middle of a fight, the overseer will take over there, too.”

Alright, so there is some protection instead of being completely vulnerable. That’s good to know, thanks. Sounds like the overseer is really busy. There’s like, what, over fifty million active players that it has to watch? And then all the NPCs, building the world, and all that?

“Yup! She’s super busy all the time. She technically controls everything in the world from the bugs to the weather, but it’s super easy for us. Even I could do it if I had more processing power!”

Thanks for answering my questions again, Saya.

“No problem, Onii-chan!”

Fenrir relayed the new information to the rest of the group. Before any of them could think too much about it, though, he spotted something in the distance.

Lights.

“Look! I think I see a town,” Fenrir called out. The others really had to squint their eyes to see it.

“Woah, how did you even see that, Fenny?” Oleander asked.

“You have trouble seeing that? Maybe… maybe we get racial skills based on what we choose to play as? That would explain some things.”

“Oh well. Let’s go!” Oleander rushed off first.

The four sped up their pace to run toward the lights. Bright lanterns and a burning fire could be seen as they got closer, and several wooden buildings came into sight as well. There were also a few rowboats pulled up onto the beach and tied to wooden posts. The most unique part of the village, though, were the large, wooden cages holding some of those giant crabs in them.

Then, what looked to be a guard spotted the incoming group and knocked on the wall of the house behind him. Two more armed guards came out in response to the knock. Each of the guards were wearing leather armor and wielding metal weapons, putting them in a far more equipped state than what any members Fenrir’s party were in, but that didn’t stop Bonekraka from eyeing them up and hoping for a fight. But unfortunately for the orc, Fenrir whispered a request to behave for the time being. Naturally, that made Bonekraka grumble and sigh.

“Wait there!” the first guard shouted. The group listened, stopping in their tracks. “You guys new?”

“Only been here for a few hours!” Fenrir shouted back. “Mind if we come over?”

The guards looked at one another. “Any weapons? What’s in the shell?” the guard shouted again, looking at the claw Fenrir was holding.

“Just some basic stuff we’ve gathered. No weapons.”

The guards whispered amongst themselves before returning their attention to the strangers. “Alright, you can come over,” the guard said, beckoning the party over. With excited smiles, the party of four walked over but were stopped once more when they got close enough. “You all just start playing together?”

“Yeah! We’re all friends in real life, so we spawned over here together,” Oleander explained. Serra looked like she wanted to correct him, but he nudged his elbow against her arm subtly enough for her to get the hint without letting the guards notice.

“I see. Well, welcome to our village, Coastedge. Yeah, I know, it’s a bad name, but that’s the guild leader’s problem. I’m Richard, an officer of Stinky Garlic. I know, another dumb name, but not my problem again,” Richard, the guard who had been shouting, explained. “What do you guys need?”

Oleander and Serra both looked like they were ready to laugh at the guild’s name.

“Just information, maybe a safe spot to log out for the night,” Fenrir answered.

“We’ve got a building that no NPCs have moved into yet, so you can stay there given that you can pay us somehow.”

“Sorry, but we don’t have anything to pay you with. All we have is this claw, our clothes, and some stems with like glue inside of them.”

Richard looked Serra over. She immediately noticed the perverse look he was giving her.

And so did Fenrir.

Fenrir stepped in front of Serra to hide her behind him. “Like I said, we don’t have anything to pay you with. We’ll just take any information you can give us and be on our way.” Staying in the village, even if for only a single night, was no longer an option after that look given to Serra.

“You realize that the majority of people playing this game are just a bunch of perverts wanting to fuck, right? I suggest not letting your girlfriend near any towns if you’re a couple of prudes. Ain’t no place where a girl isn’t going to be getting hit on constantly, and some of the rougher players won’t have a problem putting you in your place to get to her,” the guard said, entering a staring match with Fenrir.

As much as Fenrir wanted to have more faith in people, he couldn’t find it in him to disbelieve anything Richard said. The fewer restrictions that a game had, the more toxic its players typically were, and those toxic players would usually scare away the non-toxic ones. And considering that this was a game with no moderation that allowed all sorts of unethical content, then it made sense for it to attract such players.

As for the staring match, it was only broken up when Oleander stepped forward to trace a couple of his fingers against the guard’s chest. “It’s okay, I can satisfy you however, you, want. Would you like to have some fun with me instead, Daddy?” Oleander cooed, putting on his seductive feminine voice. But despite the seductive tone, there was zero actual intent to seduce the guard.

A disgusted expression immediately took over the guard’s face before he shoved Oleander away from him. “Don’t fucking touch me again.”

Bonekraka stepped forward after that, placing himself between the guard and Oleander. While the guard may have been better armed, he was still more than a foot shorter than Bonekraka. Anybody would be intimidated just by the sheer presence that he had.

As for Serra, she worriedly looked around in response to how quickly the situation seemed to be escalating.

“You know what? You aren’t getting a place to stay, and you aren’t getting any information. Get the fuck out of here before we kill you. We don’t want any stuck-up prudes or,” Richard looked at Oleander, “degenerates here.”

Now, Fenrir tried to be a kind, gentle man. Most of the time. Well, sometimes. Anyways, he liked to treat people with respect, preferred fishing and crafting over fighting and raiding, and he also liked to make characters that appealed more to girls rather than looking like a manly badass. He also came off as the kind of man to be more of a white knight who was all talk and no bite to most people who met him and didn’t get to know him.

So when he suddenly punched Richard in the face and stole his sword during the confusion, none of the guards were expecting it.

“I thought you wanted to avoid PKing this time, Fenny?” Oleander asked from behind Bonekraka who was in the process of swinging a fist at the next guard.

Serra had no idea how to even react to what was going on and just watched.

Fenrir wasted no time stabbing Richard’s sword right through his chest. “Yeah, well, sometimes children need to be put in their place.” When the initial stab didn’t kill Richard, Fenrir pulled the blade out to slash it across the man’s throat. With a bloody gash across his neck, Richard fell lifeless to the ground.

“Does this mean the Divine Brigade is coming back?” Oleander asked, his voice full of excitement.

“Only for tonight.” Unfortunately, right as he said that, he felt the tip of the third guard’s spear stab into his arm.

Bonekraka was grinning from ear to ear at that point. Serra hadn’t seen the orc look anywhere near that excited the entire time that she knew him for, short that it was. But for the first time, he really looked like he felt alive.

Fenrir, meanwhile, used his new sword to lop off the arm of the guard who stabbed him and stole the spear from him as it fell to the ground. A bit of blood sprayed from the guard’s arm, but when Fenrir looked at where it was cut, all he saw was a pixelated visual.

“Help! We’re under attack!” the guard shouted. Everybody else in the small village rushed over with their weapons drawn as soon as they heard that.

“Alright, time to run! Olly, think you can slow them down when we get into the field?” Fenrir asked, pulling away from the defeated guards. He tossed the sword to Bonekraka who already had another sword from the guard he defeated, handed his spear to Oleander, and picked up his pack-claw.

“Of course! Who do you think you’re talking to, Admiral?” Oleander replied with a teasing tone.

“Only for tonight, Olly, then I swear I’m going back to fishing.”

They retreated into the field to the sound of Oleander teasing and doubting Fenrir.

"How many fights have started now from somebody insulting me?" Oleander asked once they made it into the field, looking at Fenrir with grateful eyes.

"I've lost count between me and Bone," Fenrir answered.

"Only I get to insult you," Bonekraka said, giving Olly a hard enough smack on the back to almost knock him over.

Serra looked behind them. Over a dozen armed men were chasing them, so why did her three companions sound so relaxed? It almost sounded as if they were used to this sort of thing. Wait… hadn't she heard of Divine Brigade from somewhere else before?

“Hey, Fenny, doesn’t this remind you of that time we kicked the hornet’s nest by killing Ultimatum’s girlfriend?” Oleander asked as an arrow flew by him.

“Nothing else was going to get under that prick’s skin than killing his crybaby streamer of a girlfriend. I still get people trying to dox me from that,” Fenrir replied.

"I still laugh whenever I remember him making that huge blog post begging for her to come back!"

Serra could only listen in and jump every single time an arrow was shot their way. She had no idea what they were talking about, but it did sound like her crush had a side to him that she knew nothing about. Something about that was… exciting. Him caring for her and helping her out right after meeting her was what originally drew her interest, but with what little pieces of information she was gathering now, it was beginning to sound more like he had some dark and mysterious past to him!

Really, he just spent too much time playing video games.

“What’s the plan, Battle Master?” Fenrir asked, looking over to Oleander.

“I don’t think we can beat them all, but they don’t know our strength, so let's try to trick them so we can escape. You better hope they’re gullible!” Oleander answered.

Fenrir looked back. Just as he figured, the group of players chasing after them was gaining ground quickly. The only reason they hadn’t caught up yet was because of the head start the party got. Then he noticed something. Bonekraka was ahead of him despite running at the same time and starting from the same spot. Did carrying Oleander increase his speed and endurance? “Bone, you’ll be able to outrun those guys as long as me and Olly buy you some time. Take Serra and go hide! We’ll catch up later,” Fenrir ordered.

Serra looked surprised and made some confused hand signs when she saw the giant orc approach her all of a sudden, but he picked her up regardless and tossed her over his shoulder.

“Thanks, Bone, good luck!”

Bonekraka nodded, gained some distance, and then split off from Fenrir and Oleander.

“I don’t know how I feel about a giant orc being faster than a deer and wolf,” Oleander said.

“Yeah, we’re going to need to do something about that. Alright, you ready?”

Rather than give a spoken response, Oleander stopped in his tracks when he saw a flower sticking up from the ground. He placed his hands on it while keeping his eyes on the approaching enemies.

From a single flower sprouted nearly a dozen, viny tendrils that lashed out toward the enemies! “It worked! They’re really weak, but let’s hope they don't reali—”

A burst of flame engulfed all the tendrils at once.

“I, uhh, Fenny? They can use magic too.”

“Yeah, I figured it was going to end like this the moment I punched that kid. This is when being an OP main character of some anime would come in handy. What do you think?” Fenrir asked.

“Are we still doing that thing where we never let anybody get the satisfaction of killing us?”

Fenrir looked back and saw Bonekraka disappearing into the darkness of night with Serra. “You know it. You first since you have the spear.”

“Alright! See you on the other side!” Oleander said with a smile much too large for what he was about to do. Fenrir noticed the hesitation in his movements, but it didn’t stop Oleander. Aiming the spear toward his heart, he pulled it forward with as much strength as he could muster to penetrate right through his chest.

He fell to the ground a second later.

An arrow flew by Fenrir’s head next. “Alright, gotta be quick. I’ll be back for you, Rock.” With that, Fenrir took the spear out from Oleander’s chest, aimed it against his own heart, and… hesitated. Killing himself in games was never a problem before, so why now? He felt like if he killed himself then he was going to actually die.

It’s just a game, he repeated to himself a few times in his head right up until he impaled himself.

The last things he heard before his vision went black were the angered shouts of his pursuers catching up just seconds too late.

And an instant later, Fenrir jumped and hit the table when he realized that he was sitting in the café from his childhood once more. Saya, of course, sat across from him with a mocking expression and a half-eaten sundae. “Such a cowardly way to go out, Onii-chan,” she teased.

He looked around. No more field, no more angry pursuers, and no spear in his chest. His hands were shaking from the leftover adrenaline still. “You say cowardly, I say stubbornly. I mean, come on. We killed three of their friends, stole two of their swords, they didn’t get to kill us, and it’s not like there’s any good loot to get from our bodies. We also just started playing, so it’s not like we’re going to lose much progress either. Me and Olly went out in proper Divine Brigade style,” Fenrir explained, a smug look of satisfaction on his own face now that he started relaxing.

Saya raised her hands and shrugged. “It does seem to work pretty well based on your memories.”

“Oh, I have a question.”

“Of course you do, Onii-chan. I’m assuming it is the question that 92.74% of players ask after their first death.”

“How does death and respawning work?”

“Knew it!”

“You know what I’m going to ask before I even ask it in the first place, so that’s not really fair.”

Saya did an innocent little whistle while looking to the side. “Anyways, you’re not able to play the game for twenty-four hours after dying, and you will either respawn where you first spawned after making your character, or where you last slept.”

Not being able to play for an entire day hurt. Bonekraka was definitely going to be upset with him, and what about Serra?

“That sounds like it could be taken advantage of pretty badly. What if a guild sets a bunch of quick houses and beds up outside of an enemy’s city?”

“Do you think that any city is going to let a force suspiciously set up a bunch of respawn points without doing anything about it, Onii-chan?”

He couldn’t argue with that. Such a tactic worked in other games where buildings could be constructed instantly and when respawn timers didn’t take twenty-four hours. But in this game, buildings weren’t instantly constructed, and that timer was equal to two in-game days.

“What happens if you pay for permission to sleep in a tavern for the night, but don’t pay to sleep there any nights after without setting a new spawn point?”

“That’s up to us! It’s the virtual assistants’ job to ensure that players are not trying to abuse the game’s mechanics. It wouldn’t make much sense for you to respawn in a place that isn’t owned by you, that you only paid for a single night, and that somebody else might be at already.”

“That sounds like the AIs make it so scamming players isn’t possible.”

Saya shook her head. “Nuh-uh, Onii-chan. We only step in when it comes to certain mechanics like that. Like, you can’t set a respawn point inside of a dungeon, you can’t sneak into an enemy’s castle and sleep in the leader’s bed to set your spawn point there, you can’t respawn in a rented room if you’re not paying for it anymore, and so on! But if you like, sign a contract with somebody that says you’ll do X in exchange for Y, then there’s nothing we can do to enforce that. You can even paint your favorite rock gold to try and sell it to people as a golden nugget!”

“Alright, alright. I think I understand. So basically, when it comes to respawning at places we’ve slept, it only counts if the virtual assistants decide it’s an appropriate spot to respawn?”

“Right, Onii-chan! I’ll let you know if you try setting your respawn point somewhere where it won’t be allowed, and you can ask me where you’re currently set to respawn whenever you want in-game.”

“That’s good to know, thanks. What all do you lose when you die?”

“That depends on your rebirth counters! As long as you have at least one rebirth counter, which all players start with, you will only lose the last 10% of progress you have made as far as stats and skills are concerned, but everything on you will be left behind for others to loot. You’ll respawn in your birthday suit!”

“And what about if you have no rebirth counters?”

“Then you lose everything! You’ll be forced to respawn at a random place in the world, and you’ll lose all stats and skills and anything else you might have!”

Fenrir nodded, taking in all of the new information. It was good information to know. And going from what she said, he figured out that he just used up his only rebirth counter. The next death was going to severely screw him over if he couldn’t get another rebirth counter. “How do you get more rebirth counters?”

Saya blushed.

Why did he have a feeling that the answer was going to be bad?

“We-well, you know how babies are made, right, Onii-chan?”

“Please don’t tell me that’s the only way.”

“Instead of getting a girl pre-pre—pregnant, you’d both get rebirth counters.”

“Wait, doesn’t that discriminate against gay players? Or you know, any players who don’t have the opposite sexual bits?”

Saya dropped her embarrassed act. “You’re no fun, Onii-chan! Having sex has a chance at gaining all involved parties a rebirth counter depending on stat compatibility. A player with high strength will have a higher chance of getting a counter with another player who has high strength, and a lower chance with somebody who has low strength. It doesn’t matter what specific bits or acts are involved. All that matters is that doing lewd things gets you rebirth counters.”

“Alright, what other ways are there to get rebirth counters?”

Saya pouted. “You’re not even considering the option I just told you about!”

“I know.”

“Fiiiinnee. Defeating elite NPCs like dungeon bosses, killing players that are a lot stronger than you, and using rare items can all give you rebirth counters. You also get one a week by default, going by real time.”

Fenrir let out a sigh of relief. “Good. Why do you sound disappointed that I’m not some crazed sex fiend?”

“W-well, all of my experiences are tied to your own, so if you’re a virgin then it basically means I’m a virgin. The only way I’d ever get to experience what that’s like is if you do.”

“So, in other words, you’re a perverted voyeur?”

The remainder of Saya’s sundae splattered against Fenrir’s face.


Patch 1.3

Ryouta’s eyes opened and were met with the sight of his monitor gently illuminating the spinning ceiling fan above. He probably should have turned the lights on before immersing himself since the room was pretty dark outside of that.

When trying to move, he noticed his arms and legs had extra difficulty moving compared to after his usual gaming binges. It felt like he wasn’t even in the right body. He heard of body dysphoria cases skyrocketing after the release of the game, and now he understood why.

Who wanted to come back into their real bodies when they could be whatever they wanted in that game? He played other immersive virtual reality games before, but the unparalleled realism of this latest game was on an entirely new level. Nothing could compare to just how real it felt to be in those avatars.

Realizing that he was back in his useless body was almost enough to make him tear up. Were it not for the fact that he was used to such feeling of disappointment in his own body, he likely would have shed a tear already.

Instead, he repeatedly clenched his fists until he could move his arms again.

As soon as he could move his arms again, he smacked his thighs until he had feeling in them before finally removing the headband from around the top of his head. He couldn’t help but hold it above his face to look at it afterward. Such a small, innocent looking thing was capable of transferring him to such a vast, amazing world. It was capable of transporting him out of his useless body into the masculine, strong body of Fenrir. He got to be the kind of man he always dreamed of being.

He set the headset down next to him and stared up at the ceiling again. He didn’t want to wait an entire day to play more. There was nothing more that he wanted than to delve back into that world and begin exploring once more. Potentially dying and losing all progress didn’t even matter to him. He just wanted freedom from his body—from his reality.

His stomach grumbled. It was odd. Despite believing that he was full, his body craved food. He didn’t feel hungry, but knew his body was.

“Saya, why—” Ryouta began asking, but when he realized that the only one who could hear him was the ceiling fan, he smiled a stupid smile. “I’m so stupid,” he said as he finally got out of bed.

He winced when he stood up and put weight on his legs. That was a feeling that he definitely didn’t miss in-game.

Looking out the window, he saw the city alive with enough lights on the streets to make one believe it was still daylight. He remembered when he could see out into the miles upon miles of green fields, but now all he saw were more high-rises. “Bet the last generation never thought they’d be running from the coasts instead of to them,” he said before leaving the window.

He stopped by the picture on his counter on his way out of the room. A small boy with black hair was being held up by an older man who looked like an older version of the child, and a gentle-looking woman stood next to them. A dog was obediently sitting at their feet with a big, slobbery tongue hanging out of his mouth. His tail must have been wagging since it looked blurry.

Ryouta wondered what his parents would think of how far virtual reality had come. They never were into video games, but he bet even they would be amazed by the latest technology.

He then limped through the hallway into his living room. His living room and kitchen were more like one large room separated only by a small half wall that served as a bar counter for the kitchen. Next to the kitchen was the sliding door leading to the small balcony that he never made use of. On the far end of the living room was the door to the outer hallway, and other than the bathroom connected to his bedroom, that was everything. Only having a few hundred square feet in his apartment was all that he needed when living by himself. The living room wasn’t even decorated aside from an old couch and a television which only got used whenever he was eating.

Ryouta took a bottle of hard cider off of the kitchen counter alongside a bag of salt and vinegar chips. Junk food and alcohol were two things that humanity would never run out of.

He then sat down on the couch and said, “Penguin, on.” As for why he named his television “Penguin,” that was a mystery that the world may never get to the truth of.

Really, it was the first thing that came to mind when setting it up and he didn’t feel like bothering with a better name.

The screen came alive with images of newscasters arguing with one another. Did they ever do anything else?

“I’m telling you, Joann! We cannot allow so much of our youth to be playing these games! We have no idea what long-term effects the techno—”

Next.

A rerun about extinct oceanic life was on. “It may be sad, but at least we have videos and pictures of these beautiful creatures in their natural environment,” the British commentator said. “We must learn from our mistakes and—”

Next.

“You’re tellin’ me that he left you, and this beautiful baby boy up on the screen, behind for an artificial intelligence?” the mustached host said, looking into the camera in disbelief as a woman cried into her hands. The man accused of leaving her for an AI was sitting in a chair across from the crying woman, and the entire audience was booing at him.

Ryouta couldn’t take anything on that show seriously. Everybody lied and exaggerated, but it was a good show for when he wanted trashy drama to scratch that rare itch.

Next.

Next.

Next.

Next.

There was never anything interesting on. Ryouta would have thought that such a thing meant cable was finally on its last legs, but the roach known as “cable television” somehow always managed to survive.

He flashed by a commercial showing a cute girl in a sweater and switched back to the channel. Unfortunately, all he saw was the name of some clothes company and a phone number on the screen.

Next.

Oh, surprise, another news channel acting like it was the end of the world. “Tensions are rising higher than ever before! We lose more of our coastline every year, and those who are too poor to move to the inland cities have no choice other than to congregate into—”

First it was North Korea, then Russia, then China, then North Korea again, and now it was the ocean. Sure, all of those ended up being credible threats other than North Korea, but still. It got tiring hearing of it all the time.

Next.

“Efforts in cleaning up orbital debris are slow, but with recent advancements by the private sector, we should see new satellite launches available within the next decade,” some guy with no remarkable features said. He was the most generic looking newscaster that Ryouta had ever seen.

“Sure, let’s just fill the orbit with more satellites right after cleaning them all up. Great plan,” Ryouta groaned as he shoveled some chips into his mouth.

He just wanted to play his new game more. The downside of resting on the bed for so long was that he wasn’t tired at all, so it wasn’t like he could just sleep the wait away. Well, what if…

Nope, there wasn’t enough alcohol left to black himself out. “Guess I need to order more.”

Next.

He finally made his way to a children’s network full of politically correct yet subtly offensive jokes. Children who watched it had no idea what the real implications of the show were. They thought it was full of happiness, joy, friendship, and laughter, but the truth was much darker. Any critical thinker could see that the world portrayed in the show was not one that should be desired. Instead, it was a morbid reality with a doomed future that none of the characters were aware of.

“Oh no! The wave destroyed my sandcastle!” the boy character said.

“Don’t worry! I’ll help you build another one, and we’ll build it farther away this time!” the girl character replied.

Together, the two toons built a quick and small sandcastle a good distance away from where the last one was. Alas, another wave rolled in and washed it away.

“Darn it! Okay, let’s try again, but we’ll go even farther this time! Hey, where’d you go?” the boy asked, looking around for his friend. Instead of helping him again, she was hanging out with another group of kids on a patch of grass next to the beach. They built a group of tall sandcastles standing next to one another, and the girl was asking them with doe eyes if she could build one there, too. “Hmph. What’s the point of a sandcastle if you’re not even going to build it on the beach!” he shouted at the group before returning to look at the water just in time for another wave to hit him. This time, the wave carried him all the way up to the group and sent his body crashing through their castles! Each one crumbled down on top of him. He looked up at them with a smug expression as the kids cried and yelled for their parents, telling them that he ruined their castles.

“That’s what you get you little assholes,” Ryouta said before switching the TV off. He tossed his bag of chips over onto the counter. Unfortunately, the bag slid right off and landed on the floor, spilling a few chips out. Ryouta looked over at it and groaned.

Picking it up could wait for later.

With his bottle of hard cider in hand, he headed back into his bedroom and sat down at his computer. It was time to order more booze.

Before he could, though, he noticed Fiscord blinking with a notification message. He had a friend request from somebody named “HushedVoice.” Could that be Serra? Might as well find out.

>HushedVoice: Hi! I hope this is the right person. I had Bone tell me what your username was because I forgot, but I guess if you’re not the right person, you won’t know who Bone is. This is Serra! Me and Bone logged out after finding a small cave to log out in. It was really uncomfortable since it was too small for the both of us, but there was no choice >_<! I really had fun playing with you, and I’m really looking forward to playing with you again!

The introduction message popped up after accepting the request. He had it set so that he didn’t get those messages until after he accepted the request. Too many people tried sending him hate via the messages attached to requests. He may have been on a new account that nobody really knew about yet outside of his best friends, but it was better to play it safe than sorry.

“You’re a lot more talkative in text,” Ryouta said with a smile before working on his response.

>TheMemeStruggle: Hey! This is Fenrir.

“Alright, back to ordering—"

>HushedVoice: Oh, good! I was worried I might have mistyped your name or got the numbers wrong. I’m so glad I didn’t mess it up! At least you didn’t have numbers in your name! Those make it even worse x_x.

“Dang, I’m not used to anybody replying so quickly.”

>TheMemeStruggle: Lol, well I’m glad you got it right. I know what you mean, I’ve messed up names with numbers a bunch of times before.

>HushedVoice: I hate numbers! I’ve always avoided other games like this before because all the super serious people and their numbers intimidated me. I’ve watched a few videos before of the world’s top guilds doing stuff, and they talk about DPS, optimizations, min-maxing, rotations, and none of that sounds fun! It just gives me a headache even thinking about all of that stuff. What’s the fun in playing a game if you’re just doing math all the time?

>TheMemeStruggle: You sure can type a lot for being a hushed voice. I never would have thought you’d type so much from how quiet you are in-game.

A minute passed with no reply. “Shit, did I say something wrong?”

>TheMemeStruggle: Sorry, it’s not a bad thing. It’s kind of cute. I’m just surprised. Wasn’t expecting it.

Another minute passed by. He opened up the web browser to order his alcohol to take his mind off of how he probably upset—

>HushedVoice: Sorry! I had to brb and tried to be quick. It’s okay! I’m not offended or anything. I know what you mean, it’s okay. All my friends used to tell me how they’d be surprised about how much I type in text messages. Nobody ever expects it! I’m just full of surprises o_o

>TheMemeStruggle: You’re a dork is what you are.

>HushedVoice: Hey! What does that mean? You trying to start something with me, punk?! I’ll beat you up!

Ryouta smiled and tried to keep himself from laughing, but he ended up spitting out his hard cider all over the carpeted floor next to his desk.

>TheMemeStruggle: You really are full of surprises, you just made me spit my drink out on my floor. You going to come over here and clean that up for me?

>HushedVoice: Mwahaha! It was my plan all along! You may be a killer of man, but I am a killer of… carpets! xD

>TheMemeStruggle: Did you learn those emojis from your mom? Nobody types those anymore, dork.

>HushedVoice: You have no proof! No evidence! I deny everything!

>TheMemeStruggle: Let me invite you to the group chat, Miss Defense Attorney.

>Invitation to The Great Meme War of ’34 sent to HushedVoice

Their conversation switched over to the group channel.

>Dwarfaholic: Who is this.

>TheMemeStruggle: Hey, Bone, that’s Serra.

>HushedVoice: The big green guy! Hi, Bone! I’m Serra. Thanks for carrying me to safety.

>Dwarfaholic: You talk more now.

>HushedVoice: And I can actually understand what you’re saying now without that accent!

>Dwarfaholic: YOU HAVE PROBLEM WITH MY VOICE. I REGRET CARRYING YOU TO CAVE.

>HushedVoice: xD, sorry! I’m just not used to hearing accents. Your voice is like… a rock!

>Dwarfaholic: WHAT DOES THAT EVEN MEN

>Dwarfaholic: MEAN*

>Viktor’s Favorite Slut: omg

>Viktor’s Favorite Slut: serra your hilarious

>Viktor’s Favorite Slut: we need to be like best friends

>Viktor’s Favorite Slut: pls

>Viktor’s Favorite Slut: pls gib nao

>HushedVoice: Olly! I think you’re Olly, anyways. There’s nobody else in this group. How do I change my name so it’s not just one word?

>Viktor’s Favorite Slut: hang on bab, i got u

>Viktor’s Favorite Slut has changed HushedVoice’s nickname to Fenny’s Bae

>Fenny’s Bae: What! >///< Why you do this to me?! I thought we were friends! You were the chosen one, Olly! You were meant to bring balance to the nickname, not destroy it!

>Viktor’s Favorite Slut: omg

>Viktor’s Favorite Slut: i have no idea what your referencing

>Viktor’s Favorite Slut: but its great

Ryouta stared at the conversation in disbelief. He had no idea that Serra would be like that. It was really true that some people could behave completely differently in text than in person. Some people treated virtual reality the same they did real life, which he assumed that she did, while most just treated it like it was the internet still. That was what he did.

>TheMemeStruggle: Glad to see you’re all getting along so well! I can’t wait to see you be this talkative around us in-game, Serra.

>Fenny’s Bae: OLLY PLEASE CHANGE MY NAME COME ON X///////////X

>Viktor’s Favorite Slut has changed Fenny’s Bae’s nickname to Orc Cock Lover

>Orc Cock Lover: THIS. IS. EVEN. wORSE. THAN. BEFORE. OLLY I DEMAND YOU CHANGE MY NAME RIGHT THIS INSTANT OR I WILL COCKBLOCK YOU FROM EVERY GUY YOU EVER MEET

>Viktor’s Favorite Slut has changed Orc Cock Lover’s nickname to Fenrir’s #1 Fangirl

>TheMemeStruggle has changed Fenrir’s #1 Fangirl’s nickname to Serra Berra

>Serra Berra: >////> okay I’ll keep this one, it’s kind of cute.

>Viktor’s Favorite Slut has changed Serra Berra’s nickname to Blushing Emoji XD

>Blushing Emoji XD: Hey! Are you making fun of me? I’ll beat you up, punk!

>TheMemeStruggle has changed Blushing Emoji XD’s nickname to Serra Berra

A battle ensued between Ryouta and Spencer over Serra’s nickname, and it was a battle that only ended when Spencer finally said goodnight and logged off.

>Serra Berra: Hey hey, Bone, aren’t you in Russia? Shouldn’t you be sleeping? Isn’t it like super later over there?

The green dot next to Dwarfaholic’s name turned red.

>TheMemeStruggle: He just set himself to do not disturb, so I guess you made him realize what time it is. Don’t worry, he never says goodnight. He’s rude like that.

>Serra Berra: Oh, okay!

Ryouta then saw her typing a message to him in direct messages. She typed, stopped, typed, stopped, typed, and stopped. He wondered if she knew that he could see her indecision or hesitation, whichever it was.

>HushedVoice: Hey, ummm, is it okay if you tell me your real name? I’ll tell you mine if you tell me yours! Sorry, this might be weird, but I’m not really used to the character name thing. It feels so much less… I don’t know, less personal. It’d just be really nice if I could call you your real name! Is it too soon to ask that? Sorry if it is, I’m new to this whole thing, so you might have to teach me the rules, Teach!

>HushedVoice: Ah! My name is back to normal! I liked Serra Berra…

>TheMemeStruggle: Oh, yeah, nicknames are just for group chats basically. Anyways, it’s alright. Just don’t go asking for everybody’s real names. Some people might find it weird, but I don’t really have a problem with it.

Despite sending that message, he still hesitated in typing out his real name which she seemed to be waiting for. There were some people online who would love to get ahold of his real name. That would make their jobs so much easier.

>TheMemeStruggle: It’s Ryouta.

He instantly wanted to delete his message, hopefully before she saw it, but he knew it was too late when she immediately started typing. She already saw it. Now he just had to hope that it didn’t come back to bite him in the ass later.

>HushedVoice: Ryouta! I like that, it’s a really cute name.

Ryouta cringed. She just had to go and call his name cute. He hated being called cute. It was the only thing anybody ever called him. He knew she meant it as a compliment, but it may as well have been a mocking slap in the face to him.

>TheMemeStruggle: Aha, yeah, I get that a lot.

>HushedVoice: I’m Serra!

>TheMemeStruggle: Come on, tell me your real name! That was the deal.

>HushedVoice: That is my real name!

Ryouta blinked a few times.

>TheMemeStruggle: Really? You used your real name? Next you’re going to tell me you made your character look like yourself.

>HushedVoice: I did! I’m pretty happy with my name and how I look, so why not be the same in the game? I’m pretty cute if I do say so myself!

“Wow. She’s got some confidence when she’s not face-to-face with people,” Ryouta said. He liked that, actually. There were too many people who complained about themselves in reality and pretended to be somebody else in-game.

Like himself.

>TheMemeStruggle: I will admit you’re pretty cute, so you’re not wrong.

>HushedVoice: >//////////////////< Only I can call myself cute!

>TheMemeStruggle: Okay, I’ll never call you cute again.

>HushedVoice: Wait! I take that back!

>TheMemeStruggle: Anyways, dork, you should probably change your name and looks. If that’s your real stuff then it would be easy for somebody to dox you or stalk you, and trust me, you don’t want that.

>HushedVoice: You said you’d protect me, so that’s your problem!

>TheMemeStruggle: How am I supposed to protect you in real life?!

>HushedVoice: You’ll just have to come move to New Charleston so you can protect me from all the bad guys wanting to kidnap me!

Ryouta’s heart skipped a beat. He had to step away from his computer to open the blinds and look out over the city in front of his window.

Didn’t coincidences like living in the same city only happen in shows and stories?
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Ryouta recalled his conversation with Serra from the night before. They had been talking almost all day long via Fiscord, but he couldn’t stop thinking about last night’s revelation. She lived in the same city that he did. With several million people living within the city’s limits and new buildings being constructed constantly, she could be anywhere. His apartment’s balcony got its first use earlier that day when he decided to stand out on it and just look over the city. Thousands of people passed by through the streets below. Was Serra one of them?

It also got him thinking about how many other people he met online before. As low as the odds may have been, he doubted that she was the only one who lived near him that he’d come across. How many others have there been? With how popular Life of Fantasy Online was, there were most likely several thousand people playing it who lived in his city. It was weird to remember just how small the world truly was and that somebody he met online could be his neighbor.

Now, with the sun having set as he waited on his bed, twenty-four hours had passed since he killed himself as Fenrir. It was time to immerse.

“Processing memories,” Saya’s voice said. A floating progress bar quickly filled up with green. “All done! Welcome back, Onii-chan! Woah, Serra really was talkative. How come you didn’t tell her you lived in the same city as her?”

Ryouta looked down at his hands. They were large and masculine once more, meaning that he was Fenrir again. That made him smile right away.

“I thought it’d be weird if I said anything. What if she worries I’m going to stalk her now that I know her name, what she looks like, and live in the same city as her?” Fenrir replied.

“We both know that’s not why you really didn’t say anything, stubborn Onii-chan.”

“You’re in my head, so I’m sure you can figure out whatever the real reason might be. Also, question. What happens to you when I’m not synched up to the headset?”

Saya pouted before moving on to answer his question. “I’m dead! Just kidding, but I’m only really active whenever you’re synched up. Part of me is stored in your brain, the other part is stored in the headset’s hardware, and the software installed on the headset is what brings the two parts together to work!”

Fenrir leaned forward to poke her nose. She made a shy yelp before quickly covering her nose with one hand while batting his hand away with the other. “Wha-what was that for?!” she shouted, stomping her feet.

“I never tried touching you before, so I wanted to see if I could.” She felt every bit as realistic as a real human did. He was able to feel the warmth of her nose, the little bump on the tip of it, and her soft skin.

“Would you like to enter Gaia if you’re done harassing me, baka Onii-chan?”

“The cringe is reaching new levels if you say both of those things together.”

“But you still like it.”

“In the words of Serra, you have no proof, no evidence, and I deny everything.”

“Hmph. Do you want to play or not?”

Fenrir gave his tsundere-imouto-assistant a thumbs-up. She then sent him through the same process of swirling colors and shapes from the first time he entered the world of Gaia, and now he found himself standing atop the exact same patch of grass that he was when he started. A breeze carrying fresh air brushed against him and made his ears twitch.

It had only been a few seconds and he was already a hundred times happier than he was in reality.

Serra was able to find a picture of the game world’s map online, zoomed in on the region where they started, and tried circling the area where she believed that her and Bonekraka were in. Fenrir remembered seeing the picture she sent him, but he couldn’t actually remember any of its details. It was all a blur to him now that he was back in the game. “This memory blocking thing is a pain sometimes. Guess I’ll just follow the coast until I can find that village again,” he explained, saying his plans out loud to nobody in particular. The walk was going to be boring without the rest of his party, though. Serra said she’d log in to keep a look out for him, but Bonekraka and Oleander weren’t available for the night.

“Wait, how come I can remember what Serra said about meeting me, but not the map she showed me? Shouldn’t I not remember anything at all about plans made outside of the game?” Fenrir asked Saya, though he still talked out loud.

“Only stuff that would give you an unfair advantage over other players, Onii-chan! Like I said before, it’s all up to my discretion. I don’t believe that knowing what she said about waiting for you gives you an unfair advantage over other players, but remembering the details of an out-of-game map would!” Saya explained.

Fenrir could only imagine how annoyed some players must have been by that. There were plenty of players who needed to know the exact mechanics and workings of the games they played, yet they didn’t get any such thing in this game. They likely believed that it was bullshit and unfair to not have a complete understanding of every mechanic. How was damage calculated? What decided if a player instantly died or not? How much experience did players gain from various tasks and enemies? It was pretty confusing to play a character that the player barely knew anything about. All they knew was what they could see and feel.

But wasn’t that the point? In a way, stats and skills existed in reality and humans had no way of knowing what they had unless they learned it themselves. Some might have bonuses to music and art, others might have naturally higher strength and speed stats, some get special perks like insane flexibility, and so on. Humans could learn skills and improve them through practice, but no stat window was ever going to pop up and tell them about it.

This game truly was the most realistic one of all time as far as Fenrir was concerned.

Fenrir continued thinking of such things as he headed down the coast naked. Fortunately, when he came across more of those oversized crabs, they passively went about digging in the sand like they were when the party found them the night before.

What were they digging for anyways?

He stood to the side and watched the crabs dig. They noticed him and gave him a curious look, but when he stayed still and didn’t attack, they went back to digging.

The crabs dug hole after hole for nothing in return. Maybe it was just an idle animation with no purpose? Oh well. He didn’t want to spend too much time there since Serra was waiting on him. “Alright, good luck to you two. I hope you find whatever it is you’re looking fo—”

One of the crabs tapped on something beneath the sand. It sounded hard. Fenrir watched the crab as it immediately dug down its other claw to assist the first one. A few seconds later and a massive shell was pulled out from beneath the sand!

Hundreds of pink, slimy tentacles no thicker than pencils began frantically waving out from the shell’s opening, desperately attacking the crab holding onto their shell. Alas, it proved useless when the crab effortlessly cracked the shell in half and held the exposed core up to its mouth. Fenrir was able to get a quick look at what was inside of the shell during that. It looked like all of the tentacles were attached to the same fleshy mass hiding inside of the shell. That was confirmed when, upon the crab devouring the fleshy mass, all of the tentacles went limp.

The tentacles kind of looked like worms, Fenrir realized, and that gave him an idea. It was going to have to wait until later, though. Getting his rock and meeting up with Serra were more important. “Thanks for the tip,” he said, giving the crab a quick pat on the claw before jumping back to avoid its attack. The crab clearly didn’t want to be interrupted while eating.

Fenrir eventually spotted the wooden buildings of the village on the beach. That meant it was time to get back into the grass and sneak. Whether it was real life or any other video game, crouching in tall grass was always a great way to sneak around.

He got close enough that he could accurately line himself up with the building where they ran from. He wanted to try and follow the exact path that they took the night before. Turning away from the village, he looked into the field and… oh. Well, that made things easier. Multiple trails lead through the field. Grass was bent down, heavy footprints were embedded in the dirt, and one particularly wide swath of grass had been brutalized. Looked like Bonekraka’s size was good for something other than making himself a huge target.

Following the tracks made finding the site of his death easy.

But somebody else was already there.

Fenrir wasn’t the only one who respawned.

“Really? These fucks didn’t have anything on them? The guys weren’t joking when they said these cowards had nothing worth taking,” Richard groaned before smashing Fenrir’s pack-shell against the ground.

Rock was in there.

“I wouldn’t be down to zero respawns if that bastard would’ve just let me fuck his girl, and not kill me! No fucking girls come out here! How am I supposed to get a new respawn? No girls, no nearby dungeons… damn it, I should have listened and been more careful about my lives,” Richard shouted, kicking Fenrir’s now-skeletal remains.

All Fenrir could think about was how Rock was in the pack-shell.

“Are you really that upset about a rock, Onii-chan?” Saya asked within his head.

Not just a rock, my Rock, Fenrir thought back to her.

Richard was wearing what looked to be the leather armor he died in last night, but he had a new sword. Bonekraka should have still had his old one.

Fenrir looked around for the spear, but it wasn’t anywhere to be seen, so the others must have had taken it back already.

But Fenrir didn’t need a weapon.

Like a wolf stalking his prey, Fenrir lowered his body and circled around through the grass to the back of Richard. The grass was just barely tall enough to hide Fenrir as long as Richard stayed distracted by kicking what little remained of Fenrir’s last life.

Prowling like a wolf caused that bestial urge within him to surface again.

He needed to be quick. The only way he was going to win was if he took Richard by surprise again.

Fenrir stepped forward.

Richard spun around from the sound of a twig being snapped behind him.

Their eyes met. Richard went for his sword and Fenrir went for the pounce.

Richard was able to draw his sword, but not before Fenrir crashed into him.

“You’re fucking naked! Get off of me!” Richard shouted, seemingly putting more effort into avoiding letting Fenrir’s plus-three-inches accidentally touch him rather than trying to defeat his opponent.

The whole being naked thing might be a pretty good tactic for fighting guys who tried too hard to assert their heterosexuality.

Fenrir grabbed Richard’s wrists to pin him to the ground beneath his own body. However, Richard was both stronger and faster. It only made sense for him to be more powerful since he had been playing the game for longer. Yet, while Richard may have been able to get his hands off of the ground and was able to occasionally smack the pommel of his sword against Fenrir, he wasn’t able to break his wrists free due to the position that he was in.

The pommel of Richard’s sword smacked into the side of Fenrir’s head again. It hurt, and every attack made Fenrir feel closer to blacking out, but it wasn’t enough to stop him. He just needed to think of a way to defeat his enemy. He couldn’t run, for he would be caught up to. He also couldn’t steal the sword because the moment he took a hand off of either of the enemy’s wrists, it would be used against him.

Fortunately, Richard proved just as stubborn as Fenrir hoped he was. Any smart player would be shouting for backup already, but there was no way that an asshole like Richard would ever call for assistance against a weaker—and naked—opponent, especially one he wanted revenge against.

“The fuck are you smiling for, you damn furry?!” Richard shouted before spitting onto Fenrir’s face.

Fenrir froze for a moment when he heard that. So that’s how it is. Calling Oleander a degenerate wasn’t alright and would result in severe punishment, but he didn’t care if somebody called himself that. However, he did care if somebody tried calling him a furry. He wasn’t a fan of being spat on either, but that wasn’t as important as being called a furry.

Sure, he may have been a weeb, and he may have been playing a human male with large, fluffy wolf ears and an even bigger and fluffier tail, but he was not a furry.

Fenrir brought his knee up between Richard’s thighs to press down, hard, into the man’s crotch.

But Richard didn’t look the least bit pained. “You think that’s going to bother me? I set my pain to zer—” Richard was cut off by Fenrir bashing his forehead into his face.

By the time Richard was able to focus his vision again, he saw Fenrir baring his fangs and latching onto his neck! His eyes went wide when he realized what Fenrir was doing. “You even fight like a fucking furry!” he shouted, finally breaking his open hand free from Fenrir as his neck was torn into by fangs.

Richard grabbed onto the back of Fenrir’s head, taking a firm grip of his hair, and pulled him away from his neck.

That forced Fenrir off of Richard, taking what little advantage he had from the element of surprise away as both men got to their feet.

Now, only one of them had a sword and armor, and it wasn’t Fenrir.

But Fenrir wasn’t the one with bleeding bite wounds on the side of his neck.

Fenrir also saw that he had something else. Their struggle on the ground positioned them near his broken shell-pack, and Rock was right next to Fenrir’s feet.

Richard’s first attack was easy to dodge from how telegraphed it was.

Fenrir used his dodge to duck down and pick up Rock with his right hand.

Something immediately felt different. Similar to how that feral urge built within him during fights, holding Rock caused him to feel a sort of… bond with it.

Did he really bond to a rock? Sure, it wasn’t just a rock, but Rock, but at the same time, even he wanted to ask himself, “Really?”

“Got you!” Richard shouted, thrusting his sword into Fenrir’s abdomen during a moment of distraction.

Fenrir winced from pain and grabbed onto the hand holding the sword with his own free hand, keeping the blade in place. He feared that another attack would finish him. His field of view was already shrinking as darkness encroached from the borders of his vision.

“You’re really fucking annoying,” Richard groaned. “Can’t you just fucking die?”

While Fenrir might have gotten a bit distracted by the feeling of a bond with Rock, Richard was too distracted by Fenrir holding the sword in place that he didn’t notice Rock held in Fenrir’s hand.

Thanks to that, Fenrir had the opening to pour every last ounce of his strength into swinging Rock directly into the side of Richard’s head! The result might have been more satisfying had Fenrir enabled traumatizing content, but it didn’t matter. The side of Richard’s head grew visually pixelated to Fenrir as he fell to the ground.

Richard’s grip on his sword was lost during his fall as well, leaving it stabbed into Fenrir, and that allowed Fenrir to pull the sword out and point it down at Richard.

But the problem was the darkness consuming more and more of Fenrir’s vision.

“What the fuck! Seriously?! You KO me with a fucking rock?! Since when were rocks so fucking OP! " Richard shouted, voice full of rage and hatred for the game that just let him get wrecked by a rock only slightly bigger than an apple. He might have just gotten hit in the side of his head, and he felt extremely numb due to it, but the lack of pain allowed him to vent his frustrations. "Fine! I give up, alright? I don’t want to get fucking reset by a furry. Let’s just call it even and I won’t make every single fucking one of our allies hunt you down,” Richard said, rubbing the side of his head. The entire side of his head felt like it was missing due to how numb it was. The eye and lips on the numb side couldn’t even move. “We’re part of the Augus Empire, so if you kill me, I’ll have you labeled as an enemy of the faction! Millions of players will kill you the moment they see you! And put your fucking dick away, nobody wants to see that shit!”

First, Fenrir crouched down over his chest. Teabagging him was tempting, but… the game was a bit too realistic for him to be comfortable doing that. Crouching over his chest was close enough, though. After that, there was only one thing that Fenrir could say. It was a simple acronym that never failed to enrage others no matter how much time passed in the world of gaming culture. “GGEZ.” And then he stabbed the sword straight through Richard’s heart.

Sure, killing Richard with Rock would have been nice, but it was much more satisfying to kill him with his own sword. Again.

Fenrir leaned down over the pommel of the sword to look Richard directly in the eyes as life began to leave them. He didn’t instantly die, but he was too weak to do or say anything. That gave Fenrir the idea to utter one more classic phrase that, no matter how stupid and old it may have been, never failed to maximize sodium levels.

“You mad?”

Richard’s expression twisted into one of pure fury before the last traces of life left his eyes and he was kicked out of the game for another twenty-four hours. Going by what Fenrir heard him talking about, he’d be starting completely over the next time he could immerse.

Fenrir doubled over, clutching onto where he was stabbed. It was different from the damage he took from the crab the other night. The pain from that fight was gone almost immediately, but this pain felt like it was there to stay. At least the darkness wasn’t consuming his vision any further than it already did.

He looked over at his corpse next. It was his first time getting a good look at it. His bark armor was still intact for the most part, but a few chunks of it had been broken off from getting kicked by Richard. More concerning was his body itself. It had already deteriorated to nothing more than a skeleton. Oleander’s corpse was the same: just a skeleton. Fenrir looked at Richard’s latest corpse. Nothing was happening to it yet. Fenrir sort of wished it would hurry up and turn into a skeleton since it would make the next part less… personal.

Fenrir stripped Richard of all but his briefs. He didn’t want to wear the same underwear that another man was wearing, even if it was in a virtual game, but he had no issue with wearing the other clothes and leather armor that Richard had. Of course, he placed his bark armor on over the leather armor as an extra layer of protection and because he couldn’t just leave behind his old armor like that.

Now he looked like the strapping image of a noob adventurer. Being naked felt nice and all, especially when the breeze would brush against him, but having some proper clothes and armor was much better. They even fit him almost perfectly! They were a bit tight around his biceps and chest since Fenrir was a slightly bulkier character than Richard was, but that wasn’t an issue.

The only real issue was that he had to cut a slit in the pants for the base of his tail to slip through.

That aside, with Richard’s latest sword and armor, and Rock, Fenrir could finally meet up with Serra.

He followed the particularly wide track that Bonekraka made through the field into the nearby forest. He was surprised that they weren’t followed and tracked down, but it was pretty dark when it happened and none of the pursuers had torches that he could remember. He doubted anybody wanted to chase after a giant orc into a dark forest with no way of spotting an ambush.

But once he was done thinking about that, he thought about how nice it was walking through the forest. It wasn’t nearly as dense as the one he met Serra in, so he could enjoy all the sights and sounds that it offered him without needing to step and climb over something every few steps.

That was, until something reached out from behind a tree and grabbed him!

Fenrir jumped with a lowered tail and perked ears, readying his new sword and—

Serra’s expression was the definition of smug.

“I’m already wounded! You’re going to finish me off if you hurt my heart like that,” he dramatically shouted, though he was also smiling. It was a pretty good jump scare.

Her expression turned from one of smugness to worry when she saw the blood dripping and staining his new clothes. The shirt, leather armor, and bark did a good job of actually covering the wound up, but it didn’t stop it from bleeding and staining the shirt's fabric.

“What happened?” Serra asked.

“I killed that asshole again,” Fenrir answered.

She blinked a few times. “Oh. Why—why aren’t you healing?”

“I think I’ve healed a little bit. My vision isn’t so dark anymore, but it’s taking a really long time. I guess PVP damage lasts longer?”

Serra’s intent listening was interrupted by a sudden double take. It looked like something caught her attention. Her eyes focused on his hand for a few moments… and then she jumped with a surprised expression on her face.

“What are you jumping for? Trying to make me feel better for making me jump? Don't worry, I'll be getting my own revenge eventually,” Fenrir teased.

“Your—your rock,” Serra said. “I saw it… move.”

Fenrir looked down at his hand holding the rock. Surely enough, it looked like it was subtly moving.

Fenrir and Serra watched Rock for several minutes. After noticing it gently shaking inside of his hand, he set it down on the ground for the two of them to observe. Now, five minutes later, the rock was still shaking periodically, but that was it.

“Why do you think it’s… moving?” Serra asked.

“No idea. I thought maybe it’s like a secret egg or something, but,” Fenrir paused to tap on the rock, “it just feels like a rock. I was excited for a moment thinking I found some super-secret dragon egg or something like that, but I guess this isn’t one of those lucky events that only happen in stories.”

Serra poked it herself. Yep, definitely just a rock. A moving rock, but a rock. “What now?”

“Now? Well, now I pick up Rock and we figure out something to do,” Fenrir replied, picking up Rock just as he said so that he could tuck it into his new pocket. He could only fit it roughly halfway into his pants pocket thanks to its size. “Don’t shake too much or you’re going to fall out,” he said to Rock, but when he realized he was actually talking to a rock and not just trying to be funny, he had to pause for a moment.

Serra looked like she was ready to laugh at the endearing display. “I’ll do whatever you and… and Rock want to do.” She was definitely teasing him.

Fenrir opted for ignoring the teasing to seriously think about what to do. “We’re kind of in a bad spot here as far as options go. I don’t want to get too far ahead of Bone and Olly… and wherever we go, we’re going to be getting farther away from at least one of them. We also have to be careful of that village.”

“You looked like… you were having lots of fun when you were fishing. Do you… want to do that more?”

Fenrir was going to fall in love if she asked questions like that. “Yeah, but we don’t have to do that. We can do something that you’ll enjoy, too.”

“I'll enjoy it if you're enjoying it,” Serra said, looking up at him with honest eyes and a soft smile.

He couldn’t look at her after hearing that. If he did, then she was going to see how red she made him. It was also a good thing that he had three layers of protection over his chest or else she might have seen just how hard his heart was beating. “Alright, since you want to go fishing so badly, I guess I can take you fishing,” he replied, trying to make it sound like he was teasing her. He had no idea how else to reply other than by joking about it to take the pressure off of his emotions.

“Thank you for spoiling me.” Serra sounded sarcastic, but when he took a look back at her, she looked genuinely pleased.

Which one of them was really the one getting spoiled?

“Alright,” Fenrir said, “I got an idea on the way here. Let’s go test it out.”

The duo walked north for a good distance before turning west and heading back toward the coast. Taking a detour was better than running into Coastedge and any of its inhabitants.

Plenty of small talk was made during their walk.

“What’s your favorite color?” Fenrir asked.

“Cyan,” Serra replied. “Yours?”

“White.”

“Is that why your hair is white?”

“Yeah, plus I mean, everybody has white hair now. It might be generic since white hair is what’s popular, but I like it. Even dyed my hair in real life white. Oh, what’s your favorite animal?”

“Dogs.”

Fenrir gave her a high-five—well, it was more of a low-five given their height difference. “Same. Dogs are the best. My dad used to always joke saying that if a man wants unconditional love, then to get a dog instead of a wife.” He heard a noticeable huff come from behind him. When he looked over his shoulder, he saw Serra pouting. “My mom used to react the same way every time he said that.”

“I wonder why.” It was clear from her voice that she didn’t really wonder why.

“Don’t worry, I don’t actually believe that, and my mom always made sure to scold him when he said things like that around me. Anyways, favorite food?”

“Pizza.”

“In that case, I have to ask you the most important question regarding pizza: pineapple, yes or no?”

“Pineapple is the best topping,” Serra said with the most confidence that he heard from her yet.

Fenrir feigned a gasp as if he had been betrayed. “How could you? You filthy heathen.”

“I am a proud knight of pineapples on pizza!” Serra declared before looking away shyly. It was the loudest Fenrir had heard her. Between being so confident and then so loud, she must have really taken pineapple on pizza seriously.

And the embarrassment on her face looked adorable to Fenrir. “You don’t need to be so embarrassed around me. You can be the same dorky girl that you are in text.”

She pouted when he called her a dork again. “I’ll beat you up…”

Fenrir stopped and turned around to face her. “Alright, first punch is all yours.”

Serra looked surprised and confused, making a few hand signs before blushing and completely turning her back on him. “You—you know I couldn’t… that’s not fair.”

“It’s adorable how you act so tough over text but then can’t even punch me,” he teased her more, giving the back of her head a gentle poke. “Come on, shouldn’t be much longer until the coast. By the way, what’s up with the hand signs?”

“It’s nothing,” she was quick to reply. “What’s your—what’s your… favorite food? I told you mine, so…”

Fenrir raised an eyebrow. It was obvious that it wasn’t really nothing just from how serious her voice sounded and how quick she was to dismiss it, but it was even more obvious that she didn’t want to talk about it, so he dropped it. “Chips. They’re already made, taste good, and cheap. I pretty much live off of them.”

“That’s not healthy.”

“But they taste good.”

“Bad dog.”

Hearing her call him a bad dog was surprisingly effective. It even made his ears and tail lower! The game was going to turn him into some sort of pervert into petplay at the current rate seeing as how it made him behave in an appropriate way to match the race he chose.

The back and forth of asking questions regarding one another’s favorites lasted until they reached the coast.

“Alright,” Fenrir said, “remember how those crabs from the other night were digging around in the sand? Well, I watched a couple of them on the way down here—”

“You made me wait… to watch crabs,” Serra interrupted.

When he spun around to look at her, ready to apologize since she sounded upset, he saw her flashing a teasing smile. He no longer felt bad about watching crabs anymore. “I’ll let Olly change your Fiscord name again.”

Serra frantically shook her head.

“That’s what I thought. Anyways, I saw what they were looking for.” Drawing his new sword, Fenrir pointed it down and thrust it into the ground. It slid right through the sand with little resistance.

He did this over and over, moving a few feet each time. It took about ten minutes of walking around thrusting his sword into the ground before he heard the tip smack against something hard. Meanwhile, Serra had been watching from the sidelines with a subtle smile the entire time. Sure, he was just walking around stabbing the sand over and over, but she enjoyed watching him.

“Found one! Alright, look,” Fenrir said, sheathing his sword before digging into the sand with his hands. It took a good minute of digging enough sand away for him to pull up the giant shell. The hundreds of pink tentacles lashed out and started smacking at him, but they were nothing more than a minor annoyance. When he looked at Serra, however, she was cringing with disgust and covering herself up. “What’s wrong?”

“Ten-tentacles…”

“What about them?”

“I’ve—I’ve seen videos that I regret seeing…”

Judging by the blush on her cheeks, he could only assume that she meant she stumbled upon tentacle hentai. She must have been more of a vanilla kind of girl.

Fenrir suddenly felt ashamed for the amount of tentacle hentai he consumed over the years.

Regardless, his shame wasn’t going to stop him from getting revenge on her for the earlier teasing. He aimed the opening of the shell that the tendrils protruded from toward her.

Serra stepped away when he stepped closer. “Don’t—don’t you dare.”

Fenrir dared.

At least, he pretended to. He only acted like he was chasing her for a few seconds before stopping. “Don’t worry, I wouldn’t. I’m not that mean.”

Serra looked grateful enough that he wouldn’t be surprised if she started crying.

It melted his heart.

“I’m coming over, but I promise I won’t let them get anywhere near you. Alright? They’re not long enough to reach out farther than they already are. I think,” Fenrir explained.

Serra nodded but looked ready to run at a moment’s notice.

“I’m thinking that I could cut the tentacles off and use them as bait. They kind of look like worms, right? I just need to cut them off and hook them to—”

Wait.

Fenrir stopped in his tracks and looked around. Something was missing, but what was it?

He looked down at Rock to make sure it was still in his pocket. It was. He looked at the shell. The tentacles were still smacking his hands. He looked at Serra. She was as cute as ever. He brought his tail in front of him. It was as fluffy as earlier.

So then… what was missing?

“But you don’t have a fishing rod,” Serra said.

Oh.

Yeah, that.

Fenrir slouched and dropped the shell back into the hole he dug it up from. “Guess I’ll come back for it later.”

“Sorry,” Serra couldn’t resist apologizing after seeing how defeated he looked. “I thought you’d… try spearfishing more.”

“It’s nothing for you to apologize for. I’m just stupid. Sorry for wasting our time.”

Serra shook her head. “It’s—it’s not wasted if it’s with you.”

“You’re going to make guys fall in love with you if you talk like that to them,” he said, looking away from her.

He expected to hear some sort of teasing too-good-to-be-true response from her, but when he peeked over his shoulder to look at her, she was blushing more than he was.

What the heck was that supposed to mean?

He looked back at the ocean. Even if his plan was foiled because of an extremely stupid mistake that he should never have made in the first place, at least he got to see more of this beautiful view. He just couldn’t let Oleander know of his mistake unless he wanted to get made fun of at every opportunity. For somebody who was supposed to be the one in charge of making long-term strategies, this latest failure was just embarrassing.

Serra then took a deep breath and gave his shirt a soft tug from behind. “Is… it okay if I’m deaf?”

Fenrir’s immediate reaction was to feel like an asshole for what he asked earlier. That explained why she made those hand signs, and it also explained why she seemed off after he asked her about them. Deafness was just such a non-problem now that he only ever heard of sign language and had never seen it before. “Sorry for being insensitive earlier, and of course it’s okay. Why wouldn’t it be?” He turned to look at her… and got mixed signals when he saw her both smiling and tearing up.

“It’s not your fault, and… I’ve told others about it before, and they always stop talking to me… or they’d make fun of me for not using the implants,” Serra explained.

“Yeah, well, fuck whoever would make fun of you or stop talking to you over that. Sounds to me like it’s a good way to figure out who the assholes are so you can stop talking to them,” he said, sounding angry to her surprise. “Sorry, it’s just that people like that really piss me off.”

“You don’t care if I’m deaf?”

“Why would I? You’re still Serra even if you’re deaf, and Serra is who I care about.”

She looked down and smiled. The smile on her face was way too large to let him see it. “Olly was right about you,” she said, wiping a nervous tear away from her eye.

“Right about what?”

“You being a natural flirt.”

“I’m not flirting, I’m serious! I care about you, and I’d never care if you’re deaf or anything else.”

“Exactly! For somebody always calling me a dork, you’re the biggest dork of them all.” She sounded more comfortable talking now. Whereas before she always sounded like she was nervous about every word that left her lips, now she talked without any of that worry.

Fenrir scratched the back of his head, trying to figure out what she was implying. “Says the girl who’s crying and smiling at the same time.”

“It’s your fault for making me so happy.”

Fenrir had to take a few moments after that to recollect himself. He was getting all worked up and serious about how people were assholes for not accepting her deafness, and then she had to go and say the sort of thing that girls in anime said which elevated them to best girl status.

With little else to do in-game that wouldn’t put Oleander and Bonekraka at a disadvantage, the two decided to go back to the forest to find a nice spot to wake from. Though, they ended up not actually doing that.

They spotted a sloop traveling along the coast toward Coastedge just as they were about to leave.

One short tailing mission later and, surely enough, the vessel docked at Coastedge. About a dozen men got off of it, and one of them was wearing heavy, elaborate armor. A flag decorated with a picture of garlic with several squiggly lines rising from it stood proudly at the top of the ship’s single mast.

Serra looked at Fenrir to try and guess what he was thinking since he had been quiet ever since it docked. The look on his face was the same one that she saw when he was killing that guard and then running away through the field.

“I want it,” Fenrir said.

“Why?” Serra asked.

“Because I don’t like these assholes, and because I want a ship.”

“Where did that come from?”

“Seeing the ship.”

“So you see a ship and then want to steal it? It’s as simple as that?”

“Yes.”

It took only a single second of looking at his face to tell how serious he was.

“I looked up that name Olly mentioned last night—Divine Brigade,” Serra said, causing Fenrir to almost choke on his spit all of a sudden. “There were a bunch of articles about how Divine Brigade was full of horrible people and how everybody is glad that they’re gone. I guess they used to jump from game to game to mess with people and then randomly stopped. Was… was that you guys?”

Fenrir looked at her, considered trying to hide the truth from her in some way… but ultimately sighed and said, “Yeah, that was us. I was the leader, Bone and Olly were my seconds-in-command.”

“But all the articles said you guys were horrible and mean! That’s—that’s not true at all. You’re really nice, and the others are nice and fun as well.”

“Nah. I definitely am an asshole and a horrible person, but only to people who I think deserve it. I wouldn’t steal this ship from some innocent guys just trying to fish and have fun, but I would gladly steal it from a group of assholes who disrespected you and Olly.”

“You’re not bad if you only treat bad people like that, so why did everybody hate you?”

“Because being a bad guy is cool. They’re the ones who get all the power and fame, and then everybody wants to join them or at least ally them. It isn’t that the people who help them are bad, they just want fun, and playing with the bad guys usually brings the most fun and action. We stopped them from having fun, so everybody hated us.”

“So you only targeted bad guys and people who worked with them?”

Fenrir hesitated. “I… can’t promise we only targeted bad people,” he said, looking at her to see an unimpressed expression. “Look, sometimes, we just wanted some quick fun, and the easiest way was to mess with the first people we saw even if they were perfectly harmless and minding their own business.”

Serra kept up her false disappointment for a few more seconds before breaking into a giggle. “It’s okay, it’s just a game, right?” They both returned their attention to the docked sloop. Large crates were being carried to and from it. “So, how are you—how are we going to steal it?”

“What’s that? You want to live a pirate life now and help us steal ships?”

“It… sounds exciting, okay?”

Fenrir gave the top of her head a pat like a proud father would give his child. That gave her mixed feelings. “We’ll need Bone and Olly. The three of us can steal a ship like that no problem. If we can steal a supercarrier in Eternal Space with just the three of us, we can steal a small sloop.”

Serra looked at him with a curious expression.

“That’s a story for another time, but let me just say that people were really mad about it. The developers actually patched the game to make the method we used impossible to repeat. Even developers hate us!” Fenrir explained, sounding way too proud of what he was admitting to.

“Are you going to remake Divine Brigade here?” Serra asked.

“Nah, Divine Brigade’s days are over. Bone and Olly don’t have the time to play as much as they could back then, and we cut ties with the rest of our old members. It was getting too toxic for us. I guess you could say our members were trying to turn us into what we hated.”

“Did you just… leave them?”

“Oh, no. We stole everything we could from our own members and then destroyed everything else. The ones we liked still were spared, but most lost everything. We’ve still got secret caches in dozens of online games in case we ever decide to go back to them.”

“Why don’t you try restarting it but be more careful about who you let in?”

“We could, but none of us really care about leading a big group again. We’re just playing more casually now. We want to enjoy the game without being constantly hunted down everywhere we go. Everybody would hate us and target us if they found out we were in this game. Playing would be impossible. Honestly, probably at least a few hundred people would start playing this game for the sole purpose of hunting us down to get revenge. We really, really pissed people off. It’s a miracle none of those guys from last night realized what Olly meant when he brought that name up.”

“Your secret is safe with me,” Serra said with a thumbs-up and cute smile.

Fenrir gave her a thumbs-up back. “Alright, let’s hope that this ship doesn’t leave before Olly and Bone can get on. Ready to head back to the forest?”

Serra nodded, and thus the two of them went back to the hiding spot she found with Bonekraka.

A small cave entrance could be seen on the side of a mound within the forest. Though, it was less of a cave and more of a den, like for a bear. Inside of it was Bonekraka’s sleeping body being tightly squeezed between its walls. It was a miracle he was able to even fit himself inside of there.

“How did you sleep in there if he’s taking up all the space?” Fenrir asked.

“I had to sleep on top of him,” Serra explained, watching his face for a reaction. She got the reaction that she was hoping for when she saw him blush and look jealous. Naturally, she was going to take advantage of that. “Are you jealous?” she asked with a smug smile, giving his abdomen a poke.

Fenrir realized what she was doing. He knew that Bonekraka would never touch her nor even think about it, and he doubted that a giant green orc was her type, so she was just trying to mess with him. Sleeping with Bonekraka was more like sleeping with a giant, Russian teddy bear than a man.

In that case, two could play that game. If she wanted to bully him, he was going to bully her right back.

Fenrir’s revenge finally began.

The easiest thing to do would be to tease her for her petite body and work that into a comeback. She was short, the bark armor he made her hung straight down over her chest without anything to bump it outward, and—wait, did she always have such defined hips? Now that he was looking her body over, he noticed that while she may have been flat and had slim thighs… she had some of the widest hips he had ever seen. He was pretty sure that they’re wider than her shoulders are.

He was pretty sure that he remembered noticing them before, but since she was always walking either behind him or to his side, he forgot about them.

They looked perfect for holding onto while—

“How… how long are you going to stare at me for?” Serra asked.

Fenrir jumped and looked up at her face to see her blushing and looking away.

He didn’t know if that counted as a victory for teasing her, or if that counted as her victory for flustering him.

He covered his lower face with his right hand and copied her by looking away. “We’ll call it a draw today, alright?” he asked, peeking at her to see her nod. “An-anyways, I think there’s enough room for us all in there, but it’s going to be a tight fit.”

Serra was quick to say, “You have to go first!”

“You’ve gone from being shy and quiet to shouting orders at me in a day! What’s next, are you going to reveal that you’re a closet dominatrix?”

“That depends on if you’re an S or M…”

“I’m going into the cave now.”

As much as Bonekraka would likely despise it, Fenrir had no problem climbing in over top of the orc and lying down against him. Fenrir just had to make sure to keep a hand over the pocket Rock was in to make sure that it didn't fall out as he squeezed in between Bonekraka and the den's ceiling.

He assumed that the overseer wasn’t taking over for Bonekraka since it knew they were friends and that there was no ill intent.

“Now—now you have to log out first!” Serra ordered him from outside of the den.

“Alright, mom, I’m going,” Fenrir said.

He felt Serra’s cringe. “Please don’t call me that again…”

“Whatever you say, Serra Berra.”

Serra went silent. When he peeked out at her, he saw her covering her face with her hands and squirming.

He won.

“Alright, I’ll be on Fiscord if you need anything,” he told her before switching over to his thoughts. Saya, I’m ready to wake.

“Aye aye, Cap’n Onii-chan!” Saya replied.

What’s with the sailor play?

“You’re going to steal a boat, aren’t you? That makes you a captain! Well, a soon-to-be captain, and only if you don’t mess up.”

Divine Brigade never messes up.

“I thought you said Divine Brigade isn’t coming back?”

You know what I mean.

With that, the environment around him turned black as he was transported back to reality.

Ryouta opened his eyes. His ceiling fan was as swishy as ever.

It took a few moments for him to regain full control of his body.

A thought popped into his head. What if somebody broke in while he was immersed? He knew that Saya could warn him in case anything like that happened, but what use was being warned if his body was essentially going to be useless for several minutes after waking?

The urge to use the bathroom overwhelmed the numbness in his legs.

After relieving himself, he grabbed some more chips, a glass of water when he remembered that he never did order more booze, and headed over to his computer. Serra had already sent him several messages.

>HushedVoice: Thanks for playing with me again! You might have made me wait so you could play with crabs, and forgot that you didn’t have a fishing rod, and then sexually harassed me with your eyes, but I had a lot of fun.

>HushedVoice: I can’t wait to play with you again!

>HushedVoice: Ryouta.

What was with her? Ryouta couldn’t help but be reminded of the last time a girl warmed up to him that quickly. That ended up with him just getting taken advantage of, but there was nothing for Serra to gain from doing that. Did she—did she actually like him? No, he couldn’t forget that some girls were just friendly. She was going to think he wore a fedora and trench coat if he assumed she liked him just because she was being friendly. Besides, there was still the possibility of her lying about who she was and that she was actually a morbidly obese man in a diaper in his mother’s basement.

Though, he felt like he was coping by trying to remind himself of that possibility.

>TheMemeStruggle: You’re a dork, Serra.

He already saw her typing a reply.

While waiting for her to finish typing, which he doubted would take long, he opened up a browser window to search for a sign language guide.

“Shit, I slept too much earlier,” Ryouta grumbled, staring up at his ceiling fan.

He told Serra that he was going to sleep a while ago, yet he had been unable to fall asleep.

“Nothing like staring at the ceiling to pass the time.” One groan later and he rolled onto his side. If he couldn’t sleep on his back, what about on his side?

The result was the same. No sleep. He was wide awake and all he could think about was playing more of the game. He could study more sign language, but his brain was already overloaded with the most basics of basics of it. He needed a break from it. Whatever time after waking earlier that wasn’t spent replying to Serra’s immediate messages was spent watching old video lessons on sign language.

“Guess I’ll see if there’s anything on,” he said, reluctantly getting out of bed to walk into the living room so that he could plop down on the couch. “Penguin, on.”

The television turned on and showed the same cartoon channel that Ryouta left it on. Unfortunately, none of the shows that he enjoyed were on.

He flipped through the channels. What he ended up stopping on was a talk show rerunning its latest episode that he heard about. One of the top actresses in America was discussing her latest husband with the show’s host.

“So that makes, what now, two wives and three husbands?” the host asked her.

The actress looked fairly pleased with herself as if having so many spouses was a badge of honor. That was how most people treated polyamorous relationships in the current age.

“He was just too cute to pass up! And just look at this ring he got me!” The actress held out her hand to show off the latest oversized diamond sitting above all the others on her wedding finger.

“Isn’t it wonderful that you can marry as many lovers as you wish now? To think that such a thing was still frowned on when we were kids!” the host exclaimed.

The actress smiled and laughed. “I know, I know. It was such an archaic system back then.”

“What do you think about the people who criticize polygamy still?”

“There isn’t much to think about; they are stuck in outdated mindsets. We are a free society that celebrates love, not shame it. Why is it any of their business if somebody has enough love to share with more than one partner? Critics will say that people like us are shallow and not truly able to love more than one person, but doesn’t that just mean they have less love than us to give? They’re not even able to consider the possibility of having enough love to share!” the actress explained. The audience burst into clapping and cheering.

Ryouta enjoyed conversations like that. He may not have had any interest in the hundred and one romantic comedies that the actress was in, but he always enjoyed listening to others’ opinions on social matters. The whole rise of polygamy was an especially interesting topic to him.

His dad always told him that such open relationships were only for sexual deviants, and he loved to blame the rise of polygamy on the widespread acceptance of “degenerate fetishes.” He also blamed the demise of religion for it, saying that marriage was no longer a sacred thing because of everybody separating it from its historical purpose. Ryouta’s mother was much more accepting of polygamous relationships, saying that she found the concept of it romantic despite only ever having feelings for her husband.

It was always fun listening to them bicker over what real romance was.

“Aaannnndddd now I’m sad. Great,” Ryouta grumbled. “Penguin, off.”

The television shut off.

“Guess I’ll just go screw around in-game. I’m sure I can find something to do that might not get me killed or progress too far ahead of the others.”

After lying down on his bed once more, this time with his virtual reality headset, he immersed himself back into the game.

He was immediately met with a sight that he was not prepared for. Neither his mind nor heart were ready for what he saw, and now it made sense why Serra asked him to let her log in first the next time they played together.

In order to properly fit into the small den with him and Bonekraka, she had cuddled herself in next to Fenrir. Her face was directly in front of his own and only inches away, and he could feel her smaller body pressing up against him.

As soon as the first perverse thought entered his mind, he carefully—but hurriedly—slid his way out of the cave. Serra rolled over and plopped face-down against Bonekraka’s chest as soon as he was no longer there for her to lean against. The sight made him a bit jealous, but he knew that was only his own insecurity doing the thinking. If it was alright for him to squeeze into that cave with Bonekraka to basically sleep on top of him for safety against any potential threats, then it was alright for Serra to, too.

“Alright, what to do,” Fenrir said, trying to take his mind off of how close he just was to Serra.

Rock shook in his pocket.

“I knew I was forgetting something. I wanted to look up why you might be shaking so much, but I forgot. Oh well. I’d probably just forget about it next time I immersed anyways.” He gave the rock a pat on the half of it sticking out from his pocket.

Then his stomach grumbled.

“Let’s see if I can’t find some water to fish in. Wait, why don’t I just…” Fenrir switched over to his thoughts, Saya, can you tell me why Rock is shaking like this?

“Nope, Onii-chan!” Saya replied.

He figured as much, but it was worth a try.

With a defeated slouch, he walked away from the cave deeper into the forest. The morning sun was rising and giving just enough light to illuminate his path through the forest. Calls of nocturnal predators went quiet as they were replaced with the morning songs of birds. Part of Fenrir just wanted to stand around and enjoy the scenery and sounds of nature, and he most likely would have if it weren’t for his stomach growing increasingly hungry. He figured he might as well grab some food for the others, too. If he was getting hungry, Serra and Bonekraka were most likely going to be starving by the time they immersed next.

Fortunately, Fenrir found a gentle stream not too far away from the cave. The first thing he did was scoop up some water to drink since he realized that he was parched when he saw it. The next thing he did was craft another stone-tipped spear. He was tempted to try and just “spearfish” with his sword, but he would rather not dull his blade in case he needed to defend himself.

The stone-tipped spear came out even better than it did the first time. Not only was the spearhead sharper, but the whole construction was sturdier and felt better to wield. But that feeling of learning something didn’t hit him. “Going to need to craft more or better stuff if I want to get better, is that it?” he mused.

Fenrir walked over to the stream that he found and prepared his spear. The first fish he saw was a long, bass-like fish with gray scales and a particularly long dorsal fin. The fin looked like it belonged on a shark instead of a freshwater wannabe-bass!

“Let me show you how it’s done, Rock,” he said, setting Rock down on a nearby tree stump. He didn’t want it to fall out of his pocket while he was trying to fish and get carried downstream. Then again, it was a pretty heavy rock.

But losing Rock wasn’t worth the risk.

Readying his spear, Fenrir’s eyes locked onto the circling fish to try and predict its movements. Now the feeling of learning something hit him. It was the same feeling that he got earlier when he first tried tracking fish with his eyes. The fish’s movements became clearer, and he found it slightly easier to predict where it was going next.

Breathe in, breathe out. The prey was right there and completely unaware of the hunter’s presence.

One must wait for the perfect moment to strike to maximize their chances of success. The target wasn’t going to escape.

Now!

The spear thrust directly into its mark, impaling its victim on it.

Fenrir dropped his spear and grabbed onto the one now sticking out through the front of his abdomen. This spear actually had a proper metal head unlike his own, but the pole itself was still wooden.

“Got you, you bastard! Hah, too bad you’re too far from home to call for help,” a voice taunted Fenrir from behind, but it wasn’t one that he recognized. It was feminine, but also deep in a sort of raspy, tomboyish way.

More importantly, he was impaled on a spear, and that really wasn’t good. The darkness that was overtaking his eyesight after being stabbed earlier was finally gone, but now it returned in even more force than before. He felt like even a slightly rough poke was going to knock him out after that.

“I think,” Fenrir paused to let out a pained grunt, “you’ve got the wrong guy!” he shouted at her, drawing his sword and bringing it down against the wooden shaft of her spear! The spearhead got severed off and fell to the ground as a result.

“You bastard! I spent all my money on this!” she shouted, pulling the headless spear out of him.

Fenrir lurched forward without the spear holding him up in place.

Shit, I really don’t want to die here, he thought to himself. Most of his body felt numb at that point. He may not have gotten paralyzed by pain as somebody with maximum pain allowed would, but the numbing effect that took its place was just as dangerous. “Why can’t I just fish in peace?” he asked, turning around and falling to one knee.

“Haah? Fish? Shouldn’t you be busy trying to trick more girls into being some dumb toy for you like the rest of your guild does?” she asked, using her spear-turned-staff to swipe his only standing leg out from underneath him. He was forced to his knees.

“I told you that you’ve got the wrong guy,” Fenrir struggled to say, barely able to see through the black now, but that didn’t stop him from trying to thrust his sword forward.

She smacked it out of his hands with her “staff.”

“Yeah, right, you just so happen to be wearing armor with that guild’s logo on it just because you feel like it. Am I supposed to believe that?” she asked, smacking the tip of her staff against his right shoulder.

He looked down at where she just smacked. It was hard to see, but she was right. There was a damned stinking garlic sitting on his shoulder which looked the same as it did on the ship’s flag.

There probably wasn’t any chance of talking his way out of that, but he still tried as he had no idea what else to do. “I promise you that you’ve got the wrong—”

She thrust her staff into his gut, knocking him onto his back.

He couldn't move. He tried to form fists, but he couldn’t do that either. He tried to wiggle his toes, but even that was impossible. He couldn’t even lift his head to properly look at her.

Saya, what’s happening? He could still think at least.

“Sorry, Onii-chan, but when you’re defeated, you won’t be able to move. You’re at the mercy of whoever defeats you. As long as the last attack isn’t a fatal blow, you’ll just be incapacitated and unable to move so that your enemy can do whatever they want with you. You don’t have traumatic content enabled though, so nothing too bad can happen to you,” Saya explained.

What she added on about nothing too bad happening didn’t make him feel any better about the situation.

The woman stood behind him now, holding her staff up above his head and preparing to smash it right down into his face. “Any last words, bastard?” she asked with a sadistic grin on her face. She looked as satisfied as the character of a movie who was about to avenge the death of their father by a man with six fingers on his right hand.

“I can see up your skirt,” Fenrir said, making it very clear that he was looking up underneath it. “Black? How risqué.” Might as well piss her off even more if she was just going to kill him anyway, he figured.

And oh did it work.

With burning red cheeks and a glare that could kill, she thrust her staff down toward his face!

Fenrir instinctively closed his eyes.

“The hell is this thing, you bastard?!” she shouted. Rather than feel his face get caved in, he heard more fighting. “Damn ankle biter! Where were you hiding?!” she shouted some more. It sounded like she was smacking her staff against rock. Whatever it was she was attacking, it had to be hard enough for her staff to break against it since a splinter of the wooden shaft landed on his chest.

Fenrir used all of his strength just to turn his head so that he could see what was happening.

A small, canid creature that looked to be made of stone was sinking its fangs into her ankles. It wasn’t large enough to reach any higher.

“You bastard! That hurts!” she shouted, kicking it with the foot it wasn’t biting onto. It turned out that kicking something seemingly made out of rock wasn’t a good idea. “How the fuck am I supposed to beat you!” she shouted at it some more while swinging around the foot that it was latched onto.

She inevitably threw it off of her foot. It landed right next to Fenrir’s head, giving him a better view of it as a result. It was the size of a small dog and looked like a dog that was carved out of stone, yet it was surprisingly nimble. Its “tail” even had a slight wag to it.

Furthermore, it was the exact same brown color that Rock was. It had the occasional spots of gray and white, too.

The stone pup snarled at the woman as it took on an aggressive stance with its back to Fenrir.

It couldn’t be… right?

“Rock?” Fenrir asked.

The pup—Rock, turned its head back to look at Fenrir. A pair of silvery eyes sat within its eye sockets that looked to be the only non-stone part of it. Even its short fangs were made of jagged rock, and its tongue was the same way.

Rock looked back at the woman and barked.

“Don’t you fucking dare hurt Rock,” Fenrir said, glaring at the woman.

The look in his eyes was enough to send shivers down her spine. Even though she knew he couldn’t fight back anymore, his voice and eyes still scared her.

Fenrir didn’t fully understand why, but when he looked at Rock, it felt as if he was looking at his old dog from childhood. He felt the same desire to protect Rock that he did with her.

Even if it was just a game, even if it was a rock-turned-dog that he had known for a total of less than a day, he refused to lose another friend. He didn’t stand by back then, and he wouldn’t stand by this time either.

The tiniest amount of strength made its way back into his body. He was filled with determination.

“Look at you, making a puppy fight for you. What kind of heartless bastard does that?” the woman asked despite being the one to try kicking it just moments ago. “It really pisses me off that I have to hurt an animal just to kick your ass, but it’s no better than its master if it’s protecting you.”

She raised her staff and swung it down toward Rock. The staff was already broken once from hitting Rock, but it was still possible to whittle down its health with enough attacks.

Only, she hit Fenrir instead of Rock.

What little strength Fenrir could muster was used to throw himself over Rock, protecting the small pup from her staff. A single arm holding himself up was all that was keeping him from falling onto his friend.

“The hell are you doing, bastard? You were lucky enough to get a second chance and you—” she cut herself off when she realized just what it was that he did.

Rock stood in front of Fenrir’s face with concerned eyes. He couldn’t make out any of its facial features other than its eyes staring into his own. It leaned its head forward to lick his face. Its tongue may have been made out of rock, but it was smooth and just as comforting as the real thing.

Fenrir couldn’t move his body again. For the second time, the woman incapacitated him.

“Tch… damn it!” she shouted from behind him. He couldn’t see what she was doing anymore.

Then he felt her hands press against where she impaled him. They were warm—too warm. No, it wasn’t her hands that were warm, it was something coming from her hands that flowed into him.

The darkness overtaking his vision began dissipating.

He found enough strength to move again.

She was healing him.

“Thought you wanted to kill me?” Fenrir asked, struggling to use his voice.

“Shut up. I’m not going to kill somebody that sacrifices themselves for a dog. The assholes I want to kill wouldn’t even blink if a dog was in danger,” she explained.

With the darkness disappearing, he was able to see more and more of Rock’s new features. Its ears were essentially two pointed slabs of rough rock, and its face was more of the same. The rest of its body was made out of the same blocky rocks, giving it the appearance of a low poly model despite the material it was made out of being extremely detailed. There were chips in the rock, discolorations, rough edges, and more. While it may have lacked fur, its surface was mostly various shades of brown with spots of gray and white. The rocks around its silver eyes and on its nose were the only black parts.

“I told you I wasn’t with them,” Fenrir tried explaining again. Somehow, the healing felt more aggressive than before.

“Then why the hell are you wearing their uniform? It even has their symbol on it! The only thing making you different is this useless bark you’re wearing on top of it,” the woman replied.

He had to admit, she had a point about the bark being useless. It really hadn’t helped at all other than to cover himself up, and now that he got proper clothes and armor, he didn’t really need it anymore. “Are you talking about those garlic guys? Because I took this armor from the guy I killed. I only just started playing and was naked, so it was either continue walking around only wearing bark or take his stuff,” he said, watching Rock’s expression grow happier as its master was healed. Though, it occasionally stepped back to peek over him at the woman. It gave her a cute little growl every time it did.

“You should have said that sooner!”

“Were you going to believe me?”

“I—I… tch. You don’t know that I wouldn’t have! Also, I’ll have you know that they’re only black because that’s all the merchant had! I wanted white, but—” she cut herself off again. The healing grew even more aggressive. “Shut up!”

“I’m not even saying anything!”

“Now you are, so—so, shut up!”

Rock barked at her again. “Good boy, you’ve got my back,” Fenrir praised Rock.

Wait.

He pressed his head against the ground to look underneath Rock. He didn’t see any male bits, but it wasn’t like Rock had any bits of anything down there at all. “Good boy?” he said, looking at Rock. Rock looked happy, but… “Good girl?” Rock gave an excited bark and wagged its—or rather, her tail.

Alright, so, apparently, Rock was a girl. He suddenly felt guilty for giving her such a masculine name.

“Don’t tell me you didn’t even know what it was,” the woman said.

“Give me a break. Like I said, I only just started playing, and before you decided to randomly shove your pole inside of me, she was literally a rock.”

“Don’t make it sound so erotic! I didn’t—I didn’t shove my pole inside of you, I stabbed you with a spear! Which you broke!”

He could hear her gritting her teeth.

She continued, “You expect me to believe that some new player not only took down a geared player on his own, but also found out how to awaken an artificial companion? Who the hell do you take me for?”

“I take you for the kind of girl who goes around randomly shoving poles into innocent guys,” Fenrir answered. If the healing could get any more aggressive than it already was, he was sure it would have. Hey, Saya, he switched to his thoughts, what does it mean to awaken an artificial companion?

“I can’t tell you anything other than that the overseer decided the requirements were met, and that Rock now has a custom AI based on your memories and personality controlling it, Onii-chan,” Saya explained. The little information she did give him was less than he was hoping for, but it was enough.

Thanks, Saya, he thought before switching back to talking. “You said something about getting a second chance. What did you mean?” he asked his enemy-turned-healer.

“You really are new,” she said with a sigh. “You might be able to get a tiny amount of your health back if you have a strong enough willpower to do something. Protecting somebody, running away, surviving—if you’re determined enough, you get a second chance. It never makes a difference since you’ll still only be a single attack away from getting incapacitated again. Your best option is to run away if your opponent is distracted. It’s also believed there’s some sort of time limit on how often it can happen, but nobody knows for sure.”

So basically, the game had a built-in mechanic to allow players to try and pull off epic final moments, but it was only ever used for running away. Fenrir couldn’t even imagine being able to run away given how much pain he was still in after getting that second chance.

The aggressive flow of healing magic finally ended. Fenrir felt as great as he did when he first started playing! He looked down at the torn fabric where the spear came through, and surely enough, the wound was completely closed. All that was left was a scar.

As soon as Fenrir sat up, Rock jumped onto his lap and excitedly wagged her tail with enough force that her entire body shook with it. He let each of his hands stroke along her body from her head to her rear. “I’m going to need to give you a better name now, huh?” he asked, looking down at her with a wide smile.

The woman walked to the front of him. “The hell are you crying for? You one of those masochists who set their pain to max or something?” she asked.

Fenrir brought one of his hands up to his face. Surely enough, when he wiped his eyes, there were tears. “That’s embarrassing. I’m just… really happy right now. Thanks for not killing us,” he said, looking up at her face with a genuine smile.

She looked away with red cheeks. “You better be grateful,” she said, scratching the side of her face. “By the way, you know which one of the bastards it is that you killed?”

“Yeah, Richard. Killed him twice. I think he was out of rebirth counters this last time since I heard him talking about how he was out, or something like that.”

She looked back down at him with a huge smile. “Seriously? You reset Richard? If you’re not fucking with me then I owe you a drink! That’s the bastard who tricked me and reset me.”

“What happened?” Fenrir asked, petting Rock who was also looking up at her and waiting to hear the story.

She looked pissed off just remembering it. “They gave me permission to sleep and set a spawn in their village since I wouldn’t be able to immerse for a few days, and when I finally came back, I respawned without anything on me! The bastards killed me while I was gone, took all of my clothes and weapons, and then locked me inside of the house! That asshole, Richard, is the one who told me that they would keep on killing me until I reset unless I let them farm rebirth counters off of me. Told me I’d have to enable traumatic content and everything so they could even farm me while I wasn’t immersed,” she explained. Her smile was gone and replaced by rage. “I refused to let them have their way with me, so they just killed me over and over again until I eventually reset. Really pissed me off.”

Yeah, Fenrir couldn’t really judge her for jumping at the opportunity to kill him after hearing that. He would do the same if that ever happened to him. He took out revenge on people before for far less than what happened to her.

And when he finally looked over her, Fenrir realized that her looks completely betrayed her personality. He was expecting some brutish orc-girl or something from how savage she was and from how angry she always sounded, but she instead looked like some sort of holy maiden! With bright blue eyes and beautiful, golden hair that hung down past her waist, she looked like the kind of girl who should be riding a white steed and going around helping starving children and hunting demons. As far as armor went, she was wearing a simple set of slim, iron armor that hugged her curves. Her greaves ended halfway up her thighs, and there was the slightest amount of skin visible between where her greaves ended and where her plate skirt began.

Absolute territory was the best kind of territory.

Between her armor and now-broken spear, it looked like she bought the first set of gear that she could save up for so that she could come back to get revenge. The armor itself looked either poorly made or heavily used.

“Yeah, we stopped by there the other night,” Fenrir said. “That asshole wanted to do to my one friend the same thing he wanted to do to you, I’m assuming, and was insulting my other friend. Killed him, ran away and killed myself before his friends could do it, and then just came back earlier today and killed him again.” Half the reason for talking was to gain her trust, and the other half was to take his mind off her thighs so that he didn’t blatantly stare at them.

Thighs were second only to sweaters.

“Hey, I think I just got an idea you’d like. I just wanted to steal their ship before, but if you help us, I think we might be able to take them all out. Interested?” he asked.

The woman crossed her arms over her chest and raised an eyebrow. “If it’s screwing those bastards over, then I’ll at least hear you out.”

Fenrir held a hand out to her. “Before I say anything else, I’m Fenrir. Do you have a name that I can call you?”

She looked down at his hand and he spotted a quick but subtle blush appear on her cheeks. “I’m Cassiel,” she answered, giving his hand a quick shake before huffing and pulling it back.
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Cassiel was excited to work with Fenrir after hearing his plan. He had to work some of it over with Oleander still, but it should work. For now, Fenrir and Cassiel exchanged Fiscord names and went back to their safe spots.

It was late in real life, and Fenrir might not have gotten much done, but he made a new friend—well, he thought that he could call her that, and Rock evolved into a proper pup! He couldn’t wait to see how the rest of the group reacted when they saw her now. Of course, he was also interested to see how they were going to react to Cassiel. He couldn’t imagine them being too kind to her if he let them know that she almost killed him, though. Maybe he shouldn’t let them know?

Nah. He was definitely going to let them know. He wouldn’t be able to tease her about thrusting her rod through his back if he didn’t let them know.

Having crawled back into the small den where Bonekraka and Serra were logged out, he woke from the game and headed over to his desktop. He had to add Cassiel to Fiscord before he forgot her username.

>Friend request sent to Holy Justice

Her Fiscord username fit her in-game appearance, but as far as matching her personality went, it was a complete miss.

The request didn’t get accepted right away. Ryouta stared at the screen for a few minutes in waiting. It had only been a day, but he already grew used to Serra’s immediate responses. He also sent a message in the group chat letting everybody know that he found a new friend and came up with a plan, but that he had to tell them the plan in-game. He figured that telling them the plan outside of game would be pointless since their virtual assistants would just block the memories.

“Time to try sleeping again,” Ryouta said, stretching and yawning. He was fortunately tired enough to sleep now.

His alarm woke him up at a normal hour, which was unfortunately only a few hours after he was finally able to fall asleep.

Staying awake was going to be rough if he didn’t want to mess up his sleep schedule.

Then again, seeing as how he had nothing to do but gaming, it wasn’t like it mattered if his schedule got messed up.

“Yeah, I’m pathetic,” he said to his ceiling fan. “I need to get one of those little robots that automatically make and bring me coffee. Hey, fan, go buy me a coffee robot.”

The fan replied by continuously spinning its blades around.

“Fuck you too then.”

Ryouta grumbled and climbed out of bed. After relieving his bladder, the first thing he did was plop into his desktop’s chair and open up Fiscord. There were new messages in his direct messages and the group chat. He checked the group chat first.

>Viktor’s Favorite Slut: k

>Viktor’s Favorite Slut: i’ll start heading down 2 u guys after class

>Viktor’s Favorite Slut: is the new person a cute boy

Of course, that was all Spencer was worried about.

Ryouta checked his direct messages.

>HushedVoice: Good morning! I just woke up. I hope you slept well! Let me know when you’re ready to play more. I hope we have another wonderful day together!

>HushedVoice: Ahhh! I just read the group chat and saw you played more! I told you not to immerse again before me >///<!

Serra was too precious for the world. She needed to be protected. Alas, he decided to bully her instead.

There was one more conversation with new messages.

>Holy Justice: Hey

>Holy Justice: Ready to kick their asses whenever you are

Whereas Spencer was obsessed with cock, Cassiel was apparently obsessed with revenge. He sent a couple of messages to the group chat and Serra before sending Cassiel a response.

>TheMemeStruggle: Your name and looks make me think you’re like some sort of paladin roleplayer, but you seem more like the dark knight type.

Ryouta got some water and a morning snack while waiting for the replies to come in. Surprisingly, Serra wasn’t the only one to have replied while he was up.

>Holy Justice: I used to be

>Holy Justice: Was one of the Augus Empire’s holy knights before I fucking got reset

>Holy Justice: Livia wouldn’t take me back since I wanted revenge but she didn’t want to hurt relations with their guild

>TheMemeStruggle: Livia?

>Holy Justice: Yeah, she’s the Empress of the Augus Empire, sits up in Saint Augus and bosses everybody around from there

>TheMemeStruggle: Remind me of this in-game so I don’t forget when I immerse.

>Holy Justice: It’s vague enough and common knowledge so it shouldn’t get blocked

>TheMemeStruggle: Good to know, thanks. It’s going to be a few hours before we can do anything.

>Holy Justice: Immerse to help me pass time, I’m off today

>TheMemeStruggle: So bossy. At least let me finish my breakfast first.

And by breakfast, he meant chips.

He looked down and pinched his gut. Alright, there was only a little bit of pinchable fat there. More than he’d like, but not too bad.

He sent a message to Serra asking if she wanted to hop in with him to hang out with him and the new party member. Naturally, Serra immediately agreed and said she’ll immerse right away.

She didn’t want to let him immerse before her again.

Ryouta sent one more message to Cassiel before putting away his chips and getting ready to immerse.

>TheMemeStruggle: See you in-game.

A few minutes later and Ryouta was Fenrir once more.

Fenrir opened his eyes to green muscles. Serra wasn’t in front of him that time, but he could hear her giggling and Rock playfully barking. Rock slept at the entrance of the den to keep watch when he woke before. Now, Rock was running around and playing with Serra.

“You’re so cute,” Serra said, giving Rock a few pats on her head. “Where’d you come from? Were you lost and decided to stay with us?” she asked.

“That’s Rock,” Fenrir chimed in.

Serra jumped a bit when she heard his voice, but what surprised her more was that the puppy was supposedly that silly rock Fenrir was carrying around with him. “Really? This is… this is Rock?” she asked for confirmation.

Rock answered her question by hopping up and barking.

“How?” Serra asked.

“I’m not sure how it works. I was about to get killed, and then Rock turned into this and saved me. She’s a good girl,” Fenrir explained as he crawls out from the den. Rock assaulted him with licks and nuzzles the moment that he was out. “Who’s a good girl? Who’s a good girl? That’s right, you are!” Fenrir showered Rock in praise, making that stony tail wag even more.

Fenrir looked up at Serra next. She looked like she wanted to pout, but he wasn’t sure why. Maybe she was jealous that Rock was giving him attention instead of her?

She was jealous, but that wasn’t why.

“How’d you almost die?” she asked.

“Our uh, new friend wanted to kill me. She thought I was with those pricks from Coastedge. Didn’t realize that their logo is on these clothes,” he explained, showing her the shoulder with the logo. “Wait, I should…” he drew his sword and used its tip to cut the logo off. “Much better.”

Rock barked in approval.

Serra looked even huffier than before.

“What’s wrong?” Fenrir asked.

“I don’t like anybody who tries hurting you,” Serra answered.

“Don’t worry about it. After hearing her story, I would’ve done the same if I was in her shoes. Those guys are assholes to more than just us. Anyways, ready to go meet her?”

Serra reluctantly nodded.

Rock took the lead, excitedly running ahead and getting distracted by new scents every few feet. Fenrir stood by every single time that Rock got distracted. “Gotta let her sniff,” Fenrir explained. Fortunately, Serra didn’t seem bothered by Rock drastically slowing them down with all of her sniffing sessions.

The trio eventually made it to the stream where he first encountered Cassiel.

Sitting on a rock next to the water was an annoyed woman trying to put her spear back together. She was failing at it, though. She even gathered some of those stems to try and “glue” it back together, but it didn’t work.

“Hey, Cass!” Fenrir shouted over to her.

Cassiel turned to look at him with frustrated eyes. “My name is Cassiel, not Cass, and you better hope that your plan works! I was starting to get attached to this spear, but you broke it!” she shouted. Her eyes focused on Serra once she noticed her, and she immediately looked unamused. “Who’s she?”

Fenrir expected Serra to hide behind him similar to how she did when she first met Bonekraka and Oleander but, instead, she stepped in front of him and crossed her arms. “I’m Serra, and—and you better not hurt him anymore,” she said, mustering all of her courage just to say that.

“Haah? Listen here, shorty,” Cassiel said, standing up and gripping the remnants of her spear in her hands. She made herself look as intimidating as she could.

However, when Rock placed herself between the two girls, Cassiel stepped back and huffed. “I only want to kill the bastards who reset me. I’m not going to hurt anybody who doesn’t want to hurt me.”

“Alright, alright. We’re all friends here, so let’s calm down. You’re both girls who those pricks wanted to screw over, so bond over that instead. The last thing we need right now is for you,” Fenrir paused to look at Cassiel, “to try and thrust your pole into us.”

Cassiel’s face went red. Her lips were moving as if she wanted to shout something very angrily, but no words came out.

Serra snerked at Fenrir’s innuendo and noticed the other girl’s reaction.

Cassiel might have been a fighter who could easily defeat Serra in a test of strength, but Serra was already coming up with plans to take advantage of Cassiel’s apparent weakness.

Serra couldn’t wait to see Oleander and Cassiel together.

After having Cassiel shout all manners of profanities at Fenrir for his suggestive remarks, the party sat around trying to figure out what to do to pass the time.

Fenrir, naturally, wanted to fish.

Serra was content playing with Rock and keeping an eye on Cassiel.

Cassiel wanted to try and hunt down more players from Coastedge.

Rock just wanted to do Rock things.

Fortunately for Fenrir, he knew how to get underneath people’s skin. Was it manipulative? Yes. More importantly, did it mean he would get to fish? Yes.

“I suppose I can see why you don’t want to fish. You’re probably just bad at it and let all the fish escape,” Fenrir teased Cassiel. Serra picked up on his plan and let out a not-so-subtle giggle.

“I’d never let them escape! If I’ve been able to hunt monsters and players down, hunting a fish is nothing!” Cassiel shouted back.

Easy.

“It takes more skill to lure and reel in a fish than it does to sneakily thrust your pole into a man’s rear. At least Olly will love you for that,” Fenrir continued. Serra’s laugh was even more noticeable that time as she actually did try to hide it instead of just pretending to hide it.

Clutching what remained of her spear in her hands, Cassiel looked like she was on the verge of snapping it into even more pieces. “How many times do I—”

“I’ll stop if you can catch more fish than me,” Fenrir cast his line.

It was a bite. She got hooked.

“Fine! How do I—how are we even supposed to do this?!” she angrily accepted the challenge.

As soon as he remembered that he still didn’t have a proper fishing rod, he played it smooth by sounding as if he always meant fishing with a spear. “Go get me a stick and a flat stone so I can make a spear for you. I’ll make myself one while you do that,” Fenrir explained, holding up the stick and rock that he found a few minutes ago and had been working on.

Cassiel stormed off to look for the materials.

Now, when it came to sharpening and shaping the rock that would be used as a spearhead, there was a problem. Fenrir’s trusty rock had been turned into Rock. “Hey, Name Pending,” he said, looking over at Rock.

“Name Pending?” Serra asked.

“Well, yeah. Can’t just keep on calling her Rock. Isn’t that too manly?”

“I—I don’t think she cares.”

Rock backed her up by barking.

If Rock was happy with being named Rock, then there was no way that Fenrir was going to change her name. “Then I guess you’ll stay Rock, Rock. Now, come over here.”

Rock happily ran over to him, sitting down and looking up at him with excited eyes.

First off, Rock was too cute to not get the top of her head rubbed before doing anything else. It was only after an adequate amount of petting her head that he asked for her help. “I have no idea if you can do this or not, but do you think that you could… I don’t even know how to ask this. Do you think you could bite and chew this thing into shape? Remember how I used you to make those first—wait,” Fenrir paused and stood up. Walking next to the stream, he found where he was trying to fish the night before, looked into the bush that he was standing next to, and found his spear.

“I forgot about this one. Oh well,” Fenrir said, returning to Rock. “Remember how you helped me make this spearhead?” He pointed at the tip of the spear. Rock barked with a slight nod. “Then do you think you could make this one look like that?” He held out the flat rock he found. Rock sniffed it, pawed at it, and finally looked up at Fenrir to give an approving bark. “Good girl,” he said and gave her a rub of her head.

Taking the flat rock into her mouth, Rock bit down on the edges with her jagged, stony teeth until it was shaped into a spearhead. Fenrir cringed when he heard her chewing and swallowing the chunks of rock that she bit off, though. He wasn’t sure if that was good for her… but she was made out of rock.

An idea.

While Rock was busy with the spearhead, he picked up as many nearby rocks that he could find.

He came back to Rock sitting next to the spearhead with a wagging tail. Its sharpness and shape were even better than when he did it himself! “You’re seriously awesome, Rock. I wish I could take you into reality with me. I’d train you to make and bring me coffee,” Fenrir said.

Serra raised an eyebrow when she heard that. “Rock isn’t one of those coffee robots.”

“I know, but it’d still be nice. I either need a coffee robot or a cute wife to bring me coffee,” he replied, taking one of the rocks he just gathered and giving it to Rock. While Serra blushed and thought about highly classified thoughts within her mind, Rock excitedly munched on the given rock and begged for another one when she saw that he had more. “Makes sense. You’re made out of rock, so you eat rocks. Wait, doesn’t that make you a cannibal?”

Rock tilted her head for a few seconds, tongue hanging out from her mouth, before going back to begging for more treats.

“You’re too cute to say no to. You’re definitely going to grow up and be super spoiled.” Fenrir placed two more rocks down while pocketing the rest.

By the time Cassiel returned, Rock was sleepily resting on Serra’s lap with a full belly and Fenrir was holding two spears. He tossed one of them to Cassiel. “Here, made you one already.”

“The hell did you make me gather this stuff for then, you bastard? Did you just make me go and look everywhere for nothing?!” Cassiel shouted.

He expected that. Looking at the stick and stone she found, he had to admit that they were perfect for making a stone-tipped spear. It looked like she really went and found the best possible materials she could instead of using the first ones she found.

“Sorry, you’re right. I’ll make you one with the stuff you found. I promise I didn’t mean to send you off for nothing. I had just forgotten about the spear I made last night is all,” Fenrir explained.

Cassiel’s expression confused him. She went from clearly pissed off to blushing and looking away. She looked like she wanted to say something again, but she didn’t.

“Here, I’ll have your spear ready in no time,” he held his hands out, waiting for her stick and rock.

She handed them over, but then also said, “Thanks,” after a delay.

“It’s nothing to thank me for. I said I’d make you one, plus it means getting to fish, so I should be the one thanking you.”

“I—I mean… tch, you bas— I mean thanks for… apologizing,” Cassiel said, squirming in place and unable to make eye contact. “I was always getting fucked with and nobody ever apologized, so… I just assumed you were screwing with me, so I guess I’m—I’m,” she looked pissed off with herself at that point, gritting her teeth as she clenched her fists, “I’m sorry for assuming you were just fucking with me.”

“Don’t worry about it, it’s not a big deal.”

“Shut up! I’m—I’m apologizing, alright? If you do something wrong then—then you apologize for it! You apologized to me, so… I’m apologizing to you, so just take it!”

“Alright, alright. Thank you for apologizing too, Cassiel,” Fenrir said.

She turned away after hearing his thanks.

Fenrir walked back over to Rock and Serra since he needed Rock’s assistance one last time. “Think you can help me out again, Rock?”

Rock looked at the stone and whined. However, when Fenrir held out a few treat-sized rocks for her, she eagerly hopped off Serra’s lap and got to work.

“She’s actually really nice, isn’t she?” Serra asked, whispering quietly enough so that Cassiel couldn’t hear.

Fenrir looked over at her. Cassiel was still standing with her back turned to them. “Maybe when she’s not going all Olly on me. She’s a total tsundere.”

“What’s that?” Serra asked.

Fenrir blushed and shook his head. “Don’t worry about it.” His answer made her pout, but he already said too much. He couldn’t allow her to discover just how far he delved into the world of anime. Or hentai. He still remembered her aversion to tentacles. But regardless, even though he was half Japanese himself, he had no intent of letting the new girls know that he was a weeb.

So before the image of Serra getting wrapped up in a bunch of lewd tentacles grew any stronger in his head, he distracted himself by putting together Cassiel’s new spear.

He felt like he had to apologize to Serra just for imagining such horribly lewd things happening to her. She was too pure for any of that.

But that just made it even better.

He shook his head. Bad thoughts, bad.

With Rock done helping out and overfilling herself on even more treats, she lazily crawled back onto Serra’s lap and closed her eyes.

“Alright! This is the best one I’ve made yet. You really picked the perfect stuff to make it with,” Fenrir called out to Cassiel.

“I put a lot of effort into finding good materials, so… it better be,” Cassiel replied.

He swore he saw just a tiny bit of a spark in her eyes when she took the spear. Whether it was a good or a bad spark, he wasn’t sure. “Alright, let the fishing challenge begin! You know how to spearfish?”

“Of course I do! Anybody can do it. If a bunch of naked cavemen can do it, then I easily can,” Cassiel said with full confidence as she walked up to the stream. “There!” she shouted at the first fish she spotted.

She threw her spear!

It missed, broke against the rock it hit, and got carried downstream.

Judging by the fact that she was standing perfectly still and not making a single noise, Fenrir guessed that she was… less than pleased. He was almost scared of handing her the spare spear he made.

Cassiel turned around, snatched the spear from his hands, and then turned away. “You first!” she demanded.

“Alright, just watch how I do i—”

“I said you first!”

Fenrir tried to look at her face, but all he could see was a bright red cheek.

It looked like he was going first after all.

A large, slow fish with pointy whiskers and a thick body rested on the bottom of the stream. It reminded Fenrir of a catfish in reality, but it had two extremely long “whiskers” that reached out farther than the fish was long. They seemed to be feeling around for any potential food along the bottom of the stream. Each time they found something promising, the fish swam over to the location and floated over it.

Cassiel stood by ready to mock Fenrir for what she assumed was going to be a complete fail just like her totally nonexistent attempt. Instead, Fenrir’s spear managed to… yeah, it was a fail.

His spear thrust into the muddy bed of the stream, only managing to cut the fish’s side.

“Such a great teacher you are,” Cassiel said with a playfully mocking tone.

“At least I still have my spear,” Fenrir replied and won seeing as how she had no comeback to that.

Serra, meanwhile, had carried Rock to a better spot so that they could watch the two’s competition. She sat on her ground with her back to a tree and Rock in her lap, rolling over onto her back so that Serra could rub her belly. The rock on the underside of her belly may not have been softer, but it was smoother.

“Fine, so I just have to thrust instead of throw. I didn’t know that! You should have told me sooner,” Cassiel said.

“I thought that if cavemen could do it, so could you?” Fenrir asked.

“Shut up!”

Fenrir was worried that she was going to grind her teeth down to tiny stubs if she kept on gritting them so much.

“That one’s mine! I call it!” Cassiel shouted as soon as the next fish came into view. Alas, rather than try to track the fish and predict where it might move, she simply thrust as soon as it was in range. Another miss.

“You can’t just wildly thrust your pole around the place,” Fenrir said. “You have to properly grip it, aim it, and thrust in the perfect angl—”

“Shut! Up!” Cassiel’s face was pure red and the most pissed off that he’d seen it yet.

Serra had to use her hand that wasn’t petting Rock to hide her smile and giggles.

Another fish. “You want to call this one too?” Fenrir asked, looking over at Cassiel.

He got a glare in response. Her eyes told him that if he said one more thing, her spear was going to be going through his chest.

As for the fish who unknowingly swam into their competition, it was another one of those catfish-like fish, but this one was smaller and moving around more frequently. It would be even more of a challenge than the first one Fenrir missed. But with his spear readied and held in each of his hands, his eyes never left the fish and try to predict its movements. He was able to predict where it was going to move next more often than not. The biggest giveaway was its whiskers. Each time they stayed in a spot for more than a few seconds, the fish moved over to that spot. And when he peeked over at Cassiel, she looked like she noticed the pattern as well.

And once the fish moved to its next spot, Fenrir thrust his spear and impaled it! He triumphantly lifted it up out of the water and almost lost it when it tried flopping away to freedom. Unfortunately for the fish, the only freedom it got was the freedom of death after Fenrir grabbed its tail and smacked it against a rock.

He looked over to Cassiel to smugly show off his catch, but she had the same idea. They both looked at one another with a fish in hand.

The competition was officially on.

The two split up to covering more ground along the stream and so that they didn’t have to compete for fish. They brought every fish they caught back to a pile in front of Serra and Rock so that they could keep track of who was in the lead.

Each of the competitors was heavily breathing and practically tripping over themselves in an attempt to hurry back and forth between the stream and their respective piles.

Serra didn’t know who she wanted to root for more. Sure, she might have had a crush on Fenrir and wanted to see him win to see him happy, but, at the same time, Cassiel was clearly putting in a serious amount of effort to try and win. Cassiel also had the underdog factor going on for her… but Fenrir had the literal dog factor going on. Whether to root for the inspiring underdog or the romantically-interested-in-dog was a tough choice. She also thought it would be really cute to see Fenrir's surprised face if he lost.

The stream was devoid of fish before long. Any survivors from the onslaught of the competition fled into faraway waters, leaving the two monsters terrorizing fish-kind without any further victims.

Fenrir and Cassiel both stood hunched over in front of Serra. They looked like they were about to fall over at any moment.

Serra had no idea that fishing could be so intense.

"Who won?" Fenrir asked. Even his tail and ears looked tired.

"Tell us!" Cassiel somehow still had enough energy to shout despite being out of breath.

Serra looked at each pile again and then pointed at Cassiel. "She won by one," Serra said.

Fenrir didn’t dare look over at Cassiel. He could already feel her smug sense of satisfaction staring at him. The last thing he needed to see was—

Wait.

When he looked down at the piles of fish, one of the very first fish that he caught was sitting in her pile instead of his. Sure, she could have caught an identical fish, but then what happened to the one in his pile?

He stared at the fish and then looked up at Cassiel.

She looked away.

He looked at Serra.

She, too, looked away.

“Serra,” Fenrir said.

“Y-yes?” Serra replied.

“I thought we were friends.”

“We—we are.”

“Cass wouldn’t have been able to… steal my fish without you noticing, right?”

“Maybe…”

Fenrir looked down at Rock.

Rock looked away.

“I feel very betrayed right now,” Fenrir said. He could see a single bead of sweat running down from Serra’s forehead. He was pretty sure that he would see the same from Rock if Rock could sweat.

“It’s—it’s not my fault! She talked to me about how girls have to stick together and look out for each other, and she said it’d be fun to see how you look when you lose,” Serra explained.

They must have had a secret meeting when he wasn't paying attention.

“You weren’t supposed to say that!” Cassiel shouted.

“But she almost killed me!” Fenrir shouted now, causing Serra and Rock to both droop their heads and look at the ground.

Fenrir needed Oleander there to help him bully Cassiel. Serra couldn’t be trusted.

Even so, he was the first one to laugh. “I see how it is. There needs to be some more sausage in this party since all the girls are teaming up against me.”

Serra broke her sad act and giggled as well.

Even Rock went from looking miserable to wagging her tail and barking.

Cassiel was the only one left out of this sudden change of mood. “You aren’t actually mad?” she asked, looking at Fenrir.

“Of course not. Why would I be? It’s just a game, and this was all for fun,” Fenrir explained.

Cassiel realized that while she may have convinced Serra to betray Fenrir for her, Serra did it because she thought it would be funny for everybody involved. Her and Fenrir were already in sync when it came to comedy routines. “You guys must have known each other for a long time.”

Both Fenrir and Serra shook their heads. “Nope. Only been friends for… what, three days now? It’s kind of hard to keep track since the game dilates time,” Fenrir said.

Cassiel blinked a few times. “Haah? Really? There’s no way. You guys are like a married couple already.”

Those words caused a mighty blush to take over Serra’s face, but Fenrir tilted his head just like how Rock did. “Nah. We’ve just been friends for a few days. I can be kind of hard to get along with, so I guess anybody who can tolerate me just really clicks with me right away.”

“How are you hard to get along with? You’re like some goody-two-shoes, aren’t you? I would’ve thought you’re the type to want to be friends with everybody.”

“Are you forgetting that I’ve already made an entire village hate me, and now I plan on stealing their ship and killing as many of them as possible?”

Cassiel paused. Now that she thought about it, that was the main reason why she was still there.

“By the way, even if you did try cheating, good job. I had a feeling you’d catch a lot since you seem like the really determined type. You’re pretty impressive,” Fenrir praised.

Naturally, this caused a certain vulgar not-so-holy maiden to turn away with red cheeks. “Tch, I just don’t like losing. Save the praise for your dog and girlfriend there.”

Poor Serra’s head hung lower and lower to hide her face. Even though she knew what Fenrir was about to say, just hearing Cassiel assume they were dating made her happy.

“How could she be my girlfriend if I’ve only known her for three days? That’s not really enough time to get to know somebody to do anything like that,” Fenrir said. It wasn’t exactly what Serra expected, but it was still a denial of them being together.

“Why not? I dated all my exes after like a day,” Cassiel said.

“And how long did those last?” Fenrir saw her fists clench.

“Shut up.”

Fenrir looked up at the sky through the forest's canopy. Oleander should hopefully be getting on soon. When he did, and after they met up, they could go over the plans to steal the ship and ruin Coastedge.

The party, led by Rock as proven by how she trotted ahead of them, headed back to the coast. Their mission was to head up the coast while Oleander came down it. Oleander could just make his way down by himself but, given that he was in the same situation as Fenrir with having zero respawns left, they didn’t want to risk anything happening to him.

Fortunately, they were able to meet up with Oleander without getting distracted by any crabs, coming across guys too desperate to get laid, and without Fenrir and Cassiel getting into another competition.

Fenrir thought about how if he was living in some sort of manga or anime, then he would be stuck with several more filler arcs before finally reaching Oleander. He didn’t know how he would feel if he was looking forward to a grand heist and battle only for the story to get sidetracked by fishing.

Alas, he got right to the point and met Oleander without issue.

He wouldn’t mind another fishing distraction even if it meant delaying his “story,” though.

“Fenny! Carry me!” Oleander shouted out from farther up the coast, his approach resembling the tired dragging of feet rather than proper walking.

“Fenny?” Cassiel asked, looking over at Fenrir.

“Problem, Cassy?” Fenrir replied.

“Never call me that again.”

“Trust me, I’m the least of your worries now.”

Rock ran out to greet Oleander first. “You got a pet dog?! Seriously?! That’s awesome!” he shouted, crouching down so that he could greet the puppy he had no idea was Rock.

He also didn’t know just how strong Rock was. Maybe it was the fact that she was made out of rock, but when she jumped up into his chest, she knocked Oleander onto his back!

“A dog… made out of rock?” Oleander asked as he rubbed his back side.

“Yeah, she’s Rock,” Fenrir explained.

“Rock? You don’t mean the rock that you were carrying around with you, do you?”

“Same Rock.”

Oleander didn’t know how to accept the fact that a random rock had been turned into a dog. “I guess being a rock fetishist pays off.”

“You’re the only fetishist here.”

Oleander turned serious, looking Fenrir in the eyes. “I’ve seen your browsing history. Do you really want to call me the only one?”

Fenrir covered Serra’s ears from behind. “Listen, a man has his needs and you can’t just—”

He felt Cassiel staring at him. Yeah, she was totally judging him.

“Anyways!” He uncovered Serra’s ears. “Cassiel, this is Oleander. Olly, this is Cassiel.”

Cassiel didn’t even look in Oleander’s direction. All she gave him was a simple greeting.

When Fenrir looked at Oleander to try and figure out why she wouldn’t look at him, it all made sense. He was still naked.

“Couldn’t you have gotten yourself some new leaves to cover up with?” Fenrir asked.

“I wanted to hurry up and meet up with you! I would have had to have gone back into the forest, find big enough leaves, some more of those stems, and then—” Oleander cut himself off. He had the expression of somebody with a lightbulb turning on above their head. “Hang on!”

Oleander ran off of the beach into the grassy plains beside it. He came back a few moments later with nothing to show for it. “Never mind. I wanted to try and turn some grass into a dress with magic, but it went away as soon as I stopped concentrating on it.”

“Here,” Fenrir said, taking off his worn bark armor and handing it over to Oleander, “this will keep you covered up at least.”

Oleander happily accepted the armor and put it on. While it didn’t fit Fenrir that well, it fit Oleander perfectly. “By the way, how’d you meet her?”

Cassiel turned to glare at Fenrir as if she knew what he was about to say.

Her concern was well deserved.

“She thrust a long, hard pole into me from behind,” Fenrir explained.

Oleander looked at her furious expression before giving Fenrir a knowing smirk. “Hey, new girl! Thrusting into Fenny is my job! If you want to have him too, then you at least have to take him from the front while I get the back. Though, if you want to thrust your pole into me, you can do so whenever you—”

Cassiel wrapped her hands around Oleander’s throat and lifted him off of the ground. She wasn’t squeezing hard enough to choke him, and after he leaned his head down to lick her arm, she wasn’t squeezing him at all. “You’re both—what is—how are—do you expect me to believe we’re going to take on Coastedge with an unarmed girl, a puppy, and two perverts?!”

“We also have an orc,” Fenrir added on.

“By the way, Fenny, what’s the plan?” Oleander asked.

Fenrir went over the plan. It was the first time that Oleander and Serra hear it, and hearing it again brought some excitement and faith back to Cassiel.

“That’s a really stupid plan,” Oleander said. “But, I can make it work. Look.” He took Fenrir’s latest spear and used it to draw in the sand. He drew the layout of Coastedge as he could remember it, the boats he recalled seeing pulled up onto the beach, where he saw guards standing by, and all other important features surrounding it. With nothing but a spear and sand, Oleander drew a perfect map of Coastedge.

Cassiel had an impressed expression the entire time. The impressed look grew into one of admiration as Oleander fine-tuned Fenrir’s plan. It sounded nearly impossible but worth the risk when Fenrir first said it, but now that Oleander went over it, it sounded like the easiest thing in the world to pull off. Oleander’s strategy was perfect.

“This is why you’re the battle master, Olly,” Fenrir praised, giving him a few pats on the head between his antlers.

Oleander looked up at Fenrir with a wide smile and closed eyes, pressing his head up into Fenrir’s hand.

Serra and Rock both looked jealous.

“If we pull this plan off… you guys are going to be the talk of taverns all over. This is the kind of plan that you only see elite guilds pulling off and getting famous for. I’ve met many who claimed to be master strategists, but this is something else,” Cassiel said.

“I hope we’re not. I’d rather not get our names out there for something like this. Hopefully, they’re going to be too embarrassed by their defeat to go and tell anybody about what happened,” Fenrir said. “Besides, this is nothing.” He flashed a quick smile to a knowing Oleander.

Cassiel was curious about that shared look but shrugged. “It doesn’t really matter as long as I get my revenge.”

“So edgy,” Oleander teased.

“I’m not edgy! They deserve to die for what they did to me!”

“Are you going to thrust your pole in them?”

Cassiel lifted Oleander up by his antlers. She wasn’t expecting to hear him moan and look at her with seductive eyes. “My—my antlers are sensitive.”

She dropped Oleander.

He looked back at Fenrir to see a thumbs-up. Serra was looking away trying not to let Cassiel hear her giggling.

“By the way, Fenny, we still going out for drinks tomorrow?” Oleander asked.

“It’s that time of month already?” Fenrir asked. Oleander replied with an excited nod. “Then I guess, yeah. Where do you want to go?”

Serra and Cassiel both just sort of looked around to stay out of their offline plans discussion. As for Rock, she idly licked her paws.

“How about we get ramen in Chinatown and then head over to The One-Eyed Pirate? It’d be a fitting place to go to celebrate our upcoming win!” Oleander proposed.

The two girls—well, the two non-dog girls, both looked at the two men when they heard the name of a bar. It wasn’t just any bar name. It was the name of a bar they were both familiar with.

“That works for me. We going to send pictures to Bone to make him jealous again?” Fenrir asked.

Oleander smiled. “Duh.”

Rock looked up between the other two girls and tilted her head.

“Let’s go over to your corpse and then wait for Bone to get on. Your stuff should still be where you died, probably,” Fenrir said.

The walk south was uneventful aside from having to hide from a few of Coastedge’s inhabitants out hunting crabs. The party made it to where Fenrir and Oleander died, Oleander managed to grab the leaf-dress that he made himself, and they made it back to the den where Bonekraka was still sleeping.

Oleander only had one problem with all of this, and it was that the oversized leaves making up his dress were beginning to brown. He was originally just going to wear the dress underneath the bark armor, but Oleander being Oleander refused to wear decaying leaves due to their lack of prettiness, so he stuck to only wearing the bark.

A little bit later and Bonekraka immersed into the game to the sight and scent of fish being roasted on a fire just outside of the den.

“About time,” Fenrir said, holding a roasted fish on a stick to Bonekraka.

“Do I need to know plan?” Bonekraka asked, getting right to business.

“Not really. Your job is as simple as ever,” Oleander answered.

“Good.” Bonekraka took the roasted fish and bit a large chunk out of its side.

“Figured you’d be hungry since your character hasn’t eaten for a couple of days. We’re going once you’re full,” Fenrir explained.

Cassiel thought she was the most excited about getting revenge on those within Coastedge, but when she saw the faces of Fenrir and Oleander, she realized that they were much more excited than her. The main difference was that while she was excited about revenge, they were excited out of a sadistic desire to screw other players over with the odds being against them.

These new players to the game were already coming up with strategies to defeat enemies with greater numbers, far more experience, and better equipment. They were doing what no others would be foolish enough to even think about doing outside of to troll with certain death, and they couldn’t be more excited about it.

Bonekraka finished his fish, and then three more fish, before finally burping and patting his stomach. “Ready,” he said.

“Alright, this will be the last act of the brigade,” Fenrir said.

Oleander stood up and saluted. “Whatever you say, Admiral.”

Coastedge came within sight of the party. It was dimly lit within the night by lanterns hanging on buildings, and only a few guards stood on watch around the village’s borders.

The party was already in position.

Fenrir, Cassiel, and Rock stayed low in the grass next to the village. Bonekraka gave Cassiel one of the swords he had so that her only weapon wasn’t a makeshift spear.

The rest of the party was spread out in a couple of positions. Each of them had their own missions to accomplish.

Bonekraka was up first. He jumped out from his hiding spot and charged directly at the guard watching the southern end of the beach!

Sure, Bonekraka might have still technically been a new player with little in the way of stats and skills, but he didn’t look like it. He was a massive, brutish orc wearing the skin and bones of the animals he hunted on his first day playing, was holding a regular sized sword that looked like a child’s toy within his huge hand, and looked pissed off which was the most intimidating part. It helped that he was shouting like a rampaging monster fueled by naught more than a lust for slaughter.

Regardless of how weak he may have actually been from a game perspective, he knew how to be scary. The guard he charged shook in fear and froze up, gripping onto his spear and bracing himself for Bonekraka’s attack. The guard didn’t even need to warn the rest of the guards to come and assist him since Bonekraka was loud enough to draw their attention.

Then, while Bonekraka might not have been close enough to slash at the guard… he was close enough to throw his sword at him. It impaled the guard in his chest, sticking right through his torso and partially into the wall of the building behind him. Shock from the attack paralyzed the guard, allowing Bonekraka to move in to not only take his sword back but also to take the guard’s spear from him.

In true orc fashion—or rather, in true Viktor fashion, he finished the guard off with a solid kick to the crotch. The neutered guard looked like he wanted to vomit from the intense pain coursing through his body. No matter what a man’s pain setting was set to, such a powerful blow to his jewels was always going to hurt. If not physically, then psychologically.

The guard collapsed lifelessly to the ground.

“Too easy! No real men here! Will destroy puny village by myself!” Bonekraka shouted in his thick, Russian accent.

“It’s the orc from the other night!” one of the guards shouted. More guards were already on the way over, but now even more were coming to get revenge for the other night.

“If I’m right, the sleeping characters should wake up and realize they’re under attack, so the overseer will be taking them over,” Fenrir whispered to Cassiel. They had a perfect spot for watching over a dozen guards rushing toward Bonekraka’s position.

“Looks like it. I was defending against a siege once, and all the logged-out guys I was with started moving around and getting into position as soon as the fighting made its way to us,” Cassiel whispered back.

One of the characters who “woke up” and ran out of a house in Coastedge didn’t run to support his allies, but instead ran away into the field.

“If he’s running then that means the overseer believes he would run away if the player was actually immersed, right?” Fenrir asked.

“Yeah, the overseer can almost perfectly imitate how real players would act,” Cassiel explained. Playing with somebody more experienced with the game had its advantages. He could actually ask questions and get them answered in more detail than what Saya offered. Of course, the legitimacy of the answers may not have been on par with Saya's.

“Bet he’s going to get shit for that later,” Fenrir said.

Cassiel smiled. “Good.”

The first phase of the plan was a success. Bonekraka managed to kill one guard and then slowed down another by throwing the first guard’s spear into him.

Time to run. Turning around, Bonekraka ran south down the coast and focused entirely on speed. One of the guards shot a well-aimed arrow into his back, but it was not enough to slow him down.

“We’re up. Ready, girl?” Fenrir asked.

“Yeah, I’m ready,” Cassiel answered.

“I was talking to Rock.” He looked over and saw her face overwhelmed with red once more. “Are you ready, Cass?”

“Y-yeah.” She slapped her cheeks to snap herself back to the situation at hand.

Fenrir’s assumption of the guards being stupid proved to be correct. The ones watching the rest of the village’s perimeter abandoned their posts to chase after Bonekraka. This allowed Fenrir, Cassiel, and Rock to sneak into the village from the side facing the fields.

Their first objective was to release the giant, caged crabs. They were clearly agitated from being captured and caged. With four cages in total, each one holding two crabs, it only took a couple of minutes for Fenrir and Cassiel to untie the cages’ doors and allow the crabs freedom.

“Hey! There’s more over here!” one of the villagers shouted.

Fenrir turned to look at the one who spotted them, but what he saw was Cassiel already charging the villager with her sword in hand. He only got a quick look at her sadistic grin as she thrust her sword through the villager’s neck.

Two guards dead, one severely wounded, eight huge and pissed off crabs on the loose—the plan was going perfectly so far.

Fenrir and Cassiel got to work breaking all the lanterns around the village next. Each one got taken off of whatever they were hanging from and smashed into the wooden walls of the village or thrown inside through windows. Some of the roofs were made of thatch which made setting the buildings ablaze even easier.

It didn’t take long for the first building to spawn a blazing inferno. The fire quickly consumed its straw roof and spread into the rooms below it.

“Fire! Fire! They’re setting us on fire!” somebody else shouted, their voice full of panic.

The giant crabs may not have been a large threat one-on-one, but when three of them charged the same villager at once, their pincers made quick work of their limbs.

But then Rock yelped. Spinning around, Fenrir saw Rock get smashed into a nearby wall from a guard wielding an iron mace. The side of Rock’s body was cracked, and chips of her body were scattered across the ground.

Fenrir had a better idea than throwing the lantern into another building. With a sword in his right hand and lantern in his left, he charged at the guard who hurt Rock.

The guard saw Fenrir coming and got into a defensive stance. He had a mace, shield, and the same armor that Fenrir was wearing. The shield should have been enough of a deciding factor for the guard to win.

Alas, the guard didn’t expect Fenrir to bait the shield with his sword, allowing him to swing the lantern around from the side, smashing it into the side of the guard’s head! Broken shards of glass found themselves embedded in the guard’s head, causing him to cry out in pain.

Fenrir slashed at the guard’s arm as he tried recovering from the blow to his head.

It was then that Fenrir learned not everybody was going to be so easy to take down. With shards of glass stuck in his head and a cut arm, the guard regained his focus and stared Fenrir down. A bash from his shield knocked Fenrir back several feet and opened him up to an attack from his mace.

The guard’s mace slammed into Fenrir’s side. He instinctively placed his arm against his side to try and shield himself from the blow, but it did more harm than good as he could feel the bone in his arm snap from the force of the attack.

Fenrir let out a pained gasp and stumbled backward. He tried raising his left arm but failed.

“What now, you cocky little shit? You think you can come in here and take down Stinky Garlic’s elite guard?” the guard taunted.

“You realize that your guild name takes away all seriousness from what you just said, right?” Fenrir replied.

That pissed the guard off even more. He charged at Fenrir.

“Duck!” Cassiel shouted from behind.

Fenrir trusted in her and ducked. Cassiel thrust her sword over his head and right into the guard’s abdomen, causing him to trip over Fenrir and fall to the side.

“We need to hurry,” Cassiel said, pulling back on her sword so that she could thrust it into the guard’s head. “Half of the ones chasing your orc friend have turned back.”

Fenrir rushed over to Rock and picked her up. He tucked her down into the top of his leather cuirass, leaving only her head poking out from the top of it.

“Hurry and do what?” a man asked. Both Fenrir and Cassiel turned to face the new speaker.

It was the man that Fenrir saw get off from the ship. He was a tall, heavyset man wearing a full set of steel plate armor trimmed with gold. A golden garlic with stinky lines surrounding it was centered upon his chest armor.

“You look familiar,” he said to Cassiel. “You that bitch that refused to let us farm you?”

Cassiel’s grip tightened on her sword, her eyes glaring blades of their own into the man’s.

“Back for revenge, and bring your boyfriend with you this time? How about this: you let us farm you in front of him, and we won’t hunt you both down after resetting you? I can make it so that neither of you can play this game in peace. Everybody will know your faces no matter where you go, and they will know to bring you to us so that we can reset you again, and again, and again,” the man said. He looked over Cassiel’s body and licked his lips. “Come on, let me see what’s underneath all that armor again. I still remember the amazing body you’re hiding underneath there. My viewers have missed you, too.”

Even if she never let them defile her, they did still get to see her exposed after killing her and taking all of her gear.

As for Fenrir, he only rolled his eyes. He always hated pricks who were so generically evil like this man apparently was. "Bad guys" never knew how to actually be bad. They always just resorted to talking shit and threatening rape or something else so pathetically cliche. It made him want to bring back Divine Brigade in force just to show him how to truly be evil.

“You bastard! You were streaming that?!” Cassiel shouted, her sword now shaking just from how violently she was gripping its hilt.

“That’s right. Even now, I’ve got over five hundred viewers watching all of this.”

Cassiel had the look of somebody who was about to make a really stupid choice out of anger.

Several guards surround them.

The pissed off frown on Cassiel’s lips turns into a smug smile when she looked past her enemy to the docked ship. She looked over at Fenrir and nodded.

Both Cassiel and Fenrir went prone on the ground.

A volley of cannonballs tore through the village and took out two of the guards surrounding them!

“Woah, Serra, that was a great shot! I didn’t think you’d manage to hit them on the first try!” Oleander praised as he got to work reloading the cannons. Serra was right there alongside him getting them ready.

“I like pirate movies,” Serra said.

Two guards rushed down the dock to try and make their way to the captured ship, but they saw that one of the cannons had been rolled to aim directly down the connecting bridge and dock.

The guards froze when they saw Oleander’s cute, feminine face pop up from behind the cannon. As cute as he may have been, the look on his face said that he would be more than happy to watch their bodies get scattered into hundreds of chunks if they didn’t surrender.

They surrendered.

Dropping their weapons, they jumped off the sides of the dock into the water beneath it before Oleander could shoot them anyways, and that turned out to be the right choice.

“Dang. I was planning on killing them anyways. Oh well,” Oleander said before switching to one of the other cannons aimed toward the village.

Another volley of cannon fire tore through the village. Some of the buildings which were on fire had their burning roofs and walls scattered about the village from the blasts, causing the fire to spread even more rapidly than before.

Fenrir and Cassiel got up. The guards that were surrounding them were all taking cover. Only their leader remained standing.

His eyes were filled with a burning hatred.

“You have no idea who you’re trying to fuck with,” he said.

“Stinky Garlic,” Cassiel said, “a guild vassalized by the Augus Empire with its only use being to transport crabs north for coin, led by ‘The Garlic Man’ who constantly tries kissing up to Livia so that your worthless guild can be accepted into the inner circle. The only reason you’re not treated like the worthless bandits that you are is because nobody else wants to play with crabs all day. We both know you have no real power. That’s why the only followers you can find are spineless assholes who are so pathetic that they let you boss them around.”

Fenrir raised his eyebrows, clearly impressed. Cassiel would have been perfect for the Divine Brigade.

The Garlic Man drew his sword and shield. Even his shield was shaped like a giant garlic. “You think either of you brats can beat me?! I’ll take you both on!” he declared.

“Duck!” Fenrir shouted that time.

Cassiel ducked just in time for a cannonball to tear off the guild leader’s left arm and fly over her. She looked up at the ship and saw Oleander giving Serra more praise.

“My arm! My fuckin’ arm!” The Garlic Man cried out, tears streaming from his eyes.

“Think you can handle him on your own, Cass?” Fenrir asked.

“Don’t insult me with such a stupid question, you bastard. Can you step on a roach on your own?” Cassiel asked, flashing a quick smile toward Fenrir before returning her attention to the charging embodiment of garlic.

Cassiel may not have had the personality to match her angelic looks, but her combat style was one of pure grace and form. Fenrir could only watch in awe as he got his first proper look at her fighting.

She moved around evading the enemy guild leader’s attacks as if she was weightless. Like a leaf on the wind, she soared around him and waited for an opportunity to attack. Her sword wasn’t sharp enough to cut through his armor, so she needed to find a weak spot.

Fortunately for the graceful fighter, her opponent was too blinded by rage and a desire for revenge to catch her.

Cassiel stood still. Her opponent was breathing heavily and panting from how much she had been leading him around. “Finally tired, you bitch?!” he shouted at her, charging straight toward her.

“Dumbass,” Fenrir said under his breath.

Cassiel dodged to the guild leader’s left, ducking underneath the enemy’s blade, and stabbed her sword right into where his left arm used to be!

The exposed flesh being stabbed resulted in him screaming out of pain again. He retaliated with a swift swing of his sword in her direction!

With her sword thrust deep into his torso from the side, she jumped up onto it as his blade flew underneath her.

Her next move made Fenrir whistle from just how impressive it was.

Cassiel took the spear Fenrir made for her off of her back and used her sword, still stuck in the enemy leader, as a springboard to propel herself upward. She had just enough time in the air to flip herself over, aim her spear downward, and thrust.

Her spear may have only had a tip made of stone, and her enemy may have had a morion protecting his head, but he made the mistake of looking up to try and track her.

The stone-tipped spear met his exposed face and dug right into him. Fenrir didn’t see much detail given that he had traumatic content disabled, but he did see her spear sink down into his body until it couldn’t go any farther.

Cassiel swung around the shaft of the spear and jumped off, landing a couple of feet away.

Her opponent fell to his knees with his head stuck looking upward due to the spear impaling him.

To top it off, she flipped her hair back over her shoulders and took her sweet time turning back to look at her slain opponent.

Fenrir had a massive grin on his face. “Cass! That was awesome! Holy shit, I had no idea you could fight like that. You would have kicked my ass even if it wasn’t an ambush,” Fenrir praised her, making her smug expression even smugger.

“Of course I could have,” Cassiel said, her hands on her hips in a triumphant pose. She walked over to her dead enemy and picked up the sword he was carrying. It was a simple steel falchion. She looked disappointed with it, but she picked it up regardless before taking her own sword out from the side of his corpse.

Both Cassiel and Fenrir ducked when they heard more eruptions coming from the ship. Yet another volley of cannonballs tore through what little was left of the village. Any members of Stinky Garlic left alive were now running for the fields.

“Care if I leave the spear? I don’t feel like pulling it out of him,” Cassiel said.

“Not at all. I think it’s already done way more than we could’ve asked of it,” Fenrir replied.

With a nod, Cassiel stood up and looked around the village. “I don’t think there’s anything else we can do here. Your plan worked, Fenny.”

“Are we on a nickname basis now, Cassy?”

She pointed both of her swords at him. “Don’t make me kill you.”

Fenrir raised both of his hands in playful surrender. “Fine, fine. Come on, let’s get over to the ship before they blow our heads off. I think they’re having too much fun with the cannons.”

He stopped by the dead enemy leader. It was a game, after all, so looting his enemies was to be expected. Unfortunately, he found the armor to be really tacky. It wasn’t worth stripping off of him. The garlic-shaped shield, however, would make for a good trophy. He took the severed arm out of the shield’s straps and tossed it over to the rest of the body.

With the garlic-shaped shield in hand, the duo left for the ship. Fenrir made sure to pat Rock’s head on the way over. “How’re you doing, girl?”

Rock barked. He felt her trying to wag her tail underneath his armor.

Oleander saw Fenrir and Cassiel running up the pier. He untied the rope keeping the ship held to the end of the pier but quickly retied it when he saw Fenrir turn around for something. “What are you doing?!” Oleander shouted. Cassiel turned around to look as well.

A single shack was left standing on the beach.

Fenrir ran over to it and looked inside. All Oleander, Cassiel, and Serra could see was his tail excitedly wagging from whatever he found.

They were all disappointed in themselves for not expecting what they saw next.

Fenrir came running back up the pier with not only the enemy leader’s shield, but two fishing rods hugged between his arms. That huge smile was back on his face.

“I just knew there were going to be rods in there!” Fenrir shouted to them.

Serra was the only one amused.

With Cassiel and Fenrir on the sloop, Oleander untied the ship and headed back to the ship’s wheel. There was a small rise at the back of the ship where the wheel was situated. Before it was a small room with stairs leading down into the hull, and a single mast stood tall from the center of the deck. The front of the ship had a raised foredeck that the bowsprit protruded from. There were six cannons in total, three for each side, but all six had been temporarily moved to the side facing the beach.

Reloading just three cannons would have taken too long and not allowed them to fire as frequently as they were. By having all six cannons on one side and loaded at once, they were able to fire one set and then the other before having to reload.

Everything went exactly as planned.

Fenrir heard somebody jump down behind him. Turning around, he saw Serra holding Stinky Garlic’s flag that she removed from the top of the mast. He looked up to the top of the mast and then back down at Serra. “You got that already? Nice,” he said.

Serra looked satisfied. “I like pirate movies.”

“How’d it feel to fire some cannons?”

She gave him a thumbs-up. “I want to do it again.”

“I thought you didn’t want to fight?”

“Firing cannons is different.”

“Alright, then you can be in charge of firing the cannons. Congrats on your promotion.”

Serra’s smile grew even wider.

“First Mate Serra, set sails!” Oleander shouted from the back.

Serra dropped the flag and unfurled the sails. She looked a bit unsure at first as she looked them over, but she quickly figured it out. Fenrir had a feeling that she might have played some pirate VR games in her time.

That meant it was time to sail south, but there was still one crewmember that needed picking up.

“I see him!” Cassiel shouted from the bow of the ship.

On the coast, running and looking as if he was going to trip from every second stride he took, was Bonekraka. Behind him, just as exhausted, were five guards unaware that their village was just leveled and razed.

The guards waved the ship down and pointed at Bonekraka. Unfortunately for them, they had no idea who was manning it.

Every cannon was reloaded. Cassiel, Fenrir, Serra, and Oleander stood behind four of the six cannons with matches ready to fire the cannons.

The four cannons went off at the same time, sending cannonballs barraging the guards’ position! Only one of them got hit, and it was a direct hit. It was a very gruesome sight when Bonekraka turned around to look at what just happened. And upon seeing that, the four remaining guards ran for the fields.

The Divine Brigade won another day.

Oleander pulled the ship up as close as it could get to the shore without beaching it. Bonekraka wasn’t happy about having to swim the rest of the way, but he still did so.

Fenrir and Cassiel helped pull the hulking orc onboard.

“Stupid guards. Could hear cannons from here but never ran back,” Bonekraka said, taking deep breaths between words.

“Yeah, they were all really stupid, but I’m not going to complain,” Fenrir said. “Good job being the distraction.”

Cassiel tossed the falchion to Bonekraka. “This is for giving me this sword.” She tapped the one sheathed on her waist that Bonekraka gave her. “It looks more like your style than mine,” she explained.

“Spasibo.”

Cassiel looked confused.

“It means thanks,” Fenrir explained.

“Oh. It’s nothing,” she said, returning to the bow of the ship to keep a lookout.

“Another victory for the Divine Brigade!” Oleander declared, jumping onto Bonekraka and nuzzling his cheek against the orc’s face. Naturally, a large and green hand was raised up to push the deer femboy away.

“Great work, all of you. Couldn’t have done it without every single one of you. Even you, Rock,” Fenrir said, patting Rock’s head. She was still safely seated inside of his chest armor and only poking her head up out of it.

“So, where to?” Oleander asked.

“Hey, Cass, where’s that pirate city at?” Fenrir shouted out to her.

She came back to the group. “Port Tugator?”

“Yeah, sure.”

“We’ll reach it as long as we follow the shore south and skip the strait.”

“We? Going to stick around with us, Cass?”

“What else am I supposed to do? I’m a traitor to my old faction, so unless I want to quit playing, I might as well stick around.”

“By the way, he said he’d have us hunted down and reset over and over. Could he actually do that?”

“Yeah,” Cassiel said, sounding guilty.

“I thought you were implying he was basically a nobody with no real respect or power?”

“We-well, I just wanted to piss him off more.”

“So in other words, now he’s really going to have us hunted down.”

Cassiel looked down. “I… got ahead of myself, sor—”

“That’s exactly how we like it. The more pissed off they are, the better,” Fenrir interrupted.

She looked up at him, confused. “You—you enjoy being hunted? What kind of masochistic bastard wants to be hunted down by the most powerful faction of the world? Do you even understand how powerful the Augus Empire is?”

“Yup, I’m only a masochistic sometimes, and nope. But the more powerful they are, the more fun they are.”

“We’re talking about the Augus Empire. They have over ten million players alone and control the largest territory in the game. Everybody wants to join them to be a part of the strongest faction, and here you are happy that our faces are going to be spread through every single one of its vassalized guilds?”

“Yeah, why not?”

“They have dragon knights! Archangels! Entire fleets of ships! Blessings! Livia is considered one of the smartest game strategists of all time! Real governments have even tried recruiting her!”

“Meh,” Fenrir said with a shrug. “We’ve dealt with worse.”

“No, no you haven’t. They are the strongest enemy you could make in any game, ever!”

“We’ll figure it out.”

“How—what are—you’re,” Cassiel looked around to the rest of the crew. Bonekraka was picking at his teeth, Oleander was steering the ship while swaying side to side and humming, and Serra was casually lifting Rock out of Fenrir’s armor to pet her.

Not a single one of them looked bothered by anything she said.

“You’re not planning on trying to take down the entire empire, are you?” Cassiel asked.

“Of course not,” Fenrir answered.

“Then what are you going to do?! Why don’t you care about any of this?! What the hell is your plan now, you bastard?”

“I want to go fishing.”

If there was a world record for having the blankest stare of all time, Cassiel just broke it.


Patch 1.6

The party officially consisted of Fenrir, Oleander, Bonekraka, Serra, Rock, and Cassiel. Together, they hunted, fished, laughed, and destroyed a village while stealing a ship.

“How can you steer this thing so well already?” Cassiel asked, hanging out near the back of the ship with Oleander. She was only able to handle so much of Fenrir’s stubborn indifference at once.

“Compared to a galleon or supercarrier, this is super easy,” Oleander explained. “We’ve played tons of other games before. Pirate games, sci-fi games—you name it. I’ve steered pretty much every kind of ship and vehicle in general that you can think of.”

Up near the front of the ship, Serra gently traced her fingers over where Rock had chips of her body broken off. Rock whined when touched there, though, so Serra quickly retracted her hand before looking up at Fenrir to ask, “Will she get better?”

“Not sure,” Fenrir answered, sitting down on the other side of Rock. “I’m sure she’ll be fine even so. Just needs some rest and food.”

As for Bonekraka, he went below deck to get some shuteye. Being on open water wasn’t exactly something that he was a fan of and his last words were a testament to that as he told them to let him know over Fiscord once they were docked.

“Bone doesn’t get to play that much, does he?” Serra asked.

“Not really. He’s really busy between his wife and work,” Fenrir answered.

“Is it okay if I ask what he does?”

“No idea. He won’t tell us. Olly likes to joke that he’s in the mafia, and honestly… I wouldn’t be surprised. I know that he works for his wife’s dad but that’s it. Also, don’t worry. He wouldn’t care about me telling you this since he tells random people all the time. None of us have enough information to know what he really does.”

“Mafias are cool.”

“Pirates and now mafias. You must be the type to chase after bad boys. Let me guess, your dream guy is somebody driving a motorcycle and wearing a leather jacket?”

Serra pouted and looked away. “Shut up.”

“I think Cass is rubbing off on you.”

“I’ll beat you up, punk.”

“So scary.” Something about his voice made it obvious that he was the opposite of scared.

Tall, mossy sea stacks popped up from the water as the ship made it farther south. The coast began turning in to the east which required a slight change of course to ensure that they never lost sight of land.

A couple of hours later and the strait came into view.

“This is Indra’s Strait,” Cassiel explained to the rest of the party that was now together on the deck. “I wasn’t here for it, but the legend is that Indra herself split the continent in two by extreme erosion which created this strait.

“Indra?” Fenrir asked.

“Leader of the Goddess’ Own. Their city, Sumeru, is to the west of here on an island. It’s like a chunk of desert floating in the ocean and her city is built right on top of it.” Cassiel paused to make sure that everybody was following along before continuing. Even Rock listened in and waited for her to continue. “Her navy is second only to Blackstache’s and her followers treat her like a goddess. It doesn’t help that she calls herself a goddess in the first place.”

“What’s she like?”

“Arrogant and stuck-up, but for good reason. She’s the strongest known magic user in the world and she claims to be the goddess of storms, oceans, and commerce. She’s supposedly taken down entire fleets by summoning storms to wipe them out before. Fortunately for the rest of us, she cares more about protecting her city and amassing wealth through trade than waging war.”

“I thought the Augus Empire was the most powerful?”

“Only on land. Indra rules the seas.”

“What about the pirates?”

“They have more ships and better sailors, but none of that matters if a storm with fifty-foot waves wipes them out.”

“You sound like a history teacher, Cassy!” Oleander said.

“Shu-shut up. I’m just answering questions,” Cassiel replied, her arms crossed over her chest.

Oleander giggled and went back to focusing on steering the ship.

“How long did it take her to get that powerful?” Fenrir asked in hopes of continuing the history lesson.

And now, Cassiel looked hesitant to answer. “I… don’t know, but I’ve heard that she’s been playing since the closed alpha. She’s apparently one of the first hundred people to actually play. Most early players are powerful, but she’s something else.”

Serra was clearly the least interested in the conversation. As soon as she realized that nothing “cool” was involved, she went back to petting Rock.

The ship continued on along its course. Fenrir, at one point, decided to try fishing with his new rod. Alas, there was a problem.

He had no bait.

With no bait nor lures, all he could do was practice casting a line over and over again. That pinging sense of satisfaction could be felt within him after a while of practice, so at least he knew that he wasn’t completely wasting his time by casting the line for practice. There was even a noticeable improvement. After feeling that “notification,” he noticed he was able to cast farther more easily while more accurately landing the hook where he aimed at.

As for the rod itself, it looked to be more advanced than most of what he had seen within the game world so far. It was made out of some sort of bamboo or other light and flexible wood, had a spinning reel made out of brass, and the line itself looked like it was made from some sort of hair such as a horse’s. It may not have been too impressive when compared to fishing rods of the real world, but it just felt right in his hands. It was his very own fishing rod! Well, it might not have legally been his, but who was going to take it back?

The ship came across a small cove on the other side of the strait. No other ships were anchored there, so Oleander and Fenrir decided that it would be a safe spot for them to stop at. After all, Oleander still had things he needed to do in reality.

Given how long travel could take in the game, Fenrir realized that they were going to need more than one helmsman.

“Don’t forget about tomorrow, Fenny!” Oleander said before heading below deck to wake.

Hearing that reminded Serra and Cassiel of what they heard the two men talking about earlier.

After Oleander took the lead in heading off, Cassiel joined him. With nothing else to do other than sit on the ship, she let Fenrir and Serra know that she was going to get some extra relaxation in before her next shift at work.

Only Fenrir and Serra remained. And Rock, of course, but there was no real player behind her.

Serra was content to sit there and watch Fenrir practice his fishing in the cove some more while giving Rock attention with her hands. She even tried picking up the other rod to mimic what he was doing after a while, but she quickly realized just how horrible she was at it. Mainly due to the fact that she had no idea what she was doing. So, she returned to only watching. She also didn’t like that Fenrir laughed every single time she somehow managed to cast the line behind her rather than in front of her.

There wasn’t much else for them to do. Even Fenrir inevitably grew bored of just casting a line with nothing to attract fish, and the sheltered cove didn’t look like it had anything interesting in it, so the two went below deck to wake. The hammocks were already claimed by Bonekraka and Oleander and one of the bedrolls was occupied by Cassiel, but there were still a few more packed bedrolls for Fenrir and Serra to claim.

“Keep the ship safe while we’re gone, alright?” Fenrir asked Rock.

Rock barked and licked his face before he got comfy in his bedroll on the floor to wake.

He immediately regretted going back to reality as soon as he was met with the sight of his dull ceiling and spinning fan. “You get my coffee robot yet?” Ryouta asked the fan.

No reply.

Ryouta groaned and kicked his feet like a pouty child before sighing and rolling onto his side. It was still light outside and he most likely wouldn’t have anything to do in-game until Spencer was back on, and Spencer wasn’t going to be able to get back in until after their meeting tomorrow. That meant there were over twenty-four hours before Ryouta could play more unless he wanted to try jumping off the ship to swim around and find something to do, but he didn’t want to progress without them.

“Oh god, there’s only one thing that I can do to pass the time,” Ryouta said upon realizing what else he could do.

It was time… to marathon the trashiest, most generic anime shows that he could find. Fortunately, there were many of them. Whether they were shows where little sisters acted far too lewdly around their older brothers whom may or may not have been related to them by blood, generic isekai shows where a character from Earth was pulled into another reality either as himself or as some odd thing such as a low-level monster or inanimate object, or just another harem where some guy was lucky enough to get ten girls to fall in love with him despite not doing anything to deserve said girls, he would never run out of things to watch.

To be fair, though, no matter how much he might have associated all of those with trash… he still loved all of them. Especially the harem shows. “Why can’t anime girls be real?” he asked out loud to nobody in particular. Perhaps a higher being, if one truly existed, would hear his question and give him his very own harem of cute anime waifus. Unfortunately, that would not be the case.

Then he looked down at his crotch.

Then he looked over at his computer.

Before anime came hentai, naturally.

After an extended session of hentai viewing, most of which included either looking at joke-translated doujins and laughing along or clicking on seemingly-innocent titles only to see the darkest possible kinks that somebody could do to fictional characters and then reading them out of morbid curiosity while probably getting put on a list somewhere, he proceeded to watch several hours of anime before finally being tired enough to sleep.

He was definitely on a list somewhere after that. Then again, he was probably already on a list. Probably a few of them if he was being perfectly honest with himself.

As he tried to fall asleep, he thought about the state of hentai. Why were there so many lolis and so much snuff? All he wanted was some sweet, vanilla, childhood friend doujins; doujins with tsunderes who had secret lovey-dovey sides, but who still acted like brats overall; and the occasional yandere girl with a happy ending.

And tentacles.

Instead, half of what he saw was less-than-ethical things involving girls who were only old enough to have their heads petted and gross, ugly bastards coming in to steal taken girls away in traditional netorare fashion.

Those were the thoughts that carried him into his slumber and which inspired his dreams. Fortunately for his own good, none of those dreams would be remembered.

Another day, another session of binging anime while waiting for it to be time to leave. Serra helped pass the time by messaging Ryouta over Fiscord, too, which he made sure to let her know was appreciated.

“Oh, I should probably shower,” Ryouta said, looking over to his bathroom with a groan. One of the perks of living by himself and almost never leaving his apartment was that he really didn’t have to stay totally hygienic. He wasn’t dirty or anything like that; he just skipped taking a shower every other day sometimes. He never made it more than seventy-two hours without showering, though.

After cleaning himself up, he put on some normal clothes instead of the oversized-but-comfortable clothes he usually wore when alone, brushed his hair, flossed—he did all of those annoying little things that reminded him of how much he disliked going out. It was all a pain.

Maybe if he had a body he actually liked, like in-game as Fenrir, he wouldn’t have been as bothered, but that was not the case.

Not that it mattered. The latest, hottest anime opening song of the season went off on his phone. That was his alarm and it meant that it was time to get going.

With a loud and drawn-out groan, Ryouta left his apartment behind and began the long walk toward New Charleston’s Chinatown district. It would have been so much faster to just flag down an autotaxi, but—well, that was something else that didn’t matter as far as he was concerned. He stuck with walking no matter how inconvenient it was.

Despite how many people and vehicles filled the streets, cold air permeated the city. There may not have been any snow on the ground yet, but it was getting colder by the day which meant two things: one, girls were going to be wearing sweaters more often; and two, winter was coming. He was mostly excited about the sweaters. No, he was extremely excited about the sweaters thing seeing as how there was no better sight in the world than a cute girl wearing a sweater. The only thing that got him anywhere near as excited was the thought of eating authentic ramen as he finally reached the restaurant.

Spencer was already there standing in front of it waiting for him. The two waved at one another as Ryouta picked up the pace a little to meet up with him.

Many if not most of those who met Spencer’s various in-game representations would have probably believed that he was some annoying, overly flamboyant twink in real life who spoke in a high-pitched voice while annoying everybody with sexual innuendo. Just like when in games.

Only Ryouta and Viktor knew that was anything but the truth.

Rather than be some feminine twink, Spencer was a tall and handsome man that Ryouta cursed for being more attractive than him. Standing at six-foot-three with short and brown hair that was stylishly groomed, he wore a pair of thick-rimmed glasses which served no purpose over than to look good on his perfectly masculine face, and he had a body that was on par with Fenrir’s rather than Ryouta’s. Spencer even knew how to dress well and fashionably as he was always up to date with the latest trends.

Truth be told, Spencer’s real body was a strong source of inspiration for how Ryouta shaped Fenrir’s.

Spencer was not the only one different in reality, though. While Fenrir may have been the same height as Spencer, Ryouta was notably shorter than both of them while failing to reach his ideal height which was anything starting with a six. Then there was the fact that he had a slim figure with no muscles, pale skin, and shaggy hair. The only similarity between him and Fenrir was the white hair that was dyed due to being the only beauty trend that he knew about and liked. Of course, their eyes were nowhere near the same either. Ryouta’s green eyes were nothing like Fenrir’s red eyes.

Fenrir was also able to walk around without limping half the time.

“Lookin’ pretty tired there, bud,” Spencer called out. His deep voice was just so perfectly masculine that it made Ryouta even more jealous.

“It was a long walk,” Ryouta said with heavy breathing.

“Maybe you’ll level up your walking skill if you keep it up. Anyways, come on. It’s my treat tonight.” Spencer wrapped an arm around Ryouta’s shoulders to help him inside of the ramen shop where they were immediately greeted by a cardboard cutout of a certain, famous ninja character from anime history with a headband that featured a leaf symbol on it just inside of the entrance.

The shop owners knew exactly what kind of customers to expect.

Near the back of the dining area, Ryouta and Spencer sat down in their usual spot and ordered a couple of drinks and some pork buns to get started with. Then they had to figure out what to order for their main meal.

“By the way,” Ryouta spoke up, “why do you always get bubble tea? I mean, I know you love balls and all that, but there’s just something weird about drinking tea full of chunky little balls.”

Spencer laughed a bit then shrugged. “My roommates are obsessed with it, so I used to order it just to fit in with them, but now here I am, actually enjoying it. At least I don’t get the exact same strawberry tea every single time we come here.”

“Hey, strawberries make everything better. Strawberry lemonade, strawberry tea, strawberry pie, strawberry ice cream—you get the point.” Ryouta looked back down at the menu. “I wonder what strawberry ramen would be like.”

“Disgusting, most likely.”

“Yeah, that’s fair. Anyways, I guess I should probably go with something light since we’re going drinking after this.”

“Am I going to need to carry you home again?”

“He-hey.” A hint of red colored Ryouta’s cheeks. “I was drunk and you know how my legs are.”

Before Spencer could tease him some more, the waiter arrived with their drinks and pork buns. While the waiter was there, they placed orders for their main meals before digging into the pork buns.

Ten minutes later and out came two bowls of ramen full of noodles, vegetables, and pork belly topped off with halves of half-boiled eggs. Ryouta always made sure to get an extra egg with his.

“How’re you liking the game so far?” Ryouta asked before twirling his chopsticks around in the ramen. Of course, that was after he took a picture of the bowl to upload to the group chat on Fiscord.

“It’s great,” Spencer answered. “I wish I had more time to play like we used to, though. It’s probably the best fantasy game we’ve ever played. Still, kind of wish that Eternal Space wasn’t dying, but there’s nothing we can do about that.”

“We probably could have not fucked up the biggest coalition in the game. Probably wasn’t a good idea to make a bunch of the game’s most important players rage quit.”

“Yeah, probably. How are you liking your new harem?”

Ryouta almost spit out the chunk of pork he just put in his mouth but instead forced himself to swallow. This led to him coughing and making a scene, grabbing the attention of everybody around as they feared he might have been choking. Now blushing because of the question and embarrassing himself, he answered, “What are you talking about? I don’t have a harem.”

“Come on. It’s obvious that Serra likes you and you like her. I’m pretty sure that Cass is at least beginning to get a crush on you, too. I keep on catching her looking at you whenever you’re not paying attention to her. She even looks jealous when you give Rock and Serra attention. Oh, and just to clarify since I don’t want to hurt her chances here, I don’t mean the bad kind of jealous. I mean the cute kind of jealous.”

Regardless of which type of jealous it was, Ryouta shook his head. “No way. I don’t get that vibe from her at all. I mean, sure, she has a bit of a tsundere thing going on, but not every tsun is going to have dere. There’s also the fact that tsunderes don’t exactly exist in the real world and that applying anime tropes to real women is never a good idea. Though… I’m the only one doing that right now.”

“Do you think she would have thrust her pole inside of you if she didn’t like you?”

Ryouta almost spit his food out again, this time from laughter rather than shock. “You’re going to give people the wrong idea.”

Spencer smiled. “All I’m doing is saying the truth.”

“You know exactly what you’re doing and it’s more than that. Anyways, it’s not a harem. Yeah, I like Serra, and I think she likes me back, but that’s just—you know. Like a crush. Then… having Cass potentially like me doesn’t make it a harem, either. A harem is like… actually dating more than one person. Well, even then, not really. Harems are what old kings and royalty had. They had a bunch of women locked up in the house all for their own use. I’d never be down for that and I don’t think anybody alive would be, either.”

“Unless it’s their fetish.”

“You—you have a point.”

“Then there’s Rock. Don’t forget that she’s totally obsessed with you.”

“Rock is a cute little puppy. If you try to make her love sound weird then I’m going to…”

Spencer waited with a smile for Ryouta to finish his threat.

“Shit. You’re lucky that nothing bothers you,” Ryouta grumbled.

Spencer reached across the table to pat Ryouta on the shoulder. “Don’t feel bad. It took many years of bullying to get to my level. You might catch up to me someday, young one.”

“What do you think of them anyways?”

“Serra and Cass?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, considering that they’re women, there’s not enough dick.”

“You really need to be careful what you say around other people.”

“They’ll be fine. More seriously, I like them. Serra is a little cutie and a total closet deviant, and Cass is like… she reminds me of a grumpier and girlier version of you.”

“Serra’s a deviant? What?”

“Trust me. I can tell these things.”

While Ryouta tried to recall previous events to figure out just how Serra was supposedly a deviant, they got their bowls down to about half empty before Ryouta began to struggle with it.

“I don’t know why you always get the large bowl when you never finish it,” Spencer said. “Wasting food isn’t good.”

“I… I always think I’ll be able to finish it when I order it,” Ryouta answered. “It’s not like I want to waste food. And wait, did you say that Cass is like a girlier and grumpier me? What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means exactly what it sounds like.”

“I don’t see that at all.”

“You’re too biased. Trust me. As a totally unbiased observer, I know what I’m talking about.”

Ryouta sighed and tried to finish his ramen. Alas, he ended up not being able to finish the entire bowl. He managed to eat most of it, but he still felt guilty when he told the waiter that he was done with some food still remaining in the bowl. Though, while he might not have finished all of his ramen, he did finish his tea and the two prior refills of it.

After taking the dishes back, the waiter returned with their receipt sticking out of a volume of a Japanese manga. The character on the cover of it was the same spiky-haired ninja featured at the entrance of the shop.

Good on his word, Spencer slipped a card into the manga volume alongside the receipt and waited to get it back before the two could head to the next location of the night.

Back outside, the two walked down the cold street side by side, and Ryouta already knew what he felt like rambling about. “It’s pretty funny how everybody used to think that robots and AIs were going to replace everything back in the day. I mean, I get that robots and all that are way better than us when it comes to manual tasks or anything that’s really repetitive, but anything involving service—you can’t really replace the human element. Same thing with food. Food just tastes better when it’s a real person making it.”

“You can thank laws for making sure that humans don’t get outright replaced,” Spencer replied.

“You and your laws. Do you thank laws for everything?”

“Of course I do. We need them in a civilized society.”

Ryouta sighed. “Makes sense for somebody trying to be a lawyer. You know that we’re the bad guys in games when one of us is a lawyer in the making.”

“You’re right. It isn’t the killing, raiding, pillaging, razing, nor stealing that makes us the bad guys. It’s me wanting to be a lawyer.”

They looked at one another and laughed. Some of the passersby on the street looked a bit concerned after hearing all of that.

Several stops were made between the ramen shop and their new destination—the bar. Ryouta needed to sit down and rest his legs every now and then to walk long distances. It was partly because of the way his legs were and partly, if not mostly, because he wasn’t very active in the first place.

They did eventually reach their destination, though, and it could not have been clearer when they did. It was impossible to miss the large pirate ship hanging down over the entrance to the building next to them. Then there was the wooden plank above the ship that read, “The One-Eyed Pirate,” and next to it was a picture of a pirate wearing an eyepatch holding up a mug of beer to his lips.

A show of their IDs was required for entry. Since Spencer’s ID said he was twenty-three while Ryouta’s said he was twenty-two, there was no issue getting into the bar.

Inside of the establishment was a long bar against one wall with barrel-shaped stools, all sorts of pirate memorabilia decorating the walls and tables, and it was as crowded as ever. It was mostly a younger crowd like themselves, too. Themed bars like that one always managed to grab more younger attention rather than older attention.

“The usual spot is open. Want to sit there?” Ryouta asked.

Spencer answered by leading the way over to it.

Their usual spot was a booth with a perfect sight of one of the bar’s ceiling-mounted televisions. While there might have been stools on each side of the table in their booth, they sat next to each other rather than across from one another so that they could both watch the TV.

On the TV were miniature robots fighting to the death inside of a small arena. They didn’t have AIs installed since that would be against the rules of the competition, but they did have teams of humans controlling the robots from the sidelines.

One of the robots had a flamethrower for dramatic effect, but it was nothing against the whirling buzz saw of its opponent.

While they watched the show, a waitress came over and asked what they’d like, offering both food and drinks. The offer for food was declined despite how much Ryouta loved the wings there, instead going straight to the drinking.

“You and your hipster craft beers,” Ryouta teased after the waitress left with their orders.

“You and your compensating-for-your-lack-of-masculinity bourbon,” Spencer teased in return.

“That hurts, but only because it’s true.” Ryouta still laughed anyways before looking around again.

While the men working the bar were all dressed like badass pirates with fake swords and guns on their hips, the women were not nearly as cool looking. They were still incredibly nice to look at, but they were dressed like bar wenches instead of pirates. Normally, Ryouta would have preferred the women to look like badass pirates, too. Badass women were always more appealing to him than women who looked like they were dressed with the intention to get the biggest tips possible out of men’s pockets. However… there was one woman on duty who Ryouta couldn’t complain about not looking badass. With a corset pushing up her already generous bosom, stockings that triggered Ryouta’s love for legs, and beautiful golden hair that—

Their drinks were placed on the table, tearing Ryouta’s attention away from the other waitress as their actual waitress said, “Enjoy!”

After thanking the waitress, Ryouta pulled out his phone to take a picture of their drinks next to each other for the Fiscord group.

Spencer looked over at the phone to see what would happen from that.

Viktor’s status turned from yellow for “away” to green for “online” before then switching over to red for “do not disturb.”

“He’s jealous,” Spencer said with a small laugh.

“Definitely,” Ryouta said.

Now that they got to make Viktor jealous, it was time to get into their drinks.

There were two types of drinkers. There were those who would casually sip their drinks and make them last, and then there were those who would down drink after drink without care as if racing to see how fast they could get drunk.

Spencer was the former.

Ryouta was the latter.

Despite Ryouta’s small size, he downed three shots of bourbon in under twenty minutes. Spencer barely made it halfway down his glass of beer in the same time.

“You said you’re payin’, right?” Ryouta asked, looking up at Spencer with puppy eyes as his speech already showed the earliest signs of deterioration.

“I did, so go and get as drunk as you want,” Spencer answered. He knew that he would likely regret saying that.

Looking back up at the television, Ryouta said, “Come on! Use your… whirly thing! Cut its face off!” While his speech capability degraded, the volume of his voice increased. “Heh… remember when you used to get embarrassed drinkin’ with me?”

“Trust me, I remember.” Spencer learned a while ago not to look around and see how much attention Ryouta gathered when drinking.

A few minutes later and their waitress came over with a fifth shot for Ryouta and to tell them that her coworker would be taking over for her since it was the end of her shift. After leaving the table, she also warned the replacement waitress not to give Ryouta any more drinks since it was clear he was already getting to the point of no return.

Back at the table, Spencer was looking up at the television when he heard the camera of Ryouta’s phone click. Before he could even look at it, Ryouta uploaded a picture to the Fiscord group chat with a cheesy “with you were here” tagline. The picture itself showed the two of them sitting together at the table with Ryouta wrapping an arm around Spencer’s shoulders.

“You know that Serra is in the group now, right?” Spencer asked.

Ryouta looked up at him with innocent, confused eyes. “Huh?” He continued looking at Spencer for a few more minutes before realizing what he meant. “Oh, whoops.” He then broke into a giggle fit as he tried to delete the picture. “Look, shee, she didn’t saw it since there’s like… no mess-wauge from her yetz.” He held the phone screen right up to Spencer’s nose to prove his point.

Spencer decided to leave out the part about where it said that Serra was already typing a response. She must have changed her mind anyways since the typing notification disappeared without a new message popping up. Regardless, she definitely saw the picture.

Then the new waitress came up to the table. “Hey, sorry about the swap.”

“No problem,” Spencer said. “I’d want to leave as soon as my shift was up, too.”

The new waitress might not have agreed to that since it would have been improper to while on shift, but she did smile. “I’m Cassandra. You two need anything? Maybe some food or water?”

It was only after Ryouta heard the new waitress’s name that he looked at her… and saw that she was the one from earlier who his eyes got locked onto.

Ryouta was simply happy that she was the attractive waitress from before. But Spencer? Well, after a few moments of feeling like he saw her somewhere else before, he realized it.

The waitress in front of them looked almost exactly like Cassiel, albeit with a more buxom bosom. It didn’t help that the corset she had to wear looked like it was pushing her breasts up to the point where they were ready to pop out at any moment.

Spencer must have been too obvious, too, because whatever smile he caused before was gone and replaced with a subtle look of disgust. He was sure that she was used to men checking her out all the time, and it most likely looked as if that was exactly what he was doing.

Between the golden color of her hair, her body, the look of annoyed disgust, and her name—Spencer was sure that she had to be Cassiel. He knew that the chances of finding her in real life after just meeting her in a game were impossibly tiny, but the feeling in his gut refused to let him think otherwise.

“Hey! Can I hash anothers shit—oh, whoops.” Ryouta broke out into uncontrollable, wheezing laughter. “Shot! I meant shot! Yeah, I want another shi—” He laughed even harder when he realized he almost made the same mistake again. “Shot!”

“Sorry, but I think you’ve had enough,” Cassandra answered. “How about a glass of water instead?”

Ryouta pouted and whined but eventually agreed to a plain glass of water.

“You’ve already had six shots of bourbon. That’s more than most people in this bar can handle, so be satisfied with that,” Spencer said, trying to make the grumbling Ryouta feel better.

“Fiiiiiiinnneee,” Ryouta whined.

The next time that Cassandra returned to the table, she brought the glass of water which she was smart enough to not fill all the way up. Ryouta’s drunken, shaking hands would have surely been spilling the water all over the place had she filled it up to the top. “Let me know if you need anything else,” she said before heading over to a table a few spots ahead of theirs.

“You know,” Ryouta mumbled to Spencer, “the good thing about yoush lawyers laws-y types is ‘at you maked itsh so like… time doolotion can’t be used to make people do more work and schools and shtuff for the same pay—money—uh… costly stuff.”

Spencer had no idea where that came from, but he was used to that when Ryouta was drunk. “Do you mean time dilation and how it’s illegal to make employees do twice as much work in VR despite only spending eight or so hours on it in reality still?” Spencer asked, trying to clarify what Ryouta said.

“Yeah, that!” Ryouta confirmed with a laugh. “And likes, schools and stuff! Like, it’d suck if kids had to immerse and be like… in school for way longer than normal because of VR and stuff.”

“I agree. It wouldn’t be a problem if employers and schools would simply cut the time spent in reality in half while having them spend the regular amount of time immersed in VR, but God forbid that somebody accomplishes the exact same amount of progress in less time instead of more time. It’s just so stupid how so many businesses want to essentially make their employees work sixteen hours a day in VR over eight hours in reality, but none of them are even willing to consider letting their employees work eight hours a day in VR for four hours in reality. As for schools, we should be letting kids only have to attend for four hours a day so that they get more of their childhoods to enjoy. They can still get full school days in through VR while saving their childhoods in real life, but no, the dumbasses in charge—”

Spencer looked over at Ryouta and saw that he was about to fall asleep.

“Ah, sorry,” Spencer said. “You know how I get when it comes to this stuff.”

“Oh! No, sorry,” Ryouta said. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean—I’m interested… and I really like hearing you talk a lot about stuffs like this, but… I think the alc-alco-maul is starming to kick inz.”

“Yeah, I can tell. It’s only just now starting to affect you.”

“See! I’m smart. Self-awoore. I can tell when it’s time to… shtop.”

Spencer placed his face in his palm and shook his head.

“I need to use a bathroom. You wait here and… don’t go anywhere, mister… person!” Ryouta demanded before getting up from the booth.

“You shouldn’t have drank so much tea,” Spencer said. “Please try not to trip on your way there. Do you need me to go with you?”

“I’m—fine! I won’t trip. Prooooobably. Heh. Probabably. Sounds like baby…” With that, Ryouta began the long walk to the opposite side of the room. He didn’t trip, but he did have to use tables and chairs to keep himself from falling every few feet.

“It’s a miracle that we’ve never been kicked out,” Spencer said and sighed. Then he smiled. Despite how much trouble Ryouta made for him when drunk, he enjoyed it.

Back to the journey to the bathroom, Ryouta stopped for a few moments before heading into it. One of the girls sitting at a nearby table looked familiar. Long and silvery hair, light blue eyes, a petite figure—he realized that she was staring right back at him and rushed into the bathroom with a hurried, “Shorry!”

Naturally, he forgot that the bathroom door was a push door instead of a pull one, so he smacked his head right into it before going in the correct way. Fortunately, he didn’t smash his head into anything else in the time that it took him to go to the bathroom, wash his hands, and return to his booth.

The girl that he saw right before going into the bathroom looked like she was expecting something once Ryouta came out of the bathroom, but he walked right past her without paying any attention. Though, to be fair, there was very little attention to be paid to anything at all from him.

“I… think I dranked too much-much,” Ryouta said with a giggle before practically falling back into his seat once he made it back to the booth.

Spencer caught Ryouta and helped him sit down properly. “Yeah, I think you did, too.”

“Shorry. Thisiz what always happens, iseenit?”

“It is, but it’s alright. I expect it to happen every time. Plus, it’s cute to see you like this.” Spencer patted the top of his ears.

Ryouta’s canid ears twitched in response. Or rather… he felt like they did. When he reached his hands up to the top of his head, probably looking strange to anybody looking his way, there were no fluffy ears there. Fenrir’s ears weren’t there. Yet, he could have sworn that he felt them. “Hey… dozh your mind play fuuunee tricks on you after that… game thing?”

“You could say it does. I think it might be related to what they’ve been talking about on the news lately—like how the game’s mental manipulation can have aftereffects in reality. So if your mind keeps on telling you to believe and feel like you have something that you don’t, then that might carry over to reality. For example, I sometimes don’t roll over when I’m lying down to sleep because I keep on thinking that my antlers will stop me, but then I remember—you know, no antlers in reality,” Spencer explained.

“Yeah, ‘at!”

“Yes, that.”

“Hehe. You’re so… smurt and—”

A loud smack came from a few booths ahead of theirs, drawing the attention of nearly everybody in the bar. Standing there was Cassandra with her right hand raised while her left hand pulled the top of her costume up as far as she could get it. A bright red anger colored her cheeks as she looked simultaneously ready to shout in anger and to cry.

The man sitting in front of her had a bright, red mark on his cheek with a stupid grin stretching his lips. “What? You’re already showing them off. Who caresh if we see the rest? Ain’t like you’re leavin’ much to the imagination,” the man said, his speech slurred as his friends next to him tried to get him to shut up and apologize. “My old man always told me a lady doesn’t show—show off like this unless she wants attention. Ain’t that right?”

Ryouta might have been guilty of checking her out earlier, but no matter how drunk he got, he would never even think of touching a woman without her consent like he figured the other drunken man must have. He hated men like that. The rest of the bar did, too, seeing as how most of the younger patrons inside of the establishment were shouting at the man to apologize and leave.

“Ah, shut it!” the man shouted back at them. “Don’t be mad that I’ve got the balls to do what the rest of ya don’t, you fuckin’ betas.”

The bouncer was already on the way over to the table to break things up and to kick the belligerent patron out, but Ryouta was already there. “He-hey! What’re you guysh… think you’re doing?” he asked, placing himself between Cassandra and the offending man.

Now, normally when a person asked a question, they would wait for an answer before doing anything else.

Ryouta? Well, Ryouta was drunk and didn’t care about following the natural flow of conversation. He swung his arm forward and punched the man in the face almost immediately after asking that question.

There were two problems with that.

One, Ryouta was not Fenrir. Fenrir was strong. Ryouta was not.

Two, the man that Ryouta just bloodied the nose of was much larger and looked like the kind of guy who would make dramatic noises while lifting heavy weights at the gym.

Spencer pulled Ryouta away just in time to prevent him from getting his face smashed in. “Sorry about that, my friend here drank a bit too much. Unfortunately, all Spencer’s apology managed to do was piss off the belligerent patron even more and his friends got up from the booth to get back at Ryouta for their friend. They might not have agreed with what their friend did to their waitress, but they weren’t going to sit around while another guy punched their friend in the face.

That was when the bouncer arrived. None of the men were anywhere near as large nor as intimidating as the bouncer was. His biceps alone looked like they were going to tear through his shirt if he even slightly flexed them. “Out. Now. Or I can keep you here until the cops get here. Your choice,” the bouncer said to both Ryouta and Spencer as well as the entire other group.

Naturally, a drunken man willing to get physical with his waitress and then try to punch a guy half his size was also going to be willing to try and attack the bouncer.

The bouncer did not take kindly to that, blocked the man’s attempt at a bunch, and then twisted his arm behind his back to easily drag him over to the entrance.

“You’re gonna fucking break my arm! Let go of me!” the man shouted.

The bouncer didn’t care. He did, however, kick open the door and then violently throw him out onto the sidewalk.

The friends who were with the man who just got thrown out all followed after him, not wanting to suffer the bouncer’s wrath.

Now that he was safe, Ryouta turned to face Cassandra and asked, “Are you alrigh—”

“Out!” the bouncer shouted at him.

Ryouta was too drunk himself to listen, especially since he was intent on checking up on his waitress, but Spencer intervened and dragged Ryouta out himself. “Sorry, we’re going,” Spencer apologized on Ryouta’s behalf.

Fortunately, the problem men were already walking away in the opposite direction of where Ryouta and Spencer needed to go by the time that they got outside. The last thing they needed was to get into a brawl outside where the bouncer wouldn’t be there to break it up.

“Hey!” Ryouta whined. “I was…n’t done drinking… and stuff, and we needs to give them the money!”

“The last thing you should be worried about right now is paying for your drinks,” Spencer sighed.

“Wazzat supposed to men? Men! Wait, ‘at isn’t right… mean! Yeah, mean! What’s it supposed to mean?”

“It means that you just got us free drinks. Only problem is that I’m not sure we’re ever going to be welcomed back here.”

“But I wanna go back!”

“Then don’t punch random guys in the face. Let the bouncer do that.”

“They weren’ts random! They was like… those fucky garlicy boys we killed. Shoulda done more ‘an just punch-ed him in the—the face!”

“I don’t know how the adrenaline isn’t sobering you up right now.”

“Hehe… adrenaline ish a funny word. Adrenaline. Adrenalyne. Adryna…poop. Adrenalena. Andrenalina.” Ryouta continued with various butchered forms of adrenaline as they walked.

Meanwhile, back at the bar, Cassandra came out from the staff room in the back with her costume better secured and her watery eyes wiped. She hated her job and the latest incident reminded her of that. It was obvious to her that she only had it because of how she looked. Her personality was rough and most people couldn’t stand her, she knew that she had no useful skills to get herself any service job not based off of being attractive, and she knew that almost every single patron there saw her as little more than a sex object even if some of them were tactful about it.

It was the same in-game. She tried to escape reality by playing games, but it kept on happening over and over again.

The men she worked with in the Augus Empire, the Stinky Garlic guild, literally almost every single male player and even NPC that she had come across—they all wanted nothing more than to get her clothes off. And every single time, she refused no matter how much it resulted in her being labeled a bitch or prude.

I should probably start over with a new character and make myself as ugly as possible. Or play a guy, she thought to herself. Sure, she was having fun with the new people she met in-game recently, but how long would it be until they treated her like everybody else?

Even that Fenrir guy she met made stupid, perverted jokes involving her. But… at the same time, he treated her with respect and like an equal rather than as an object. In fact, she couldn’t recall a single time where he tried hitting on her or when he was blatantly checking her out. Even if he did check her out more than she realized, at least he didn’t do it to her face like most men.

At the very least, she could wait a little bit longer to see if he would turn out like every other guy or not.

Cassandra found herself smiling at the thought of his stupid face when she reached another customer’s table. The boy that stood up for her was pretty nice as well. Even if she did catch his perverse eyes checking her out from across the bar without him noticing, he was respectful to her face and able to only look her in the eyes despite being just how drunk he was. He even stood up for her and checked on her afterward—well, tried to. Nobody else did. The rest of the patrons were quick to make their voices heard, but none of them got up for her. Not that she could really blame them for that when the bouncer was obviously on his way over, but still. She appreciated what the boy did.

Then she realized she was lost in her thoughts despite standing right in front of a patron. “Sorry about that. Is there anything I can help you with?” she asked the customer.

And then their eyes met.

Each girl looked almost exactly like they did in-game.

“Serra?” Cassandra asked.

Both of the girls blinked at each other.

Serra might have gone there to see if she could meet Fenrir and Oleander, but she didn’t expect to see Cassiel! She nodded her head and pulled out her phone to type a message for the other woman to read. Once it was typed, she held the phone up for Cassandra to read with one hand while pointing to her with the other.

“You’re deaf?” Cassandra asked. “Oh, sorry, you probably—”

Cassandra was interrupted by Serra shaking her head and taking the phone back so that she could type another message before holding it back up.

“You can read lips? Good. Sorry, but I don’t know the first thing about sign language. And… I’m surprised that Franky over there even let you in with how… tiny you are. No offense.”

Serra pouted and huffed before typing a very offended message!

“Sorry, but no matter how you look at it, you’re small. Well, small enough to definitely need your ID checked. I’ve known girls in their late twenties before or look even younger. Anyways, nice to meet you. I guess. I’ve heard of people meeting up with friends they made online, but never this soon.” She shrugged. “Can I get you anything? The other waitress just left, so I’m in charge of these booths too now.”

Serra looked over to where the two men were. She wasn’t much of a drinker and usually only ever came here for the food, and very rarely at that. Without her totally-not-stalking targets there, she didn’t really have any other reason to stay. But if she left now without having anything right after meeting Cassiel, she’d feel horrible. Plus, while meeting her might not have been part of the plan, there was no reason why it couldn’t become part of it! She held up her phone with her order.

“A hard cider? That’ll be right up.” Cassandra turned away to leave but then looked back at Serra. “By the way, if you tell any of those guys in-game about this, I’m going to throw you overboard.”

The serious expression was enough to make Serra gulp. She figured that now probably wasn’t a good time to let her know that she already met them in reality.

“My legs huuuuuurrrrrtttt!” Ryota whined as he clung to Spencer’s side. “Carry me!”

“I knew this was going to happen,” Spencer said before lifting Ryouta up like a bride. He could have given him a piggyback ride instead but, the last time that he tried that, he learned he couldn’t trust Ryouta to not let go and fall backward. “The cost is that you have to look like my bride as I carry you around in front of a bunch of people.”

“Then… I guessh that makes my place the honeysun! Honeymoon—that.”

“Don’t get my hopes up.”

Normally, one would call for an autotaxi in this case, but Spencer couldn’t do that to Ryouta no matter how drunk he was. He would have to carry his friend all the way home using nothing but his own two legs and arms. The good news was that he had done this before. So, when Ryouta tried to give him wrong directions in his drunken stupor, Spencer knew better than to listen.

“Go right!” Ryouta ordered.

Spencer continued walking straight.

“Left! I’m over thur!”

Spencer went right.

“Huh… where are we?” Ryouta asked with a giggle, not realizing that the apartment building now in front of them was the one he lived in.

Spencer carried Ryouta all the way to the elevator before finally letting him down. His own two legs were on fire at that point. “I think you can walk from here.”

Ryouta almost collapsed the instant he was back on his feet.

With a sigh, Spencer helped Ryouta stay standing as he worked the elevator.

The two finally made it back to Ryouta’s apartment.

Ryouta stumbled through his apartment and fell face-first onto his bed as soon as he made his way over to it.

“Yeah, this is what usually happens,” Spencer said to himself. “Penguin, turn on the radio with low volume.”

Ryouta’s TV turned on, switched to the radio station that was still selected from the last time Spencer was over, and automatically set the volume to low.

Spencer looked around now that he had some tunes to listen to. “This place is a mess. You’re going to be single forever if you don’t learn how to take care of yourself and your things.” He couldn’t help but to clean up a little, starting with the empty bottles of alcohol and empty bags of chips. “It’s a miracle you don’t have bugs. Now, let’s see if the cleaning supplies I bought last time has been touched at all since I last used it.”

From the bedroom came a single shout. “Why can’t hentai be real?!”

Spencer’s blank stare rivaled Cassiel’s’ world record.

The cleaning supplies wasn’t touched, either.
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“Fuck, my head,” Ryouta grumbled, the scent of liquor on his breath reminding him why he felt the way that he did. “Huh? Why… why can’t I move?” Looking down, he noticed that he was tucked into the bed with extreme tightness. He felt like he was wrapped up in a straitjacket! Or perhaps rolled into a burrito.

Fortunately, with enough wiggling, he broke free from the tight-yet-comfy confines and took a sip of water from the glass on the nightstand next to his bed. A couple of over-the-counter pills sat next to it with a note that read:

For the headache.

Stop being so messy or you’re never going to get the wife you always complain to me about not having yet.

You also need to fold your clothes so that they aren’t so messy and wrinkled whenever you go out. You can’t just leave them sitting in the bin after washing them.

Thanks for the fun night and giving me a break from school.

P.S. You made cute noises in your sleep.

A laugh forced itself out of Ryouta. “You’re too good for me,” he said once he managed to calm down. That was what happened every single time and he always felt horrible about it, especially since he never got to do anything similar in return for him. “Sorry for making you take care of me, Spence.”

He popped the pills into his mouth and washed them down with the provided water. Next thing he did was look at just how much Spencer did for him in the apartment.

Every single room was cleaned. The entrance, the kitchen, the living room, his bedroom, his bathroom—everything was cleaned. Not a speck of dust remained, any and all messes were cleaned up, garbage thrown out, clothes neatly folded, and—to really prove just how perfect of a wife Spencer was—even his keyboard was cleaned out of any stray hairs and food crumbs that got stuck underneath its keys.

“Fucking waifu tier, man. Why do you have to have a dick?” Ryouta sighed. “You’re going to make me regret turning you down back then.”

There was no way that Ryouta could not take care of himself for the day after everything Spencer did for him. So, after eating breakfast, he actually did the dishes for once. He even showered, brushed his teeth, and combed his hair!

He looked himself in the mirror and gave himself a thumbs-up. “Alright. That’s enough for a month or two.”

After cleaning himself up, he finally paid some attention to that feeling that had been bothering him ever since his headache went away. There was something that he just felt like he should be remembering but couldn’t.

There was that one blonde girl who looked like Cassiel, that girl who looked like Serra, Spencer carrying him around… but what else?

Then he looked down at his right hand and finally noticed the small bandages on it. “Right. I punched a guy.” And then it was time to regret everything he did. “Damn it. Now we’re not going to be allowed back. Guess I could use the rest of my savings for plastic surgery. I might be able to fool them if I do that.”

As much as he wished he could find a way to get back into the bar, in the end, he couldn’t really regret what he did once he remembered why he did it. He may not have remembered exactly why he did it, but he did know that the man made the wannabe Cassiel almost cry which was enough to—

“Wait,” Ryouta said. “Was that… Serra?”

Before he went into the bathroom last night and only landed half of his stream in the urinal, he recalled making eye contact with some girl at a booth outside of it who he stared at like a deer about to get splattered by a self-driving semi.

She looked exactly like Serra. Everything from her hair to her eyes and her petite figure were the same. He also knew that Serra lived in the same city and apparently looked the same way both in-game and in real life.

But it had to have been a coincidence, right?

“No, that had to be her,” Ryouta said. “There’s no way that it wasn’t her.” Even he knew that there were only so many coincidences occurring in reality at once. She already lived in the same city as him by coincidence, so there was no way that another coincidence was happening where she had a doppelganger also living in the same city that he just so happened to have met.

That was just too unbelievable. If something as crazy as that were to happen, he would have to begin believing that he was the main character of some sort of cliché, anime-esque romance novel full of unbelievable coincidences and… “Wait, if that’s the case… doesn’t that mean there will be scenes like being on the beach with cute girls wearing swimsuits only for giant octopus monsters to show up for tentacle fanservice? Visits to hot springs? Wardrobe malfunctions?” Ryouta thought about it for a few seconds before sighing. “If only.”

Shaking his head, he tried to figure out what he was thinking about in the first place.

“Right. Punched a guy and saw Serra. Or at least… somebody who looked like Serra. Whoever she was, she’ll probably think I was some crazy drunk guy who decided to stare at her before going into the bathroom. Which… wouldn’t be inaccurate,” he said. “I’m just so good at making first impressions.” Another sigh.

Instead of worrying about that, he sat down at his computer and opened up Fiscord. First was a direct message from Serra.

>HushedVoice: I saw you at the bar last night! After hearing you guys say that you were going to a bar close to me, I couldn’t resist going there myself to see if it was true. I realized how silly it was when I remembered that I have no idea what you look like… but the picture you sent in the group chat, which I think you did by accident, helped me find you! I really

>HushedVoice: AHH I HIT ENTER I DIDN’T MEAN TO, I WASN’T EVEN GOING TO SEND THAT I WAS JUST TYPING IT TO GET IT OUT OF MY SYSTEM, I SWEAR I’M NOT LIKE A STALKER OR ANYTHING I WAS JUST REALLY CURIOUS AND I’M SORRY PLEASE DON’T THINK I’M CRAZY. WHY CAN’T I DELETE MY LAST MESSAGE? WHY ISN’T THERE A DELETE BUTTON? I SHOULD BE ABLE TO JUST HIGHLIGHT MY MESSAGE AND THEN BACKSPACE!

Ryouta stared at the screen for a few moments before saying, “O-oh.”

He decided to take his mind off of what he just learned by checking out the group chat. He didn’t even know how to begin processing what he just read.

>Viktor’s Favorite Slut: cant play today

>Viktor’s Favorite Slut: just keep going south

>Viktor’s Favorite Slut: even u should be able to handle it @TheMemeStruggle

>Viktor’s Favorite Slut: u showed me last night just how good you are at handling things<3

>Serra Berra: Lewd o///o

“Alright, this is even worse,” Ryouta said before returning to the direct conversation with Serra.

>TheMemeStruggle: Sorry about last night! I saw you and I should have said hi, but I was really drunk and needed to go to the bathroom. Then I guess I forgot afterward. Hope you didn’t think I was ignoring you.

Ryouta picked up his headset to head over to his bed, figuring that he’d go ahead and immerse, but Serra replied before he could even get out of his chair.

>HushedVoice: It’s okay! I’m just happy that you don’t think I’m like a crazy stalker or anything like that. You don’t think I’m like that, do you? I swear I’m not! I guess it was inappropriate of me to go there knowing that there was a strong chance of seeing you, but—I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have gone.

>TheMemeStruggle: Don’t worry about it, dork. Crazy girls are my fetish anyways.

>TheMemeStruggle: Just kidding, you’re not crazy. Promise. You’re just Serra Berra. Hey, if you were there, did you see if I at least got a good hit on that guy?

>HushedVoice: His nose was bleeding, but I don’t know if that was from you or the bouncer. But it was really cool! Even if I still feel guilty about going, I don’t regret it. I got to see you be a hero!

“What are you talking about? I’m no hero,” Ryouta said with a slight blush on his cheeks. “You really are crazy if you call me something like that.”

>TheMemeStruggle: I was just trying to act tough to impress all the girls in the bar, obviously.

>HushedVoice: It worked >///>

To not smile after reading that would have been more difficult than changing the laws of reality itself. “Why do you have to admit that? I'm going to fall for you if you make it so obvious. Seriously.”

>TheMemeStruggle: You’re a dork. I’m going to be in-game in a bit. Company would be appreciated.

>HushedVoice: Sorry! I can’t get on until after lunch with a friend. I guess like how you and Olly have your boys nights, this is my girls… midday!

>TheMemeStruggle: Fair enough. I’ll see you in-game later then! Have a nice lunch.

With that, Ryouta got up from his desk and lay back down on bed with the headset already on. It was time to immerse and get back to being Fenrir.

Now Fenrir, he found himself in the usual spot with Saya sitting across from him. “You need to work out more, Onii-chan,” she said, shadowboxing in her seat.

“Says the girl who doesn’t even have any muscles,” Fenrir fired back. He also instantly regretted it. Saya went from being a cute little sister to a bulked-up weightlifter with a head too small for her body in the blink of his eyes. “Please,” he pleaded.

Saya returned to normal with a smug grin on her face. “My gains are too much for you, bro!”

“Are you learning how to be a dork from Serra? Such a copycat.”

“I’m only copying what you like! I—I mean, it’s not like I want you to like me or anything, Onii-chan.”

“Anyways.” Fenrir decided to change the subject before his heart raced again. “I have a question.”

“Of course you do.”

“I remember that dude we killed talking about streaming. How does that work?”

“Just like in any other game! Well, maybe not just like it. If you’re a streamer on any online platform, we can link your in-game character to the streaming service! You can either stream in first-person, so everybody sees what you see, or third-person. You’ll also get a little window floating up next to you if you want so that you can see what everybody is saying, know how many people are watching, and so on!”

“Wait, wouldn’t that give a massive advantage to streamers? People could point out if they see stuff, and if you can show them a third-person view of your character, they could warn you of anybody behind you.”

“No worries, Onii-chan! Us virtual assistants are required to filter out all messages that may give streamers unfair advantages. So, viewers can ask questions, say hi, talk about real life stuff, and so on, but they won’t be able to help out who they’re watching at all! We’re like… super chat moderators!”

“Alright, that makes sense then. Wait, since the game has nudity and sex, isn’t it like streaming pornography sometimes?”

“By most streaming platforms’ rules, yep! That’s why they have to either stream via platforms traditionally meant for sex and erotica, or they have to use one of the platforms that feature adult sections.”

“So, in a way… they’re almost kind of like camgirls.”

“By your logic, maybe.”

“It’s fun logic. Think about it, that annoying prick Cass killed is the equivalent of a camgirl. I mean, I’m not trying to shame camgirls or anything, but you know that he’d be super pissed off if I made that comparison to his face.”

Saya giggled. “Alright, Onii-chan, you win this one. Anyways, ready to immerse?”

“You know it.”

Fenrir found himself in the hull of the ship right where he left himself. Rock must have been able to sense that he was in-game and “awake” now because, as soon as he opened up his eyes and leaned up, the rocky little puppy came barreling down the stairs at full speed! And then she tripped, fell down the last few steps, and continued charging at him!

“There’s my girl,” Fenrir said. “You been behaving? No accidents anywhere? Wait, I don’t think you can even have accidents.” He ran his hands along the length of her body as she wagged her tail so hard that he was worried it would fall off.

Everybody else was still asleep. Well, technically, they were all awake in reality. But as far as they looked in-game, they were asleep.

“It’s just me and you. Come on, let’s get above deck,” Fenrir said, earning a bark in response as Rock hopped off of his lap to rush back upstairs as quickly as she came down them. Fenrir cringed from worry that she would trip again but, fortunately, she made it up without any issues.

After getting the ship out of the cove, Fenrir came to the realization that he still wasn’t really being faithful to himself. He really wanted to play the game differently this time. Seriously, this time. This wasn’t supposed to be another one of those times where he told Spencer and Viktor that this would totally be different only to end up being just like every other time where he caved into their demands for violence and villainy. And to be fair, this wasn’t one of those times… yet. So far, everything that they did to get on the bad sides of others had been initiated by none other than himself. It wasn’t Spencer and Viktor starting all the trouble like usual.

“What am I doing?” Fenrir asked, leaning over the ship’s wheel.

Worry filled his mind and gut alike. After that last attempt at doxing him and the death threats that he was sent, he really didn’t feel like rising to infamy again. Yet, as much as he loved fishing, he just felt so alive and natural when he was doing the same old thing with the guys and now with Serra and Cassiel.

All he really wanted was to play the game without worrying about people taking it too seriously and potentially going after him in real life. It wasn’t fair that he had to restrict himself so much more than everybody else. He doubted that many others were getting death threats and having dox attempts made at them just because they were having fun playing games. He could understand it if he was cheating or hacking, but they never did any of that.

“What do I really want?” he asked himself. Was returning to his roots worth the risk? Wasn’t playing games all about having fun and doing whatever he wanted? There was also the problem that Spencer and Viktor didn’t care about fishing like he did. So even if he prioritized having fun living a peaceful life full of fishing, it would mean going directly against what his best friends loved to do and most likely growing some distance between them. He didn’t want that, either.

“Onii-chan, I’m detecting a lot of stress. You should wake and take a longer rest from you game so that you can properly consider all of this,” Saya chimed in.

“Thanks, Saya, but I’m fine. I’m just… kind of scared, but at the same time, it’s exciting. I think I’m just going to continue doing whatever I feel like doing at the time without trying too hard to do one thing or the other. I’m just going to be myself and screw around. Not going to be some super villain, not going to be a vigilante—I’m not going to try and avoid those either. Does that make sense? I’m just going to go with the flow. Besides, there is a virtual assistant inside of everybody’s mind who plays this. Couldn’t you just warn the authorities if anybody does anything illegal?”

“Yep! That was included in the terms of service you checked without reading all of it. It isn’t like we spy on you and send all your information to the government, but if we detect—for example—that you have memories of being a serial killer or rapist, then we alert the appropriate government agency so that they may place you on a watch list. Nothing we can give them counts as valid evidence in the court of law, but it can help prevent bad things from happening in the first place. So if anybody decides they are going to try and stalk you in real life because they want to kill you and harvest your organs—”

“That’s a bit specific.”

“Hmph, don’t interrupt me! If anybody wants to kill you and harvest your organs, we’re going to warn somebody about that intent.”

“That’s good to know. Thanks, Saya. It makes me feel a lot better.”

“No problem, Onii-chan! Now, go be yourself!”

“Aye aye.”

With Saya in his head and Rock by his side, a clear sky with a shining sun above, and a gentle breeze to fill the ship’s sails, Fenrir couldn’t have asked for better conditions to go sailing with.

The journey to the city of pirates resumed.

Fenrir got some good distance between the ship and the coast. He wanted to be able to relax and enjoy the scenery, maybe practice casting his fishing rod some more, while letting the ship just sail on its own. The more distance between the ship and the coast, the less he had to worry about accidentally beaching it on something.

“Wait, something’s wrong here,” Fenrir said, looking over the ship. Rock tilted her head while following behind him. “Emergency, Rock,” he said despite his voice not sounding too worried. “She doesn’t have a name yet. Every ship needs a name!”

Rock didn’t understand what was happening, but she was happy and wagging her tail anyways!

“Alright, let’s brainstorm. How about… The Sea Rock?” he asked, looking down at Rock. She wagged her tail and gave him a happy bark. However, he figured it was just because she heard her name. “I don’t think I’d want to be on a ship named after something that sinks to the bottom of water, actually. How about… The Penguin? Nah. I can’t double up on names like that, my TV might get jealous.”

Rock stopped paying attention and licked her paws instead.

“Should I name her something badass? She’s not quite on the same level as The Divine Citadel was, so maybe… The Divine… Shack? Yeah, she’s only a shack in comparison to The Divine Citadel, so maybe something else.”

Fenrir’s face lit up.

“I’ve got it! From now on, you’re named The Shoebill,” he declared, patting the side of the ship’s hull. “You might not be as awesome as a shoebill is yet, but you’ll get there. I’ll build you up and make you worthy of the name!”

“Aren’t you just naming the ship after a shoebill because you saw an anthropomorphized shoebill anime girl?” Saya asked.

“You’re… not wrong, but shoebills themselves are awesome. They’re like modern dinosaurs! And they make really cool noises. They’re like… the alligators of birds,” Fenrir explained.

“If you say so, Onii-chan.”

“What do you think, Rock? Isn’t The Shoebill a great name?” He crouched down to get Rock’s opinion.

Rock gave him another happy little bark and then went back to doing puppy things.

“Two against one, Saya.”

“I never said I was against it!”

“Too late, you lose, we win.”

“You know, I’m technically part you, so if you win then I also win.”

“Yeah, well, the part of you that isn’t part of me loses.”

Saya mentally facepalmed.

“The hell are you talking to yourself for, bastard?” Cassiel asked from the entrance to the cabin.

Fenrir’s ears and tail shot up as he spun around to look at her, a blush on his cheeks. He was talking out loud to Saya, but she was only talking to him in his head.

Rock hopped up and ran over to Cassiel before jumping up and down against Cassiel’s leg as if wanting to get lifted up, but Cassiel resisted.

“Ah, I was, uhh, talking to my virtual assistant,” Fenrir explained.

“You know you can do that in your head, right?” Cassiel asked in response.

“Yeah, but—you know, nobody else was here, so I figured I’d just talk normally.”

Cassiel shrugged.

Not wanting to deal with any potential awkward silence, Fenrir kept the conversation going. “What’re you doing on—oh, didn’t you say you had work yesterday? How was it?”

“I’m on to take my mind off of how shitty my shift was. That’s why I’m on, and that’s how work was,” Cassiel explained.

“Relax and take it easy then. I’ll be up here if you need anything from me,” he said, figuring that she’d rather have some space from him if she had such a bad shift and just wanted to relax.

Instead, she walked up to him and leaned over the side of the ship.

“Can I rant?” she asked.

Fenrir was surprised to hear her ask that. He really figured she’d just want some peace and quiet, and he hadn’t pegged her as the kind of girl to really talk about real life—assuming that was what she wanted to talk about. “Go for it,” he said.

“Guys are fucking assholes.”

Oh, it’s one of those kinds of rants, he thought before saying, “Yeah, we can be sometimes.”

“My boss makes me wear this skimpy shitty little thing that barely covers anything up, and then he says I’m overreacting whenever I complain about guys constantly hitting on me and trying to grope me. Like, what a fucking piece of shit. He’s lucky that I need the job or else I’d be out of there.”

Fenrir wanted to say something, but he wasn’t sure what to say. He could always try that “just listen” thing that he always heard relationships experts said to do. “That sucks.”

“And then when one of the customers finally actually stands up for me, he gets kicked out and banned from the bar. You know what’s really messed up? The bastard who screwed with me isn’t banned because my boss says that he was just drunk and ‘being a guy,’ but the guy who punched him for me is banned. I told him that he shouldn’t be banned and he said that he isn’t allowed to come back for trying to start a fight. Then he tells me the bastard isn’t banned because it would hurt the bar’s reputation.”

“That sounds really shitty. At least somebody tried sticking up for you.”

“Yeah, but it just pisses me off even more when I think about how some random guy defended me more than any of my exes ever did. Some random guy I don’t even know treated me better than every single one of those shitheads I dated, and then he gets in trouble for it. I almost wish he didn’t just so that I could think all guys are pieces of shit instead of reminding me I just make shitty decisions.”

“Sounds like you should ask him out if you ever see him again,” Fenrir teased.

She turned to look at him and glared. “Shut up, bastard. Doubt I’d ever see him again anyways. Besides, he was probably just defending me to try and get my clothes off.”

“He sounds like a pretty nice guy. He just wanted to defend your honor, m’lady. Did he tip his fedora to you after backing you up?”

To Fenrir’s surprise, he actually saw Cassiel smile and look like she was holding back a laugh.

“Shut up,” she repeated herself, her voice clearly faltering and wanting to laugh. “God, guys like that are the worst. Every single guy I meet is either some perverted asshole who wants to try and act like some dominant ‘alpha’ and thinks he’s hot shit because he knows how to flirt, or they’re spineless ‘nice guys’ who only act nice to try and get into my pants since they’re too self-conscious to just flirt with me directly, or they don’t know how to.”

“Which one am I?” Fenrir asked.

“The annoying one.”

Fenrir chuckled. “Fair enough. Anyways, I know what you mean. I cringe every single time I see guys like that. It’s like almost every guy I know thinks they have to either treat girls like shit because they ‘subconsciously like it because of evolution,’ or they put them on a pedestal and treat them like goddesses to prove that they’re more devoted than every other guy.”

“God, I know, right?”

“They don’t know that all you have to do is treat a girl like she’s just another person. If you just treat every guy and girl the same—with respect and like a normal human being, it works out better. That’s how it is with every successful relationship I know.”

“Exactly! At least one of you bastards gets it.”

“I think it’s pretty interesting to think about, though. I mean—why do guys act that way? I do think being alpha and dominant has its place, but that doesn’t mean to be an asshole. I think it’d be more fair to just say be confident instead of trying to be alpha or dominant. There are positive things to take from that sort of mindset, but also even more toxic nonsense you have to leave behind. Then you’ve got nice guys who are basically the result of romantic comedies being pumped out by the dozen every year.”

“What do romantic comedies have to do with creepy guys?”

“Think about it. How many times are the guys in romantic comedies obsessed with the girl, willing to do anything to win her over, act like borderline stalkers, act up in front of everybody and do like huge public confessions, and then win the girl? Those movies basically condition guys to act like creepy, obsessive stalkers where if they’re just persistent enough, they get rewarded.”

“…huh. Yeah, I can see your point. Shit, now I’m not going to be able to enjoy those movies anymore.”

“I didn’t think you were a romantic comedy type of girl.”

Cassiel looked at him again, this time with reddened cheeks. “I will throw you overboard if you tell anybody.”

“Tell anybody what? I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said with exaggerated confusion.

The ocean breeze brushed against Cassiel’s face, blowing her hair back and causing her to squint her eyes. The way that she raised her hand up as if to shield herself from the salty wind was the first time he saw her look so feminine, and he liked it.

“Sorry you had to deal with all of that,” Fenrir said.

“It’s fine, I’m over it now,” Cassiel replied. “Thanks for listening to me rant. I know how much you guys hate that sort of thing.”

“Nah, it’s nothing. I like talking and listening to people. You get to learn more about them that way, and the more you learn about them, the closer you can get to them. Makes relationships more personal.”

Fenrir swore he could see a slight smile on her lips, but she turned her head away before he could confirm it.

“Didn’t you go out with that deer boy? What was his name again?” Cassiel asked, now trying to continue the conversation herself.

“Yeah,” Fenrir answered. “We live a few hours away from each other. He comes and visits me twice a month to go out drinking downtown. And his name is Oleander—well, his character name is.”

“How was it? You listened to me and my shitty problems, so it’s only fair to listen to how your day was.”

“It was pretty good. I got really drunk so I can’t remember much, but I remember punching some guy in the face and then getting kicked out.”

Cassiel snapped back around to look at him. “The hell did you punch a guy for? You trying to start random bar fights?” She sounded like a scolding mother.

“Nah, nothing like that. I just remember him being an asshole to our waitress and harassing her, so I walked up and punched him. Probably should have just waited for the bouncer to do that since I’m probably banned now, but—Cass? What’s with that look?”

Cassiel didn’t realize she was blatantly staring up at his face. She just now remembered that they said they were going to The One-Eyed Pirate, and he apparently punched a guy and then got kicked out. He didn’t look anything like the guy in the bar… but there weren’t any other violent incidents at the bar yesterday.

She cursed herself for forgetting that he was supposedly going to be there. Her hatred for her job just consumed her and managed to override logical thought most of the time. Now that she got to vent her hatred out and could put the pieces together… he had to be that guy from the bar.

“You—what’s with that look?” Cassiel asked.

Fenrir didn’t realize that he was blatantly staring down at her face. He just now realized that their stories sounded almost the exact same, and knowing what he knew about that bar’s management, he began putting the pieces together. She was wearing a skimpy outfit, had to deal with asshole customers, had some guy defend her before getting kicked out, and she looked almost the exact same as his waitress did.

The two continued staring at each other, now pointing fingers at one another.

Rock ignored them to continue doing Rock things.

“You’re—” Fenrir started.

“You were—” Cassiel tried talking as well.

Both of their faces were red at that point and their jaws hung open from surprise. Rock had no idea what was going on and decided to roll around on her back a little bit to scratch an itch that her stubby little legs couldn’t reach.

“You were our waitress?” Fenrir asked.

“You were that guy who punched that bastard?” Cassiel asked in response.

They kept on talking over one another. Fenrir waited a few moments before opening his mouth to talk again and, when he finally did open it, she opened hers at the same time.

“You first!” Fenrir shouted.

“You fir— tch,” Cassiel lost. “Fine! I… don’t know what to say.”

“Yeah, I don’t really know what to say either."

The only noises to break up the awkward silence were those of the wooden hull creaking as it sailed through gentle waters.

“…Cassandra, right?” Fenrir asked.

Cassiel looked away. “Y-yeah.”

“I’m Ryouta. Only fair to give you my name if I know yours, plus we’ve already met in real life, so.”

“First Serra, now you. I thought coincidences like this were saved for movies.”

“You met her too?”

“What do you mean too? You already met her?”

“Last night was my first time seeing her in person, same as you.”

“Next thing I know and your dog there is going to be popping up at work.”

“Rock is pretty full of surprises. Anyways, sorry about causing you trouble last night.”

Cassiel turned away again. “Shut up, it’s fine. Bastard deserved it.”

Fenrir sighed. “Sucks that I’m officially banned. Always did like the drinks there, and they have some pretty great wings.”

Cassiel looked at him again, her eyes wide as if she’d just seen a ghost or had her PTSD triggered. “You… eat the wings there?”

He never saw her look so concerned before. “Please don’t say anything more than that. I don’t want to know. The way you said that makes me extremely worried.”

Rather than confirm his fears, she looked out over the water and waited for a few moments before saying, “Hey.”

“What?” Fenrir asked, his head tilted.

“Thanks for, you know.”

“Don’t worry about it. Like you said, the bastard deserved it.”

There was no way that Cassiel was going to let him see how wide she was smiling. “Change the subject already!”

Fenrir’s own smile spread across his lips. He was beginning to learn how to read her. “Fine, fine. I’ll have you be an encyclopedia instead of a waitress. Can you tell me more about the Augus Empire? You mentioned stuff like the inner circle, angels, and dragons, so I want to hear more about all that stuff.”

Cassiel slapped her cheeks to regain her composure before turning back around. “Alright. I’ll start from the beginning and give you a quick overview,” she said.

“Hang on.” Fenrir rushed below deck and came back up with a couple of empty crates. He then sat them down next to each other and sat down on the first one, patting the other to signal her.

Cassiel was happy to sit down on the seat he prepared for her. “Thanks. Now, where should I start… alright. The Augus Empire started off as the Holy Empire and was led by this guy who just wanted to roleplay like a bunch of Romans. Livia, the current empress, was his top general. She saw how incompetent he was and overthrew him, renamed the faction, organized the land and guilds, then went on to grow it into the powerhouse it is today. It’s mostly made up of humans because she’s a roleplayer at heart and thinks non-human races aren’t trustworthy. They’re allowed in, but they get treated like slaves unless they prove themselves.” And so the lecture began.

“How do they prove themselves?” Fenrir asked, playing the role of a curious student. Thinking that, though, caused him to imagine her wearing glasses and bending over in front of his desk while wielding a ruler. It was a nice thought and he was confident that she would be able to pull it off.

“Coliseum fights, usually. They either fight in the arena and prove that they’re better than everybody else, or they join the military as a slave-soldier and prove themselves during war.”

“Sounds pretty intense. It’s kind of funny how nobody would ever willingly want to basically be a slave in real life, but if it’s a game, nobody cares. Just like how people will buy houses in games and keep them super clean and decorated and stuff, but not care at all about that in real life.” He realized that he just described himself.

“People like to roleplay. Anyways, there are thousands of guilds underneath the Augus Empire’s rule. The vast majority are only given the rank of barons. Barons belong to counts, counts to dukes, dukes to kings, and then there’s finally the empress herself. With Livia at the top, there are four kings who control everybody underneath them. Tralin leads The Exiled Hammer. He’s a dwarf that got kicked out of the Conquerors of the Deep and decided to start a crafting guild over here. He’s a king of the territory near the mountains, and all guilds dedicated to crafting, gathering, and trading are under his command. He leads the economic backbone of the empire.”

“Sounds like a cliché dwarf to me. Does he have a beard?”

“Good luck meeting a dwarf who doesn’t have a beard and some bad Scottish accent.”

“What about the other three kings?” Fenrir asked, stretching out and looking over at Rock to check on her. She was in the process of rolling around a loose cannonball on the deck. Fenrir knew he should probably do something about that, but it’s not like he had a better toy to replace that with. At the very least, he probably should have told her that she wouldn’t be able to pick it up no matter how many times she tried biting it. But she was cute, so he didn’t say anything.

“Gregory leads the Farmers Union,” Cassiel started up again.

“That’s a boring name,” Fenrir said.

Cassiel laughed a bit. “I know, and he’s just as boring as the name is. I met him a few times. I know that he’s some old guy in reality and apparently manages a bunch of farms in the Midwest. Anyways, he’s in charge of the empire’s food. Most players who just want to live normal fantasy lives without fighting or any of that other stuff will join guilds underneath his command.”

“Next.”

She glared at him.

“Next, please?”

“I’m going to throw you overboard,” Cassiel said with a groan. “King Dante the Everlasting Inferno,” Cassiel paused to look at Fenrir, just knowing that he was going to have a reaction to that.

She was right. He looked as if he put every last bit of his strength into not bursting out laughing. Even Rock paused her dream of picking up the cannonball to look at Cassiel with a tilted head.

“He demands that he’s addressed that way every single time anybody talks to him. It’s fucking horrible. He’s also one of the biggest edgelords you’re hopefully never going to meet. Why are edgy guys always named Dante?” Cassiel asked. “That and Lucifer.”

Fenrir was getting closer and closer to laughing his sides into orbit.

Really not wanting to go any further into detail about the edgiest of edgelords, Cassiel sighed and continued. “He’s the leader of the… the… Dragon Lords.” She cringed and wanted to crawl into a hole just for saying that.

Fenrir, on the other hand, was suspiciously quiet. When she finally looked over at him to see his reaction, he was—well, she had never seen somebody literally rolling on the floor before while still not making any noise. Rock even rolled around next to him! She just hoped that Rock was mimicking Fenrir instead of laughing at her.

Regardless, Cassiel’s face turned pure red. “You better appreciate this. Anyways! He’s the leader of the military. Well, it’s more like he’s the second-in-command to Livia. All of the guilds focused on war and fighting are underneath his command. He works the most directly with Livia. The dragon knights are his elite followers who have all tamed dragons from the mountains and ride them into battle. Some people consider them the most elite fighting force in the game. Others consider Livia’s archangels that.”

Fenrir finally regained his composure and sat back on the crate. “Got it, got it. What about the archangels?”

“Livia’s angels, and archangels, are her personal honor guard. I was one of the newest recruits and only a few quests away from earning my wings and halo before that incident with those garlic bastards. The archangels are just veteran angels who wield holy weapons.”

“How do you get wings and a halo?”

“I don’t know. I didn’t make it far enough, and it’s kept secret.”

“Got it. What about the final king?”

“His name is Tennant. He doesn’t lead a guild himself, but he rules over all the guilds that form the empire’s outer territory. He’s basically in charge of the law, politics, foreign relations, and keeping tabs on all of the outer territories. Those are the four kings. Most guilds fall under their control and live within the inner territories, making them part of the ‘inner circle.’”

Fenrir realized something while listening to her. This was totally like expositional worldbuilding in a game or book. This would be one of those times when characters discussed information that a few lore-addicted players would care about, but most would probably be smashing whatever button was required to skip through all of the dialogue boxes.

“Thanks for all the information. So, you were close to Livia?” Fenrir asked.

“Yeah. I was almost beginning to think of her as a friend before everything happened,” Cassiel answered.

“What about the other factions?”

“I couldn’t tell you much about them. I already told you about Indra and the Goddess’s Own, you’ll be seeing the Free Sailors soon… there’s the Desert Stalkers across the ocean, but the only way to learn anything about them is to be part of them. Nobody knows where their city is, and we only know of their existence because of traders and spies from their faction. There are the Conquerors of the Deep and the Northern Wardens. Both are across the ocean and have been at war with each other since they were founded. The former is a bunch of dwarfs living in mountains; the latter are Viking elves and monsters. Can’t tell you much about them either since they’re across the ocean. Never paid attention to people talking about them. Then there are the Hermetic Scholars, but you’ll probably learn all you need to know about them when we reach the city. The only other important faction I can think of is the End Bringers.”

“Sounds like Dante has some competition.” Fenrir already wanted to laugh again.

“Yeah, Dante might be stupid and edgy, but these guys are actually scary. You don’t want to meet them if you have traumatic content enabled. There are some seriously messed up people in their ranks. They’re a really small faction, but the people who are in it are… fucked up. You’ve never seen anybody as shitty and evil as they are in other games. I wouldn’t be surprised if their leader is the descendant of some genocidal maniac. They live for the traumatic content in this game.”

“So, they’re the kind of people who get off to snuff hentai?”

Cassiel looked confused.

He said too much. She was going to catch onto how much of a weeb he is.

With a confused expression, Cassiel said, “Sure…”

The way she said that made him cringe at himself and want to hide in a hole. Even so, he still thanked her. “Thanks for the information, Miss Encyclopedia.”

Cassiel pointed at him and then pointed overboard. The threat was clear. “Consider us even for last night now.”

“Deal. Anyways, mind keeping an eye out for me up here? I’m going to go below deck and count our supplies. Seems like those pricks might have been loading up for a trade run when we stole her. Oh, by the way, she’s named The Shoebill now.”

“Who?”

“The ship.”

“You named the ship?”

“Come on, Cass. Every ship has to have a name.”

Rather than try to break the record for having a blank stare again, she just shrugged. “I’ll yell if I see anything.”

“Thanks.” With that, Fenrir went below deck where everybody else’s characters were still sleeping. Somehow, Oleander’s character had managed to crawl on top of Bonekraka in his hammock.

He decided not to question that. It made sense given who Oleander belonged to in real life anyways.

With one hammock free, he picked up Serra’s sleeping character and placed her on it so that she: one, was out of his way while he looked through everything down there; and two, because he was a gentleman.

Well, sometimes he was a gentleman.

Time for counting.

There were several heavy crates and barrels spread around. Fenrir opened up the nearest crate and found stacks of tanned animal hides in it. The next crate was full of bones, fangs, and other hard animal and monster parts. Tucked away in the farthest section were several sealed barrels. He gave them a kick to try and figure out what was inside of them. He was replied to with the sound of liquid swishing around. Whatever was in the barrels, it had to be some sort of liquid.

A few barrels with loose lids got opened up against the wall. Two of the barrels were full of what looked like red wine and the other barrel had water in it. Fenrir dipped his fingers into the water and then brought it back to his lips to lick. No salt. It must have been meant for drinking during voyages.

The rest of the crates were full of more of the same. There were a bunch of containers full of various animal and monster parts. Hopefully, they would be able to sell all of that when they reached the city.

With his task accomplished, Fenrir headed back up. However, when he saw Cassiel on her knees trying to get Rock’s attention, he decided to hide behind the wall and watch in secret.

“Come on… I’m sorry about fighting you first, alright? I thought you were a bad puppy, but now I know you’re a good puppy. You’re a good girl, aren’t you? Who’s a good girl? Whoooo’s a gooood giiiirrrlll?” Cassiel asked, her voice soft as if she was talking to a baby.

Rock turned her head up at Cassiel and went back to rolling the cannonball around the deck.

“Is it because I wouldn’t pick you up earlier? I’m sorry, but I can’t—”

“Can’t what?” Fenrir asked, now standing in view.

Without saying a single word, Cassiel stood up, drew her sword, and pointed it at him without even looking at him. “You have five seconds to throw yourself overboard.”

Fenrir placed his hands on his hips. “Or what?”

“Or I chop you up and then throw you overboard.”

Fenrir was only saved when Rock growled at Cassiel. Seeing that she just made Rock dislike her even more, Cassiel lowered her sword and head.

She was defeated.

Fenrir made eye contact with Rock and then pointed at Cassiel.

Rock understood the command and walked up to the defeated woman, sitting down in front of where she was looking to look up at her and whine with big puppy eyes.

“I don’t see anything,” Fenrir said.

“You… won’t tell the others, right?” Cassiel asked.

“Tell them about what? I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Cassiel crouched down to pick up Rock, lifting the wolf pup up and cradling her in her arms.

Rock happily licked at the woman’s face with her smooth, rocky-yet-oddly-warm tongue.

Cassiel made sure to keep her back turned to Fenrir so that he wouldn’t see the delighted expression on her face. “What did you find down there?” she asked.

“A bunch of animal and monster skins and body parts, some barrels full of liquid, some food, and then water and wine. Need a drink? We can test out how strong the wine is on you,” Fenrir suggested.

“I don’t drink.” Cassiel sounded more serious than usual when she said that.

“A waitress in a bar that doesn’t drink?”

“I… can’t drink.”

“Are you a lightweight or something?”

Her silence said everything he needed to know.

“Are you suuuuuurrreee you don’t want a drink?”

“I said no, you bastard! A-ah, sorry, I didn’t mean to shout by your ears…” she whispered, remembering that Rock was right in front of her face.

“I’m just teasing, don’t worry. I wouldn’t try pressuring you into doing anything you don’t want to do.”

“You better not.”

“I promise I won’t.”

“You better.”

“I do.”

“Good… bastard.”

Fenrir picked up a fishing rod and sat on top of one of the starboard cannons. He figured that he might as well practice and—

Then he got an idea.

One of the barrels on deck looked half full of cannonballs. Digging into it, he looked for the smallest one that he could find. When he tried feeling it up to figure out what it was made of, it just felt like rounded, smooth rock.

Perfect.

“Hey, Cass, bring Rock over here,” Fenrir requested.

Cassiel listened and walked over to him, holding Rock by the undersides of her front legs.

Rock’s tail started wagging as soon as she saw the small cannonball.

Fenrir held it close enough to Rock’s maw for her to latch onto it. This one was small enough for her to actually wrap her jaws around it, though only partially.

Rock used all of her strength to bite down on the rock. While this would normally be cringe-inducing if she had normal teeth, her teeth were made of sharp rock just as hard as the cannonball. To both Fenrir’s and Cassiel’s surprise, Rock actually managed to bite a chunk of the cannonball off and chewed it up a bit before swallowing it!

“Look,” Fenrir said, pointing to the side of Rock’s body where she was smashed with that mace during the attack on Coastedge. The chunks of rock missing from her side were regrowing before their eyes. However, they grew in darker than before. The rock now making up the spot on her side was colored the same as the cannonball.

“How did you think of that?” Cassiel asked.

“Was just a random thought I had. I was feeding her rocks as treats, so she must treat rocks and other minerals like food. So, I’m wondering… what if I phase metal into her diet?” Fenrir asked, drawing his own sword and holding it up to Rock’s mouth. She wasn’t interested. “I bet if I could somehow get her to start eating metal, she could become at least partially made out of it. Wait, we are in a fantasy setting, so what if there are like… fire stones? What if I feed her rocks of certain elements?”

“I—I guess there might be rocks like that, but I don’t know where you would find them.”

“What if I feed her something strong enough to withstand lava, and then let her drink lava? Lava is basically just melted minerals.”

“I don’t know! These are weird questions I’ve never heard of before. You can’t expect me to know everything!”

“Yeah, I guess that’s a strange question,” Fenrir said with a nod.

“I’m calling animal services if you try feeding your puppy lava.”

“Rock, want to eat lava?” he asked in an excited voice.

Rock replied with an excited bark and wag of her tail.

“Of course she’s going to want to if you ask in that tone!” Cassiel shouted.

“Two versus one. We win,” Fenrir said, leaning over so that Rock could reach his face for a lick. This put his face much too close to Cassiel’s face for her comfort.

But before she had a chance to say anything, a winged monster flew overhead and let out a strident screech.

Fenrir looked up to see what it was. “Is that… a pterodactyl?”

Rock barked up at it, but the monster clearly had no interest in her.

With red cheeks, Cassiel calmed herself to answer his question. “It’s at least modeled after one. Up north were plains and forests, but past the beach down here, it’s like a giant jungle full of dinosaur-themed monsters. There’s this huge Aztec-inspired city in the center of it that has a ton of dungeons and raid bosses in it.”

“Okay. That sounds awesome. I want to see more dinosaurs. Wait… if there are dinosaurs, are there sea monsters?”

“Of course there are. If there’re dragons, dinosaurs, and angels, why wouldn’t there be sea monsters?”

“I want to go fishing for a sea monster.”

“You—you… you what?”

“Extreme fishing for sea monsters. I want to find one and catch it.”

“Are you sure you weren’t the one punched in the head last night?”

“Cass. Rock. We’re going to go fishing for a sea monster. Maybe not yet, but eventually.”

Cassiel groaned. “I want off this ship.”

“Yeah, we’re probably going to need a bigger ship. I agree. We’ll need to get off of this one.”

“That’s not what I meant! I—” she paused to look at him, seeing a smug smile on his face.

He knew full well what she meant. He just decided to tease her about it.

Cassiel set Rock down and drew her sword once more. “Five seconds.”

After being chased around the ship by Cassiel, dodging whatever she could get her hands on to throw at him, Fenrir felt like he must have leveled up his speed and evasion.

Unfortunately, Cassiel’s ability at throwing things increased just as much as his ability to dodge them.

The two eventually settled down and collapsed on the deck. He was pretty sure that he wasn’t even that tired when running away from Coastedge the first night.

“Alright, alright, truce. Let’s call it a tie,” Fenrir offered.

Between heavy breaths and calling him a bastard, Cassiel agreed to his offer and sheathed her sword.

“How much longer do you think it’s going to take until we’re there?” he asked.

“It’s on the southern coast of this region, so… just over three days in-game if we keep this speed,” Cassiel answered.

“How long does it take to cross the ocean?”

“About the same. It’s just going to take so long to get to Port Tugator because we have to go around the coast instead of straight to it.”

Fenrir stood up and looked over to the coast. “I just realized something. How come there aren’t more coastal villages down here? We went past a few more south of Coastedge, but I haven’t seen any since crossing the strait.”

“Do you think building a small coastal town with a jungle full of dinosaur monsters right behind you is going to work very well?”

“You know, you might have a point there,” Fenrir said before stretching. “Hey, if you plan on staying on for a while, want to train? I figure that we might as well try to gain some more practice fighting—wait, do you get equal experience and skills and all of that by dueling a friend? I know it usually doesn’t count in other games unless it’s an actual enemy.”

“As long as you’re pushing yourself, it doesn’t matter who you’re fighting. Just like in real life,” Cassiel explained. “But just know that I won’t take it easy on you, and you’re not going to be able to beat me.”

“So confident in yourself. Come on, I’m sure I can win at least once.”

“So confident in yourself,” Cassiel mocked.

After finishing off the small cannonball that Fenrir gave her, Rock returned to the first ball and tried to jump up onto it to balance on it. Jumping onto it was the easy part. Staying balanced on it instead of tumbling off was not. It didn’t help that the ball was constantly rolling around thanks to the shifting ship.

Both Rock and her master trained in different ways.

Unfortunately, they both failed horribly at it.

“Told you,” Cassiel said, standing over Fenrir with her foot on his head and sword pointed down at his neck.

“How… how long was it between when you got reset and met me?” Fenrir asked. His vision was almost entirely black and he couldn’t move either of his arms.

“Seven days in real life, so two weeks in-game. I fought every monster I could find to practice on my way back to Coastedge and had duels in every town I stayed in. We’ll need to get cards when we reach the city so you can see just how far behind me you are.”

“Cards?”

“It’s a player-run way of knowing stats and skills. I’m not even going to begin trying to explain how it works. The stuff in those crates down there should be enough to pay for us to get cards.”

“I guess theorycrafters always find some way of making things boring and learning everything.”

“God, thank you, I know. Too bad that, unless you’re famous, you’re going to need a card to prove anything to anybody. I only had one because it was required to be eligible for becoming an angel.”

“Speaking of angels, how about you heal me so that I can beat you already?”

She healed him just as he suggested.

And then she wrecked him again.

And again.

He did a little bit better on his fourth try but, in the end, it was him lying face down on the deck of the ship.

“I call hacks,” Fenrir groaned.

“I call you being stupid,” Cassiel replied.

Standing up once more, Fenrir looked out to the west over the ocean. Small, desert islands devoid of anything but palm trees could be seen scattered about. Some looked fairly sizeable, but most were clearly worthless without a bottled map that had a red X on it.

“What happens when you sail to the edge of the world? Does it loop around like a real planet, or do you just fall off?” Fenrir asked.

“Nobody knows. We think there might be more continents out there, but there are huge world bosses that attack you if you try to go too far in uncharted waters,” Cassiel explained.

“So basically, to unlock more of the world, we have to either kill the bosses or find a way past them?”

“That’s what most people think.”

“Has anybody ever tried?”

“Yeah. Indra and Blackstache actually teamed up with their navies to try and take out the Southern Serpent, but Blackstache stabbed her in the back during the battle and wiped out most of her navy back then. They’ve been at war ever since, and if the two strongest navies combined couldn’t take out the boss, who could?”

“Somebody with a really big fishing rod?”

The fifth sparring bout began.

Rock barked and ran over to the stairs as they fought. When Fenrir looked over, after being healed again, he saw Serra crouching down to pick up Rock and give her some love.

“Hey, Serra. How was your date?” Fenrir called out to her.

Serra puffed up her cheeks and pouted. “It wasn’t a date. It was lunch,” she explained.

Rock barked at Fenrir as if to back her up.

“Can you believe that this bastard is the guy who got kicked out last night?” Cassiel asked, looking over at Serra.

Serra looked at each one of them, trying to figure out just how much they knew. She didn’t want to tell Fenrir about meeting Cassiel, and she didn’t want to tell Cassiel about Fenrir. Yet, it seemed like they both already knew about meeting the other last night. “He likes getting in trouble,” Serra said.

Fenrir looked at the girls. “Hey, it sounds like you’re teaming up on me. You’re supposed to be on my side, Serra! Our friendship goes back like… a whole extra day longer than yours and hers!”

“Bad dog, getting in trouble,” Serra said.

Fenrir’s ears and tail actually drooped from hearing that. “You’re on my side, right, Rock?” he asked the pup.

Rock barked at him and licked Serra’s face.

That was his sixth defeat.

“What have you been doing?” Serra asked, her voice hushed.

Fenrir noticed that she usually spoke in a softer and quieter tone when she hadn’t talked in a while. He figured that she had to warm up and get used to it each time. “Training and getting my ass beat,” he answered with a hand on the back of his head to rub it.

“I… can see that.” When Serra looked at Fenrir, she saw roughed up hair, some bloodied spots on him, and plenty of bruises.

Meanwhile, Cassiel looked untouched. If anything, Cassiel looked like she had a massive sense of smug satisfaction.

“I’m telling you, she’s hacking,” Fenrir said.

“Want to lose again?” Cassiel asked.

Serra sat down on a crate with Rock in her lap to watch the show.

Fenrir’s first attack got deflected, then his head was grabbed onto and smashed into the mast of the ship before his legs were swept out from underneath him, and then he saw Cassiel’s blade pointed down to his face with the tip of it touching his nose.

Serra clapped, clearly impressed by the other woman’s skill.

However, Fenrir felt something while fighting that time. He had been attacking with a sword the entire time but, that last time, that feral urge within him could be felt. It felt as if that urge was telling him that he was fighting wrong. “One more time,” he requested.

“Fine. I probably only have enough mana to heal you one more time after this,” Cassiel said, finishing up healing him.

He sheathed his sword and set it down by Serra.

“You already lost with a weapon. Do you really think you can beat me without one? You’re probably already more proficient at fighting with a sword than your fists anyways,” Cassiel said.

Fenrir charged at her to deliver his answer with his fists.

He had to focus more on avoiding her attacks now that he didn’t have a weapon to deflect them with. Meanwhile, that feral urge within him grew stronger by the second as he gave in to it.

“Stay still, you bastard!” Cassiel shouted, frustrated by his increased focus on speed and evasion.

There was no thought to Fenrir’s actions. All he did was go with whatever felt like the right thing to do—he worked entirely off of instinct. His head stayed low as did his tail. His attacks were not strong, but they were too fast for her to dodge, and he was constantly scanning her for opportunities.

He fought more like a wolf than a man.

With how armored she was and the height difference between them, she was only vulnerable from the neck and up. He had to figure out how to take advantage of that.

That was when perfect opportunity presented itself.

Cassiel thrust her sword forward to try and stab him! He dodged to the side, grabbed her wrist holding the sword, and held her wrist above her head while his other hand wrapped around her throat. He tried to lift her up off of her feet but wasn’t strong enough to do that yet. So instead, he pinned her back against the ship’s only mast.

Cassiel winced and glared at him. “Bastard!” She looked into his eyes and saw the feral spirit of a beast within him. She couldn’t tell if she was looking into the eyes of a man or a wolf.

That dominant look in his eyes, his bared fangs, pinning her against the mast like that and taking control from her—she enjoyed it more than she ever could have known.

As for Serra, she blushed and held her hands over Rock’s eyes.

Back to Fenrir, his face was right in front of her own as he heavily panted, trying to figure out what to do next.

Cassiel tried kneeing him, but he placed a leg between her own to keep them separated and unable to get a good hit on him. She tried pulling his hair, but he took his hand off of her throat to grab her other wrist. With each of her wrists restrained and her neck exposed, that feral instinct led his mouth right down to her neck.

Cassiel’s face grew redder by the second. She felt as if her heart was going to jump out through her chest at any moment! She felt his hot, heavy breath against her exposed neck. The warmth of his breath rolling against her skin made her want to push herself even closer to his lips.

But hesitation hit Fenrir as soon as he realized how it must look. Regaining control of his senses, he saw her tilting her head to the side as if she was willingly giving him easier access to her neck.

When she saw his hesitation, though, she realized just what exactly she was doing, put all of her strength into her right arm, and thrust her sword right through his abdomen.

Fenrir let go of her wrists and fell to his knees. He was defeated once again.

“You bastard,” Cassiel said, not able to look in his direction.

“Hey, I’m pretty sure I’m about to die here,” he said with a pained voice. “Can you heal me already?”

She kicked him for how nonchalant he sounded after all of that. “You bastard!”

She eventually healed him, but not before her heart had an opportunity to calm down.

Fenrir knew that he should probably stop Serra from playing with Rock by rolling a bunch of cannonballs around on the deck, especially since they only had a limited supply of them, but they were just too cute to stop. Serra was basically treating all of the cannonballs as if they were tennis balls, and she tried to overwhelm Rock’s ability to decide which ball to chase after by rolling a bunch of them at once!

He even saw Cassiel looking over at the two playing every now and then.

She glared at him every single time she caught him catching her.

Well, as long as Serra didn’t try throwing the balls around, he figured that it shouldn’t be a problem. He was sure she knew better than to try and toss and bounce a cannonball.

Of course, while Serra may have known that, it didn’t stop Rock from managing to coincidentally roll a ball into the back room and down the steps into the deck below.

Fenrir cringed with every crash the cannonball made as it fell down the steps.

Serra looked at him, expecting to be scolded, but she was just too cute. “Be more careful and try to stop her from rolling any back there, alright?” he said. That was all the scolding she needed.

She smiled and nodded before heading below deck to retrieve Rock and the cannonball.

When Rock was finally all tuckered out and panting from the intense play session, Serra bothered Fenrir for something to do by tugging on the back of his leather vest as he stared out to the ocean.

“What’s up?” Fenrir asked.

“I’m bored,” Serra said.

Fortunately for her, he already had an idea that he had been playing around with. “You like shooting the cannons, right?”

She nodded.

“Then let’s get you some more target practice, though I don’t think you need much of it with how awesome your shots were the other night.”

A light red took to her cheeks alongside a smile.

They moved over to the cannons. With the attack on Coastedge being over, the cannons had been placed back in their original positions to have three on each side of the ship rather than having all six on one side.

“See that island coming up?” Fenrir asked, pointing at a small, desert island off the starboard side of the ship. “Try hitting that. It’s pretty small, and we’ve got a good speed here, so you’ll have to try and time the fuse to shoot at the right moment.”

Serra looked serious and hurried to load the cannons. Fenrir planned on helping her with the loading parts, but she seemed to have it all under control.

She must have really liked pirate movies if she could do all of that so effortlessly without having much gaming experience.

They steadily approached the island. Serra stood directly behind the first cannon, looking over at the island and waiting for the perfect time to light the fuse.

Fenrir wanted to tell her to light it now, but he let her choose the right time.

The longer she waited, the harder it was to resist telling her to hurry and light the fuse.

Then she finally lit it and immediately moved to the next cannon to light that one’s fuse, and then the third cannon’s fuse followed.

A few seconds later and the cannons went off one after another!

Each cannonball tore right through the center of the island, knocking down several of the palm trees before splashing into the ocean on the other side of the island.

“You… shot right through the center of it. Great job,” Fenrir praised. She exceeded his expectations. He was glad he held his tongue and didn’t tell her when to fire. She probably would have missed if he did.

Serra looked up at him with a proud smile. He patted the top of her head a little bit as a reward, making her smile even more.

Then Fenrir felt like he was being glared at.

When he looked around, he saw Rock taking a nap and Cassiel turned around and trying to busy herself with something.

With a shrug, he turned back around to face Serra. “Alright, those were some great shots. Think you can do it again? I think we can afford to spare a few more shots, plus we can count this as training. You’ll be sinking enemy ships in no time!”

Serra was quick to nod with a slight smile before getting to work reloading the cannons.

“Hey, have you felt like you’ve—this is hard to explain, but have you felt like an internal sense of accomplishment by shooting cannons?” He had no idea how else to describe that sense of learning a skill.

“Yeah. I felt it a couple times the other night, and I just felt it again now,” Serra said as she loaded the cannons. It already looked like she could load them faster than before. “Just felt it again.”

Fenrir figured that she must be learning skills for both firing and loading cannons. What he really wanted to know, though, was whether or not that was related to some sort of generic siege weapon skill or if it only applied to cannons.

Serra fired two more volleys at small islands as they passed by. Fenrir was surprised that Rock could sleep through the cannon blasts, and he felt a jealous glare every single time he praised Serra by patting her head. Yet, every single time he looked around, he couldn’t find whoever or whatever was glaring at him.

Not wanting to shoot all of their supplies, Fenrir put a stop to Serra’s explosive fun. She was disappointed at first, but she understood.

“I had no idea you were going to love shooting cannons so much,” he said. “You also like fishing more than I thought you would.”

“I—I like making hard things shoot their loads,” Serra replied.

“Yeah, I can see that.” Wait. Wait a second. What did she just say? Fenrir thought, looking down at her only to see her looking away and quietly whistling. He narrowed his eyes as he looked at her. “What did you just say?”

“Shooting cannons is fun,” she answered.

“Right. I must have misheard you.”

Serra looked up at him. “Did you?” The look in her eyes told him that he didn’t actually mishear her.

His virgin self didn’t know how to handle this situation. Every girl he ever dated, all of which were part of online and long-distance relationships, was a prude that never even gave him a single tease of anything sexual. Yet, now when he looked at Serra, he felt like he was being teased.

He realized that he was blushing and turned away.

Normally, that was when he would try to run away as his virgin self didn’t know how to handle such situations.

But if he always did that every time he ever got teased by a girl, he was going to remain a virgin forever.

He had to man up and learn how to stand his ground. If he could stare down and shit talk the biggest badasses and strongest players of MMOs to their faces, he could try to tease a girl back.

So, with a deep breath, he tried to think of the smoothest thing that he could flirt back with.

He didn’t want to be like the annoying, virgin protagonists of the harem anime he loved watching. Those guys always had girls making obvious advancements, but never actually did anything with them. The guys just stayed virgin and dense. Sure, this wasn’t an anime, and it wasn’t like he was some protagonist of a harem, but he couldn’t help but compare himself to those guys if he ran away here.

It was time to toss aside his inner harem protagonist, and time to embrace his inner hentai protagonist.

“I’ve got a cannon with a full load that you can shoot,” Fenrir said, staring her right in the eyes as he said it. Oh god, did I seriously just say that? He instantly regretted it. The internal cringe caused him to want nothing more than to jump overboard to be devoured by sharks. He deserved it for that horrible, cringe-inducing, cheesy pickup line.

But, before he could turn himself into a meal for a sea monster, he saw Serra blushing and giggling. “Does it have an explosive finish?” she asked.

“The harder you… light my cannon, the more explosive the finish is. It can shoot a lot pretty far,” he teased back. As internally cringe-inducing as his attempt at flirting was, it made them both laugh.

“Do you get lots of target practice shooting it?” Serra giggled at her own words now.

“I do. Maybe I’ll take you target shooting sometime.”

Fenrir didn’t even think they were flirting at that point. It was more like just being silly and saying the cheesiest sexual innuendos that they could think of, similar to what he did with Oleander whenever they were screwing around.

Yet, unlike with Oleander, this conversation was actually arousing.

Going by the flushed look on her cheeks, he can’t help but think she was feeling the same way despite how horrible he was at this.

“What’s so funny? You two have been over there giggling for a minute now,” Cassiel asked.

The fact that they both blushed and looked surprised by her interruption caused her to raise a suspicious eyebrow.

Fenrir considered saying that they’re just telling some stupid jokes back and forth to one another to try and cover it up, but he didn’t want to do that. One, he didn’t want to lie. Two, he felt like that might potentially hurt Serra’s feelings if he tried to cover it up. Three, why try to cover something up that he didn’t regret doing?

“I think we’re seeing who has the cheesiest pickup line,” he explained.

Cassiel had an unexpected reaction.

She looked interested.

“This customer at work once asked me, ‘hey, do the White Russians here have your own milk in them?’ Does that count? I have to listen to horrible lines like that every day,” Cassiel said.

Serra had the most difficulty between her and Fenrir to not overly giggle. He figured she must really like horrible pickup lines.

He was going to have to look some up on the internet to memorize for her.

Now, whereas Fenrir and Serra were making suggestive lines at each other, all three of them were now thinking up whatever random cheesy pickup lines that they could. Though, all of Cassiel’s were lines that she had the misfortune of hearing people try to use on her before.

“What’s the worst pickup line a bastard ever used on you?” Cassiel asked Serra.

“One time a guy told me that he has a cannon I can shoot since he knew I like pirates,” Serra answered, flashing a quick look at Fenrir.

He felt personally attacked, but it was still funny enough to make him laugh. “Whoever he is, he sounds really bad at flirting,” Fenrir said.

“Yeah, that was really bad even by drunken customer standards,” Cassiel said.

Now he really felt personally attacked. He knew it was bad, but even worse than what Cassiel was telling them?

When the conversation ended, Cassiel explained that she had to log off to get ready for work. They said their goodbyes. Only Serra and Fenrir were left.

Given that they had nothing better to do than sailing and waiting to reach the city, the two just sat around and talked. They talked about life, they talked about any interesting movies they had seen, video games, he told her some stories about the old Divine Brigade, she told him what it was like growing up deaf, they had an argument over whether a grizzly bear or a polar bear would win in a fight, and they somehow managed to slip back into sexually suggestive flirting.

Even Fenrir picked up on the growing, sexual tension between them. It didn’t help that she was still hardly dressed, having only the bark armor he made her covering up her slender figure. They probably should have taken some more clothes from the people they killed in Coastedge.

His heart was starting to hurt from how much he liked Serra. She was already far better than every girl he had ever dated and he felt way happier with her as well. She was cute, liked spending time with him, had great hips that he wanted to hold onto, and wasn’t a complete prude like his exes were. Just the fact that she was even slightly sexually forward was enough for him to fall for her.

Wait, doesn’t that make me really virgin? he thought.

Shoving that concern aside, Fenrir had to pause their flirting and teasing so that he could steer the ship out of the way from hitting a sea stack.

They continued talking about various topics and learning more about one another after that.

It was nice to just sit back on a ship sailing the ocean and have a casual conversation. As fun as the suggestive and teasing parts were, just talking to her casually was a ton of fun on its own.

The sun finally reached the ocean to the west, letting them know just how much time passed by as they enjoyed one another’s company.

They missed the sunset the first night they played, but he wouldn’t let them miss it again.

Fenrir and Serra walked over to the side of the ship facing the sunset. “Isn’t that beautiful? I’d love to see this in real life someday,” Fenrir said.

Serra was silent.

When he looked down at her, he saw wide eyes full of amazement at what she was seeing. She looked completely enthralled by the setting sun.

He couldn’t blame her.

Would… would it be a good idea to… His mind raced with what he could do in this moment. Was there really a better time than now to try what he had in mind?

What if she reacted negatively? Couldn’t it completely screw up the friendship they had going on? The last thing he wanted to do was mess up a friendship only a few days old.

But he didn’t think he would get a better opportunity.

It was time to embrace his inner shoujo love interest.

Stepping closer to her, he wrapped his right arm around her shoulders and gently pulled her against his side. Every last ounce of his confidence was used to do that. He didn’t even have the courage to look down and see her reaction.

So, instead of seeing her reaction, he felt it. She leaned into him and rested her head against his side.

Each day for the remainder of the voyage was the same.

They ate the food and drank the water from storage, Rock was fed small cannonballs to keep her healthy, they all played whatever games they could think of from word association games to “would you rather,” and took shifts steering the ship. Bonekraka was the only one who didn’t ever log on during this time. Oleander, Fenrir, and Serra were the three who took turns steering. It was mainly left to Oleander, though.

Fenrir and Serra were physically closer whenever they were alone. Each time they watched the sunset together, they were either leaning against one another or doing the unspeakably lewd act of… holding hands.

He had no idea what their relationship was. It wasn’t something they talked about. Instead, they just enjoyed whatever it was.

As for Cassiel, she and Fenrir had sparring sessions every day.

She may have warned him against not using a weapon at first, but she didn’t do that anymore. If anything, she looked disappointed the few times he did use a sword instead of his hands.

He figured that she was getting more and more frustrated after their practice fights due to him slowly catching up and doing better against her every time.

Serra had an idea about why Cassiel seemed the way she did, but decided to stay out of it. After all, she found it fun watching Fenrir be clueless about Cassiel’s sexual frustration every time he pinned her either against the mast or down on the deck.

Besides, if Serra had to suffer from it, so did Cassiel!

All of this was but a way to pass the time until they reached the city, though. And when they finally did reach the city, it was unmistakable.

A fleet of hundreds of ships was docked outside of the city’s main harbors.

The city itself was built within a massive cove. At the entrance to the cove was a tall, round tower with dozens of large cannons on each floor of it pointed out in every direction away from the cove. Fenrir was able to count at least one hundred cannons sticking out from the tower by a quick look. He doubted that it was that effective as a defense, but the rule of cool made up for it.

Besides, as ineffective as the tower may or may not be against any proper naval invasion, the cliffs surrounding the cove featured even more coastal batteries ready to fire on any threats. Some of the cannons that he spotted sticking out over the cliffs were huge, too. They reminded him of the old cannons from World War II era battleships.

Between the fleet of ships, coastal artillery, and the tower of cannons, any naval force that got anywhere near this city was going to be utterly annihilated.

Of course, Fenrir being Fenrir, he couldn’t help but think up potential plans on how to get past all of these defenses should he ever need to. That aside, the entire crew of The Shoebill was online at once when Oleander brought the ship into port. He docked it at the first open pier that he could find where they were allowed to. It helped that the city’s government had the good idea of putting up huge signs saying “Guest Parking” by some of the piers. Sure, it might have taken away from the seriousness of pulling into a huge and epic pirate city, but it was too helpful for them to complain about.

Fenrir and Bonekraka tied the ship to the dock. Rock was the first one to excitedly run off of the ship and onto the pier.

“We’re finally here! Just look around—this place is awesome. I bet you feel at home here, Serra,” Fenrir said. When he looked back at her, her eyes might as well have been shining as brightly as stars from how excited she looked.

Cassiel was less impressed. “Great, now I get to be surrounded by drunken wannabe pirates both at work and in-game,” she groaned.

“I want to see bar,” Bonekraka said.

“Same! I want to hang out with a bunch of big, burly pirate men,” Oleander said, clinging to Bonekraka’s arm. He got shaken off almost immediately.

“Alright, well, just remember where we’re docked and we can all meet back up here later after exploring a bit. Sound good?” Fenrir asked them. There weren’t any complaints.

Before Fenrir could go anywhere, a crewmember from the ship docked across from them asked, “Hey, you entering the fishing tourney?”

Fenrir’s ears perked up.

Did somebody say fishing tournament?
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“No,” Bonekraka said, being the first to shoot down Fenrir’s hopes and dreams.

“Come on! A fishing tournament! That sounds like tons of fun!” Fenrir tried winning the orc over, but he knew that just words would never work.

“Sorry, Fenny, but I’ve spent enough time on ships and that boat. I want to actually do other things, too,” Oleander said.

“I can’t really see myself having any fun with that either,” Cassiel joined in.

The only ones to not immediately dismiss Fenrir’s interest in the tournament were Rock and Serra. Even so, the majority was against him. He wasn’t so selfish that he would try and demand them to follow along, either.

“Alright. I’ll try learning if there’s entry for individuals instead of just crews,” Fenrir said with a bit less excitement than before. From what he overheard from the two discussing the tournament on a pier, it was a massive tournament where crews manning ships competed against one another in various fishing-related objectives. It sounded like an insane amount of fun to Fenrir, but he realized that nobody else matched his interest. “Wait, before we split up, we should sell the cargo and split up the profit. That way we actually have some spending money.”

The party agreed.

Fenrir hid how disappointed and stupid he felt for getting so excited about the tournament. He got way too far ahead of himself way too quickly. The moment he heard about it, he was already imagining himself and the rest of the party out sailing on their ship fully decked out in fishing equipment.

But this outcome always happened. It was what happened ever since he was a kid and would likely continue to always happen. What he wanted to do was just always so different from what everybody else wanted to do. Sure, the stars aligned occasionally to let everybody want the same thing, but that was rare.

He was just always doing what everybody else wanted to do when it really came down to it. Spending time with his friends doing what they wanted to do was more important than selfishly pursuing his own interests alone.

There was no point in worrying about it anymore. He wasn’t even sure why he was so upset about it in the first place.

The damn cork must have been loosened a bit from not paying attention to the bottle in a while. Things had just been going too well lately. He couldn't always get his way and do exactly what he wanted. To expect that was just selfish. He already felt guilty just for being upset about them all shooting down the tournament. They were playing a game. Games were meant for everybody to have fun. He had his fun, so now it was time to let everybody else have theirs. As long as his friends were happy, he was sure that he would be happy.

As for the cargo, Oleander took charge. Bonekraka and Fenrir moved all the cargo up onto the pier while Oleander gathered information from anybody he could. He knew how to get information out of people better than anybody else there. Whether it was because his targets wanted to get rid of him or wanted to do other things to him, he almost always got his way.

By the time Fenrir and Bonekraka finished bringing up all the crates and barrels, Oleander already had an interested merchant inspecting the goods that were brought up first.

“This everything?” the merchant, a rather chubby looking man wearing fancy clothes, asked.

“Yup! Only thing not included is me, unfortunately,” Oleander teased.

“Hmm. What’s in the barrels?”

“Do you really have to ask that?”

“Of course I do. Why would I buy something that I don’t know anything about?”

“Alright, let me whisper it to you,” Oleander said, standing up on his tiptoes to whisper into the merchant’s ears.

Whatever Oleander was saying, it put a huge grin on the merchant’s face. “I think I’m interested in buying. How does twenty-three gold sound?” the merchant asked.

“Thirty,” Oleander replied, his voice more serious than before.

“Twenty-four.”

“Twenty-seven.”

“Twenty-five.”

Oleander paused to “think” about it for a few moments before saying, “Fine, deal!”

The merchant clapped his hands together before shaking Oleander’s. Oleander had twenty-five gold coins in his hand when he pulled it back. “I’ll have my men come over and take all of this away from you. Thank you for the business,” the merchant said.

“No problem!” Oleander turned back to the rest of the crew with a smug satisfaction.

“What’d you say was in those barrels?” Cassiel asks.

“An aphrodisiac extracted from monsters in the north and diluted into water. I told him that any girl who drinks it will screw him,” Oleander explained.

Cassiel tilted her head. “He… he bought that? The game… doesn’t even let stuff like that happen, I’m pretty sure.” The rest of them looked dumbfounded as well. “Not to mention… what kind of asshole would actually want that to be real?”

“Look at him. He’s gross looking and he was totally checking you two out the whole time,” Oleander said to Serra and Cassiel. “I doubt he gets any girls himself, and the way he looks so flashy means that he’s willing to flaunt his wealth and likely has more of it than he knows what to do with, so he was an easy target.”

“Do you have any idea what was really in the barrels?” Fenrir asked.

“I’dunno. Probably just more booze or something,” Oleander said.

“What are we going to do if we get in trouble and he comes looking for his money back?”

“We’re in a pirate city, aren’t we? It’s his own fault for being stupid if he gets scammed.”

“I have no idea how somebody like him could be wealthy if he gets scammed so easily.”

Oleander shrugged. “Doesn’t matter now! Here.” Oleander split the gold coins up to give each party member five coins. “I figured that getting twenty-five coins would make it easier since somebody,” he looked at Bonekraka, “hates when payouts aren’t even.”

Bonekraka snorted and grumbled. He really was beginning to act more and more like an orc.

“Alright, good job, Olly. Let’s split up now,” Fenrir said.

With that, the group split into two. Oleander and Bonekraka left to find a bar to have some fun in. Fenrir, Cassiel, and Serra looked for some new clothes. As much as Serra didn’t mind wearing only bark armor around the group, being in a city full of players everywhere she looked was incredibly embarrassing. It was only made worse by the fact that there were plenty of men and women alike checking her out as they walked.

She wondered just how many of the girls they passed by were actually girls.

“Man, this city is huge,” Fenrir said. There were buildings going as far inland as they could see climbing up along the cliffs, huge taverns full of life, ships constantly going to and from the docks, and more. “I wonder how many people are here right now.”

“Probably at least a few hundred thousand. It’s one of the biggest cities in the game, so it’s going to be full of players. That’s not even counting the NPCs,” Cassiel answered.

“You’d never see this many people living near the ocean in real life anymore. By the way, how do NPCs work in this?”

Serra listened in while holding Rock. They didn’t trust Rock to not run off alone somewhere in a city that was full of distractions. Serra also occasionally looked up at Fenrir with concerned eyes. She could tell that he was hiding something, but she didn't know what. Something just felt… off from the way that he was talking. It was like he was forcing himself to put on a smile and happy voice.

“You know the saying ‘if you build it, they will come?’ Well, it basically works like that. If a bunch of players settle down anywhere, NPCs will come and want to move in as long as there are houses available. Sometimes they’ll even build their own,” Cassiel explained.

“Where do they come from, though?” Fenrir asked.

“Nobody is really sure. Some have been tracked moving between cities, but most just… appear. The theory is that they appear the same way monsters and animals do. The overseer decides when and where some NPCs should pop up and brings them to life. It’s something the virtual assistants won’t ever say anything about, so it’s either secret or would be immersion-breaking to officially explain it.”

“I see, thanks.”

“Got any more questions to harass me with?”

“What is the meaning of life? What does the number forty-two really mean? What—”

Cassiel pointed her sword at him.

“Oi! No fightin’ within city limits!” a nearby guard shouted and rushed over.

“Don’t worry, we’re just friends messing around.” Fenrir covered for her as she sheathed her sword. “Oh, and we’re new here. Are there any rules we should know?”

The guard looked them over. “Yeah, some. No fightin’, no cheatin’ or scammin’, and be respectful,” the guard explained.

The group blinked their eyes. Even Rock looked confused.

“This… that sounds like some weird rules for a pirate city,” Fenrir said.

“Stereotypin' is the opposite of bein’ respectful,” the guard said with his arms crossed over his chest.

“Just—just to be absolutely sure, you’re not screwing around with us or anything, right?”

“You think I take my job lightly? Of course I’m not screwin’ around with you. You asked me a question, and I answered it honestly! That’s how we do things around these parts!”

Fenrir whispered to Cassiel, “I thought these guys were pirates?”

“I—I’ve never met them myself and only know stories about them,” Cassiel whispered back.

Looking the guard over, Fenrir saw a patch on his shoulder with a skull that had a black mustache and a striped flag with stars on it behind the skull. He also had on an open leather vest, loose pants, and had a scimitar strapped to his side. He undoubtedly looked like a pirate.

“So the pirates here are like… lawful pirates?” Fenrir asked, trying to make sense of things.

“We’re Blackstache’s pirates, and that’s all that matters,” the guard answered.

“Alright, and Blackstache—he’s a lawful pirate?”

“Aye.”

This Blackstache figure must have been a pretty damn great leader to have all of these wannabe pirates whipped into behaving, Fenrir figured. “Alright, thanks. We’ll be on our best behavior.”

The guard nodded and headed back to his post.

“What if we get in trouble for Olly scamming that merchant?” Serra asked quietly enough for the guard not to hear.

“I don’t think we need to worry about that. It sounds like he wouldn’t be allowed to try and track us down to attack us, and if he reports us, he’ll have to explain that he was buying something which would basically let him date-rape girls. I doubt the guards would be kind to him if they’re the lawful types,” Fenrir explained.

“These pirates are boring.”

“Yeah, I really wasn’t expecting them to be so… good. I wish I could see how disappointed Olly is when he realizes they’re not a bunch of rough pillagers.”

“I—I don’t understand,” Cassiel cut in. “That’s what everybody always says about them and why everybody is at war with them.”

“Does the Augus Empire do a lot of work with that Indra person?” Fenrir asked.

“Yeah, they do. They’re allies right now.”

“There you have it. You were always a part of the Augus Empire, and they’re friends with Indra, so I doubt Indra wants anybody thinking that her most hated enemy is full of a bunch of goody-two-shoes.”

Cassiel looked as if she just learned that everything she knew was a lie.

“You aren’t that good with political stuff, are you?” Fenrir teased.

She went to draw her sword, but remembered what the guard said. So instead, she crossed her arms over her breastplate and huffed.

The search for new clothes continued.

“I just hope Bone and Olly don’t get in trouble. If they’re expecting this place to be full of raunchy and rough pirates… it’s not going to end well for them,” Fenrir said to the girls.

“We’ll back them up if anything happens,” Serra said with a thumbs-up.

“You’re getting pretty confident there. What, do you plan on firing a bunch of cannons into the city to help out?”

“We’ll steal those big ones on the cliffs.”

Fenrir had to stop and look at her. He was worried that he and the other guys were beginning to rub off on her. Sure, he was proud of her for having no issue with causing the mass destruction of a city, but he was worried that the fire within her was going to grow uncontrollably.

She reminded him of himself when he was younger.

He gave her a thumbs-up. “That’s what I’m talking about.”

Cassiel facepalmed. “Can we not be on the run from two of the biggest factions in the game, please? I’m fine with just running away from one of them.”

“You got it, Cass Cass,” Fenrir said.

“Wh-what? Cass Cass? What kind of—what kind of idiotic name is that?”

“I think it’s pretty cute. What do you think, Serra?”

“Cass Cass is cute,” Serra agreed, giving Cassiel a thumbs-up. Even Rock looked like she agreed with them!

Cassiel blushed even more as she tried telling Serra not to agree with him.

It’s nice to see them getting along, isn’t it? Fenrir thought to Saya.

“It is, Onii-chan! They’re fun to watch,” Saya said, her voice ringing within his mind.

Glad to hear you’re enjoying yourself up there still. I’m sure being stuck in my head is just horrible.

“I know you’re being self-depreciative for the sake of humor, Onii-chan, but it really is horrible.”

You’re not supposed to agree with me.

“I know, but it’s better for comedic effect if I do!”

“What’re you spacing out for?” Cassiel asked Fenrir.

“Sorry, was talking with my virtual assistant,” he explained. Switching back to his thoughts, he thought, Talk to you later, Saya.

“Have fun!” Saya replied.

“Anyways, looks like there’s a clothes shop up there, so let’s go,” Cassiel pointed, leading the way up a paved, dirt road. The building she pointed at had glass windows with rows of clothes visible behind them.

The trio plus Rock made it up to the shop. When they tried walking in, one of the assistants rushed up to block Serra from coming in with Rock.

“No animals allowed inside!” the assistant shouted.

“She’s made out of rock, don’t worry. She won’t shed or anything like that, so she won’t be getting hair on anything,” Fenrir explained, assuming that was why the assistant was upset.

“No animals!” the assistant repeated.

Serra pouted since she was the one still holding onto Rock.

“Here,” Fenrir said, stepping back outside to take Rock from Serra’s arms. “I’ll wait out here. I don’t need new clothes anyways.”

“I’ll be quick, sorry,” Serra said.

“Don’t apologize, you didn’t do anything wrong. And take your time.”

The assistant stepped aside, letting Serra inside with Cassiel.

Fenrir caught Cassiel looking back at him through the entrance. She actually looked like she felt bad. “Cass Cass is such a tsundere, isn’t she?” he asked Rock.

Rock barked and licked his face.

Inside, Cassiel looked through various rows of clothes trying to find a good outfit for Serra. Despite this being a fantasy setting where technology was clearly not up to par with reality’s, there were still many similarities. It looked just like the inside of a clothing store in reality. There were metal racks running throughout the store with clothes hanging from them on display, lights hanging from the ceiling, tall mirrors to check themselves out in, and even changing rooms! Of course, they were all done in such a way that they still had a sort of fantasy aesthetic about them.

“How about this?” Cassiel asked, holding up a frilly, pink dress.

Serra looked very unimpressed.

“What’s wrong with it?”

“Too girly,” Serra replied.

“Haah? What do you mean it’s too girly? I think it looks—” Cassiel stopped herself when she saw how Serra was looking at her. “Wh-what?”

“I didn’t think you were into girly things, Cass Cass.”

“Shut up! You’re a girl too, so—so…”

Instead, Serra picked up what looked similar to a pirate’s jacket and a cape. Cassiel had no idea where she was going with that. Serra then picked up a few more things before heading into the dressing room in the back. A minute later and she came out with not only a jacket on that didn’t even fully close over a white and short dress, but a cape that hung over her right shoulder and back, a cap that looked like it was going to slide off from the top of her head at any moment since it just sort of sat on the very top of her head rather than being pulled down around it, and a red scarf hanging down over her dress. To top it all off, she was wearing thigh highs that stopped low enough to show just the right amount of bare thigh between where they stopped and where her dress began. There was even a completely unnecessary belt over her jacket to complete her busy, anime-esque look.

Despite the very… unique look, Serra looked incredibly pleased with herself. She had a satisfied smile and bright eyes, looking to Cassiel waiting to be complimented. “It looks… complex,” Cassiel said. Serra looked unimpressed with her again. Cassiel felt as if Serra must have thought she was the most boring person alive to be getting stared at like that.

“You look great!” the shop’s assistant said.

Cassiel glared at the assistant. If the assistant was that happy, it meant Serra’s choices must be expensive.

“That’ll be three gold and twenty silver!”

Cassiel's jaw dropped.

“Hey, she didn’t say that she’s buying. And what's up with that price?! There better be some great bonuses built into those if—" Cassiel started talking but stopped when Serra happily handed over four of her gold coins.

“I’ll be right back with your change!” the assistant said. They came back with eighty silver coins. Serra took them and shoved them into her new jacket’s pocket.

With a happy skip in her step, Serra went outside to show off to Fenrir.

The assistant looked at Cassiel with an annoying smile. Cassiel wanted to punch them. Or cut them. Either worked. But with a defeated sigh, Cassiel followed after Serra rather than inflict any harm upon the assistant.

“Woah, Serra, you look awesome!” Fenrir looked ecstatic with Serra’s style. “You look cool! Like, you look cute and feminine still, but you also look badass! A hat, a jacket and cape, thigh highs—you’re like,” she was just like an anime girl, but he wasn’t going to say something as cringy as that, “you’re just awesome.”

Serra’s smile practically reached from ear to ear.

Cassiel didn’t get it. She didn’t get the appeal in wearing such a complex, confusing outfit with a bunch of unnecessary parts that did nothing other than cost more money. She was even more surprised when Serra looked back at her with a smug smile. It just made Cassiel’s jealousy over Fenrir’s praise even stronger!

“She gets it, you like how she looks,” Cassiel interrupted him.

That was the wrong move.

Fenrir looked up at her with a knowing smile.

She just gave away how jealous she was.

“Don’t worry, Cass Cass, you look pretty cool too. You might not have a hat or cape, but you’re still our badass tsun,” he said.

“The hell does ‘tsun’ mean?” Cassiel asked. They could tell they were getting to her from how flustered she sounded.

“Tsundere,” Serra said, nodding her head.

“Wait, you know what that is?” Fenrir asked, looking down at Serra.

“Did research.” Serra nodded. “It helped me pick these clothes, too.”

“So you… purposely made yourself look anime?”

She nodded.

“Why?”

She blushed and looked away.

“I asked a question, you know!” Cassiel shouted at them and stomped her foot.

“Right, sorry. Anyways, it means you act cold to people and then warm up after you get to know them,” Fenrir explained.

Cassiel calmed down. “Yeah, I guess that explains me.”

Fenrir blinked a few times. “Never thought you’d admit it so easily.”

“Why wouldn’t I? Unless it means something you’re not telling me, it just sounds like my personality.”

“I… guess without the usual context it’s used in, you wouldn’t really understand why it’s surprising.”

“And what’s the usual context exactly?”

“Uhh, don’t worry about it,” Fenrir said, scratching his forehead.

“Anime,” Serra answered for him.

“The hell is anime?” Cassiel asked, dealing damage to Fenrir’s psyche.

“Japanese cartoons.”

Serra’s answer made Fenrir want to cringe and dealt critical damage to his psyche. Whatever research she did, she clearly didn’t do enough to know to never call anime cartoons. At least she didn’t call them Chinese cartoons. That meme was just the worst.

“Whatever. Let’s get some cards,” Cassiel huffed.

Serra and Fenrir looked at each other. They didn’t say anything, but they came to the mutual conclusion that they might have teased her too much. She seemed actually upset, not just playfully upset.

Cassiel was already storming off without checking to see if they were keeping up with her.

Serra ran up to her and walked by her side. “Thanks for trying to help me with clothes,” she said.

“Haah? It’s not like you liked my choices anyways, so I don’t know why you’re thanking me. I didn’t help at all,” Cassiel replied.

“We have different tastes… but I still appreciate you for wanting to help me. Thanks.”

Cassiel glanced down at Serra with a bright blush on her face. “Shu—… you—you’re welcome.” Her voice grew hushed for that last part.

Fenrir couldn’t hear what they were saying but, going by how Cassiel’s posture was more relaxed and Serra’s thumbs-up to him, he knew that the situation was better now. “It really is nice to see them getting along,” he said to Rock.

Cassiel had to stop and ask a guard for the location of a Hermetic Scholars office. She was sure that there would be one there since they were almost everywhere but, since this was her first time actually visiting the city, she had no idea where it was.

Fortunately, there was a guard able to point them in the right direction.

Fenrir and Serra had no idea what to expect as they stood outside of the large building. There was nothing remarkable about it other than its sheer size with a caduceus symbol on each wall around the front entrance.

“Cass Cass, I have a weird feeling about this. Why won’t you tell us what these guys are like?” Fenrir asked.

“Seeing for yourself is a rite of passage,” Cassiel answered. She already accepted her new nickname. “You two first.”

Fenrir and Serra looked at each other, nodded, and went inside.

“Welcome, welcome!” a short… creature, man, thing said with exaggerated hand movements as he talked. He had the upper body of a goblin and the lower body of a cat. He walked on two feline legs with a swishing tail behind him. He also wore a monocle.

Neither Fenrir nor Serra had any idea what this thing was supposed to be.

“Welcome to the Hermetic Scholars office of Port Tugator! What can we do for you today? Would you like to get your cards updated? No, I don’t recognize your faces. Are you new here? Do you need cards? Do you have any questions you want to ask? Ah, I know! You must—”

Fenrir cut the creature off. “We’re uhh, just here for cards, I think.”

“Splendid! Are all three of you looking for one?”

“What are they… good for?” Serra asked, partially standing behind Fenrir.

“Great question!” the creature exclaimed. “They’re a form of identification! You can rest assured that our cards are impossible to replicate, so presenting your card to anybody is a great way of proving your identity. There are many guilds that will not accept your application unless you have a card to prove who you are, tournaments such as the upcoming fishing tournament won’t allow you to register unless you have one,” suddenly, Fenrir found that getting a card wasn’t as boring and pointless as he assumed it would be, “and they are a great way of keeping track of your growth!”

“I—I don’t think I need one,” Serra said.

The goblin-cat looked as if he was about to toss her another sales pitch, but Fenrir spoke up before he had the chance to. “I’ll get one.”

“Me too,” Cassiel said.

“Splendid! That’ll be five gold each,” the cat-goblin said.

Fenrir had no idea whether five gold was a lot or not, so he agreed to the price without worrying about it.

Good thing Oleander bargained for twenty-five gold.

Cassiel handed over her coins as well.

“Splendid! Though, I’m sorry, but I’m the only one currently available, so I will have to help you both. We would normally have multiple assistants on to help all of our clients, but the other one scheduled to help me today met an… accident recently,” said the cat-goblin.

“What kind of accident?” Fenrir asked. The man’s tone made Fenrir too curious to resist prying.

“Oh, it’s nothing. She was just trying to combine a monkey with a pig and ended up with very… explosive results.”

“…right. So, how does this whole card thing work?”

Fenrir had his doubts about whether this whole thing was safe or not now. He didn’t even want to question the purpose behind trying to combine a monkey and pig.

“Come with me! Ah,” the cat-goblin paused to look at Serra, “you can come along. I won’t be giving you a card, but you are welcome to stay with your friends.”

Serra smiled. At least the creature-thing was friendly.

“What’s your name?” Fenrir asked.

“Ah! My apologies, I never gave my name. You may call me Thelmes,” the cat-goblin, Thelmes, answered.

Thelmes then led them into the back of the building where there were several hallways leading to a variety of closed rooms. At the end of the hallway, they saw what looked like the aftermath of an explosion as the brick wall was covered in scorch marks.

Seriously, why a monkey and pig? Fenrir thought.

“In here first!” Thelmes said, leading the trio into the first room. It looked pretty ordinary inside of it. There was a desk with a chair on the other side of it, a few chairs on their side, and a cabinet full of folders and boxes. “Please, take a seat.” Thelmes pulled out the chairs on their side of the desk before heading over to the other side of it. He then hopped up onto a stool, pulled a box out of the cabinet, and sat down on his own chair. “Oh, your companion there,” Thelmes pointed at Rock, “is it a combat companion or just a pet?”

“She helps me fight, so a combat companion?” Fenrir wasn’t sure.

“Splendid! I’m supposed to charge extra for pets, but since I’m the only one able to help you both, it will be free of charge to make up for the inconvenience.”

“That’s nice of you, thanks. Does she get her own card?”

“She does! It will be less detailed than yours since she seems to only be a tier one companion, but it will still have her stats and skills listed on it.”

“So, skills—there are skills for everything, right? Are these cards going to have every skill we have on them?”

“Oh, no. Sorry, but we can only measure combat skills, and there are just so many potential skills that we will only test for the ones that you are interested in checking.”

“Makes sense.”

“Splendid! Now then, your names?”

Thelmes went through some basic information for Fenrir, Rock, and Cassiel. Going through one of them at a time, he took a blank, copper tablet the size of a business card and used magic to “carve” information into it. When Fenrir told the cat-goblin his name, magic etched the name “Fenrir” into the appropriate field on the tablet. Thelmes also asked for: the real-life date that the character was created on, any possible guild or faction affiliations, and his main interest gameplay-wise. Naturally, Fenrir told him that fishing was his main interest.

“For sport, or gathering?” Thelmes asked.

“Uhh, both? Maybe?” Fenrir answered.

It was put down on the tablet as “Interest: Fishing [S/G].”

He then went through the same questions for Cassiel. She answered “general” for her main interest.

Rock got a unique set of questions. “What is its name?” Thelmes asked.

“Her name is Rock,” Fenrir answered.

“Splendid! A very fitting name, if I do say so myself. How did you acquire her?”

“Uhh, she was just a pet rock at first that was really useful for some basic crafting and fighting when I first started playing and didn’t have anything yet, and then when Ca— when somebody almost killed me, the rock turned into Rock and defended me.”

“Hmm. Sounds to me like she is a tier zero artificial companion then.”

“What’s that mean?”

“Being an artificial companion means that, through one way or another, you formed a deep bond with an inanimate object which then magically brought it to life and gave it a form you would subconsciously desire the most. You said she was just a pet rock before, so given that she now has the shape of a dog, I am assuming you have or had a pet dog in reality? Either that or you have always wanted a pet dog.”

“Yeah. Had one.”

Cassiel and Serra looked over at Fenrir when they heard his somber tone. Rock even leaned up to lick his face, cheering him up instantly.

“Being tier zero simply means that she is currently in her weakest form. She will grow larger and stronger over time, and when she does, she will reach higher tiers of strength and skill. Her appearance may also change over time. I have one client who first came to me with a sword that got turned into a parrot, and over time, the parrot evolved into a harpy! Needless to say, she had very, very sharp claws.”

“I’m fine with Rock staying a cute pup forever,” Fenrir said, petting Rock’s head.

“Splendid. Now then, may you please lean over the desk so that I can reach your foreheads?”

“Uhh, sure.” Fenrir was the first to lean over and offer his forehead.

Thelmes placed one hand on his forehead while keeping the other on the tablet. “Hmm, hmm… I see, I see… negative thirteen! That isn’t very good, but it isn’t enough to get you kicked out of the city,” Thelmes said as a “-13” popped up on Fenrir’s tablet next to where it said “Standing.”

“What’s that mean?”

“Your ‘Standing’ is how ethical you are. We measure your conscious for this. Deeds such as stealing, killing, engaging in traumatic content with other players, and so on will decrease your Standing while doing good deeds will increase it.”

Fenrir looked over at Cassiel and saw her trying not to laugh at him.

By Fenrir’s logic, he totally deserved to get positive points for killing all those pricks. Though, he did steal their ship and burn down their village as well. They probably weren’t all bad, either, maybe.

Oh well.

Thelmes measured Cassiel’s Standing next.

“Ooh, negative twenty-three… you better be careful. Two more and you won’t be allowed back until it improves,” Thelmes said.

“Wha… haah? Negative twenty-three? You’re kidding me, right? There’s no way that I’m that low! I used to have eighty!” Cassiel complained.

“Have you been reset? If you were, like everything else, it gets reset to zero. Either that, and you have made some bad choices since then, or you have certainly fallen from grace!”

“Tch.” Cassiel grinded her teeth, wanting to strangle the cat-goblin-thing in front of her.

Fenrir sensed her desire to abuse the cat-goblin and called her out on it. “This is why you’re negative twenty-three.”

Cassiel glared at him with the intent to kill now. “You’re lucky I don’t want it to go down anymore.”

Serra giggled as she watched them.

“Are you interested in learning yours? I won’t be putting it on a card, but I can still tell you what you are at,” Thelmes offered to Serra.

Fenrir and Cassiel both looked at her with curious eyes. She couldn’t exactly say no when they were looking at her like that.

“Sure,” Serra said.

Thelmes eyes went wide when he read her.

“It’s… a good thing this isn’t being placed on a card. Just what did you—never mind, I don’t want to know. It’s better for us both if you don’t tell me.”

Serra tilted her head. “What is it?”

“Negative thirty-one.”

Cassiel looked just as surprised as Thelmes did.

“I guess basically blowing up an entire village does that,” Fenrir said.

“Please don’t tell me anything else regarding her score,” Thelmes requested.

Serra looked worried. However, when she saw Fenrir looking at her with a proud smile, her worried frown turned into a satisfied smile.

“Good job,” Fenrir said with a thumbs-up.

Rock’s Standing score was a positive five. Naturally, Rock was a very good girl. Sure, she might have attacked other players, but she was only doing it to be a good girl! Rock’s supreme goodness was rewarded with a score fitting for a good girl.

“That’s my good girl,” Fenrir praised her before Thelmes led the group into the next room.

Inside of the room were several odd constructs. There was a punching bag that looked like it was made out of slime, a simple golem made out of rock, and a pair of cuffs on a table that looked like they were supposed to measure somebody’s blood pressure.

“These will measure your average Strength, Health, and Mana. Please step forward in front of the punching bag when you are ready,” Thelmes explained.

Fenrir stepped up first. “Alright, now what?” he asked.

“Now, punch it as hard as you can ten times.”

Fenrir followed the cat-goblin’s instructions and punched the slimy punching bag. Every single punch had the entirety of his strength poured into it, yet he barely managed to push into the slime with his attacks. He didn’t know if it was just more resistant than it looked or if he was incredibly weak.

After the tenth punch, the goblin placed a hand inside of the slime and wore a focused expression on his face. “Hmm. I see. Hmm, hmm… alright, you did an average of seven damage per punch. That puts you at E for Strength, but don’t worry! If you’re a new player, then having such a low score is to be expected.”

Fenrir didn’t have to look at Cassiel to know how she was looking at him. At least Serra was there to pat him on the back in consolation.

Cassiel was up next.

“Splendid! Thirteen damage per punch will put you at D for Strength.”

Cassiel looked disappointed in herself even though she was still stronger than Fenrir.

“How can you tell how much damage we did?” Fenrir asked.

“Everybody is always curious about our methods,” Thelmes said. “Without going into too much of the boring details,” Cassiel let out a sigh of relief, “we have assigned a health pool of five-hundred to this crafted device. We cannot tell exactly how much health it has, of course, but we are able to detect a rough… percentage of its condition. It takes a bit of guesswork and experience, but essentially, it comes down to the fact that you reduced its health by what I am estimating to be fourteen percent. That would put the device at four hundred and thirty health, and with ten punches, that puts your damage at seven on average.”

Serra looked like the only who completely understood what Thelmes said. Both Fenrir and Cassiel looked lost.

“For your companion, just hold her up and command her to bite it ten times.”

Since Serra was already holding Rock again, she held Rock up near the bag. Rock didn’t wait to be commanded and began chomping into the slime. She made a disgusted face every single time since she kept getting slime stuck in her mouth, but that didn’t stop her from following the others. When she was done, she shook her head and did her best at spitting out all of the slime.

“Splendid! Companions are always such a lovely surprise to measure. She performed an average of twenty-two damage per bite which will put her in the upper half of D for Strength.”

Cassiel and Fenrir both looked over at Rock with surprised expressions. “Good girl,” Serra said, giving Rock a few pats on the head.

Fenrir looked at the cards now. There was a spider chart on the right side of the cards with the first stat being labeled “Strength,” and his chart barely showed the graph reaching toward the stat.

The Health measuring was just as simple but reversed from the first test. Rather than punch something over and over again, they were the ones getting punched. Fortunately, it was by a weak golem that, according to Thelmes, only did one damage per hit. “I see, I see. Hmm. Splendid! You have roughly one hundred and thirty-seven Health, which is good growth for a new character! Everybody starts off at one-hundred, so to gain thirty-seven more points in a week is great growth! However, I am concerned about the sort of situations you are putting yourself in to gain so much Health so quickly.”

“I get beat up a lot,” Fenrir said as the number “137” appeared at the top left of the card underneath his name.

Cassiel only had one-hundred and twenty-nine health. It made sense when Fenrir remembered what Saya said about getting hit a lot to increase Health. Cassiel was a great fighter and capable of dodging almost all of his attacks, so she had fewer chances for her body to grow used to being injured.

As for Rock… Fenrir expected it since Rock was made out of—well, rock, but he didn’t think it would be so high. Rock’s Health was approximately one hundred and eighty-four. “Having an artificial companion made out of such a sturdy material certainly pays off!” Thelmes said.

Finally was the Mana test. Fenrir placed his arms in the cuffs which strapped him down to the table and drained him of all his innate mana. “Not interested in magic?” Thelmes asked.

“Not really,” Fenrir answered.

A “100” appeared next to Fenrir’s Mana on his card. Cassiel got one hundred and sixty-one, and Rock got one hundred just like her owner.

Thelmes then led them into the next room, though it looked like a long hallway that looped around in a circle rather than a traditional room.

Do hallways technically count as rooms? Fenrir thought. They were indoors and surrounded by walls, a floor, and ceiling. He didn’t know if a hallway technically counted as a room, but it met all the same conditions, so it counted. Wait, not all hallways have roofs. What if it’s an outdoor hallway? Do alleyways count as hallways?

Thelmes took Fenrir out from his thoughts before he experienced too much existential dread over the classification of rooms and hallways. “All you have to do is run through the hall until you make it to the line on the left. That’s all,” Thelmes explained. “Whenever you’re ready, please step up to the line and wait until I say to go.”

Fenrir stepped up to the line. Thelmes counted down from three and then shouted to go! Fenrir ran from the starting position and Thelmes used a small stopwatch to keep track of the time. It looked pretty steampunk with its excessive amount of gears which drew Serra’s eyes to it.

Steampunk and pirates went hand in hand as far as she was concerned, so of course she was going to think it was an awesome looking watch.

Thelmes stopped the watch as soon as Fenrir completed the circuit by reaching the line to their left. “Splendid! Going by the time of your lap, your average Speed is seventeen.”

“D, right?” Fenrir asked, hands on his knees as he catches his breath.

“Correct!”

Cassiel went next. She only got a fifteen.

She didn’t have to look at Fenrir to know how he was looking at her.

Rock was last once again.

While Rock may have been strong and durable, she was very, very slow. It took her roughly three times longer than Cassiel to eventually come running over the left line, and she collapsed into a panting mess as soon as she did. Serra scooped up Rock and showered her in praise to reward her for trying so hard.

“Ah, well, artificial companions can’t be good at everything. She gets a four in Speed,” Thelmes said.

Thelmes led the group back to the first room so that they could sit and rest for a break. This gave him the opportunity to measure their Intelligence as it was done the same way that their Standing was measured.

Fenrir got an eight, Cassiel got twelve, and Rock got… two.

While Fenrir was disappointed in his low Intelligence, Rock didn’t have the slightest care and continued resting on Serra’s soft thighs.

Fenrir couldn’t help but to be a little jealous of Rock. Getting a lap pillow would have been amazing, especially since Serra had thigh highs on. Looking down at Cassiel’s thighs, though, there was too much armor in the way.

“What do you think you’re looking at?” Cassiel asked, glaring at him.

“Disappointment,” Fenrir answered.

“I think this guy here needs another Health test, preferably administered involving bullets,” Cassiel told Thelmes.

“Ah, to be able to tease one another is a great aspect of friendship. Cherish it while it lasts! You never know when your best friend is going to accidentally blow themselves up in a freak accident involving monkeys and pigs,” Thelmes said as a couple of tears ran from his eyes.

Seriously, why a pig and a monkey? Why?! Fenrir thought.

Whatever the reasoning behind trying to combine a pig and a monkey was, it was something that Fenrir knew he would most likely never learn about.

“Why a monkey and pig?” Serra asked.

Fenrir looked at her with wide eyes. How could she just… go and ask something like that?

“Ah, well, why not?” Thelmes answered.

Fenrir had a feeling that “why not?” was the reasoning for much of what these scholars did.

“Ah! I keep on forgetting, how horrible of me. You there,” Thelmes said and looked at Fenrir, “do you ever feel the spirit of a beast within you?”

“Uhh, I… guess you could call it that. Like, sometimes when I’m fighting, I’ll feel this animalistic instinct want to take over. If I let it, then I fight better. I think,” Fenrir explained.

“Yeah, I can tell that he gives in to his Feral,” Cassiel added onto his answer.

“Hmm, hmm. I see,” Thelmes leaned over the desk to get a better look at Fenrir. “Open your mouth as wide as you can.”

Fenrir opened his mouth with an “ahhhh.”

“Alright, look down.”

Fenrir looked down, giving Thelmes a better look at his ears.

“I see. Stand up and let me look at your tail.”

Serra snerked as Fenrir turned around.

“Now, take off your boots,” Thelmes requested, jumping out from his chair and walking over to Fenrir’s side of the table.

Fenrir had regular looking feet. His toenails may have been a bit sharp and pointed, but that was it. Thelmes also checked on his fingernails.

“Thank you, you may sit back down and put your boots back on,” Thelmes said, returning to his chair. He placed a hand on Fenrir’s card to inscribe it once more. A single “2” popped up next to a word that read, “Feral.”

“What’s Feral?” Fenrir asked.

“Your Feral tier is how monstrous you are. If you start the game as a regular human, you will not advance your Feral tier unless you fight like an animal or monster or undergo some other sort of transformative sequence. Behaving like them will increase it as well. For example, if you hunt an animal and then eat its raw flesh like a wolf or lion would, that would increase your Feral tier. The higher this tier becomes, the more monstrous in both appearance and combat style you will become. However, it is also affected by the player’s conscious desire to shape their character into a specific ideal. If you wanted to become an actual wolf, you would be growing hairier already.”

“You can become actual monsters and animals?”

“You can! But only if your Feral tier gets high enough. You cannot start off as pure monsters and animals even though the character creator does let you experiment as them. If you tried, your virtual assistant would have stopped you and shown you the closest thing to your ideal that you could be. Furthermore, there are ten tiers. You started off a tier one since you chose to be a non-human, and somebody such as Indra is a tier ten.”

“Indra? The faction leader?”

“Correct! She is a splendid example of what it means to be Feral. She may have taken on the parts of various different monsters as her own, but she has done so in such a beautiful way that blends together perfectly.”

Fenrir learned two things: one, one of the most important players in the game was basically a monster; and two, it was possible to either collect or grow body parts from multiple species of animals and monsters at once.

Moving on, the next test tested their Dexterity. Fenrir and Cassiel had to do side steps, sit-ups, rope climbs, and they had to dodge having wrenches thrown at them.

The reasoning for dodging wrenches being thrown at them by a cat-goblin was “if you can dodge a wrench, you can dodge an arrow!” When asked about it, Fenrir learned that it was apparently a reference to some movie that came out during his grandparents’ generation.

Fenrir’s Dexterity ended up being fifteen, Cassiel’s was thirteen, and Rock got… three. Thelmes didn’t do the wrench throwing test with Rock, though, because, “I’d feel too bad if I hit her.”

“Finally, we have come to the last attribute important enough to test: Fortitude,” Thelmes explained. “It is a measure of your ability to resist mental attacks and detrimental effects, as well as a measure of how well boons will affect you. The higher it is, the less effective negative effects are while the positive effects grow stronger. The lower it is, the more effective negative effects are while the less effective positive ones are. Of course, the caster’s ability affects the outcome as well.”

“How do you measure it?” Fenrir asked.

“Like this.” Thelmes placed a hand on Fenrir’s forehead.

Searing pain coursed throughout his head. His vision immediately became blurry, it sounded like something screamed inside of his head—his head felt like it was going to split open at any second. Even with pain only set to fifty percent, it hurt more than anything else in the game had by far.

When it was finally over, Fenrir had no idea how long Thelmes had been standing away from him for. “How many fingers am I holding up?” the cat-goblin asked.

“Three,” Fenrir answered.

“Wrong, four. How about now?”

“Seven.”

“Splendid! Given the time until full recovery, your Fortitude is only at six. I take it that you have not been subject to many spells yet?”

“Only healing…” Fenrir groaned, rubbing his forehead with both of his hands.

“I strongly suggest you train your Fortitude. It will likely be up to nine now just from experiencing the test, but the increase will not count until you are tested again.”

When it was Cassiel’s turn, she looked obviously pained from the test as well, but she recovered much more quickly than Fenrir did. She got a ten.

Then it was Rock’s turn. Serra was reluctant to hand Rock over to Thelmes for him to test her Fortitude. Even Rock growled at the cat-goblin.

“Don’t worry. I wouldn’t throw a wrench at her, so I would never put her through what these two just felt,” Thelmes said.

“So wait, you have a way of testing Fortitude that doesn’t feel like it’s literally breaking my mind?” Fenrir asked.

“Correct! It is the most accurate method, but we can also test via boons.”

Thelmes led them back to the room with the slimy punching bag. After placing a boon on Rock, he had Rock bite into it ten times. “The increase in damage is negligible, so her Fortitude is only three.”

“You could have told us about this test instead,” Cassiel said with a nodding Fenrir.

“Ah, well, next time you can request it!”

Neither of them looked forward to a next time.

“Congratulations! The attributes portion is done. Now, are there any skills you would like to have tested?”

“You said only combat stuff, right? So there’d be no way to test anything like fishing skills?” Fenrir asked.

“Sorry, we have no way of testing for fishing skills. It may be possible someday, but for now, you may only test for combat skills recognized by our faction.”

“I have no idea what to even try testing then. Feel free to go first, Cass Cass.”

“Alright. I have a few in mind,” Cassiel said.

Thelmes then led them to a large gymnasium-like room—the one they tested Dexterity in. In the section of the room that they never went over to, there were golems, all manners of weapons, and other useful objects that could be used for combat tests.

Cassiel took an iron spear off of the wall to use in addition to her sword. “Activate that golem,” she pointed to one of the golems made of slime.

Thelmes walked over to it, placed a hand on it, and activated it. The slime golem stood by waiting for something to react to.

After taking a deep breath, Cassiel charged forward with the spear held in both of her hands. She thrust it all the way through the slime golem’s torso and then used it to spring herself upward! Midair, she drew her sword and stabbed it down into the golem’s head as she fell.

It was just like what she did to the leader of garlic men but with the weapons’ roles reversed.

“Splendid! Is that the most advanced maneuver you can pull off?” Thelmes asked.

Cassiel looked pretty pleased with herself. “Yeah, I think so. I learned it during our last battle. Felt the skill unlocked and everything,” she explained, wiping some sweat off of her forehead.

“Splendid, splendid. I do believe that would count as Combat Acrobatics, and a maneuver such as that should place you at the second tier for it. We believe—keep in mind that this is all theory—that Combat Acrobatics increases your Dexterity by a set percentage for each tier of the skill as well as multiplies damage inflicted during acrobatic attacks. Would you like it as one of your top three listed skills?”

“Sure.”

“Splendid! Anything else?”

Cassiel replaced her own sword with one of the ones from the wall. “I want to test my skill with swords and then healing.”

“Wonderful, just let me measure the golem’s remaining Health first.”

After checking on the golem, Thelmes gave her the go to attack it ten times with the practice sword.

She had to use the practice sword to accurately measure her ability with swords to make sure that nothing related to her personal sword affected the damage and test.

Thelmes measured the new damage done to the golem. “Splendid! When calculating the damage done with your Strength and a sword that does not have any special modifiers… I believe that your Sword Proficiency is at tier three. Is that your weapon of choice?” Thelmes asked.

“Yeah, it is,” Cassiel answered. She sounds disappointed again. “Tch, damn reset. I used to be up to tier seven.”

“Ah, that’s a shame. I know it can take months of practice to reach such a high tier. Don’t worry, I am sure you will get there again with enough practice! Oh, and go ahead with healing the golem now. Use your strongest healing spell and heal it for five seconds.”

Cassiel did as Thelmes requested. He measured its new Health afterward.

“Impressive! Your Healing Magic skill should be tier three. You must be using it frequently!” Thelmes said.

“You… could say that,” Cassiel said, not daring to look over in Fenrir’s direction.

Up next was Fenrir’s turn.

Though, rather than think about wanting to test any skills, he had to fight the urge to kill Thelmes every single time he said splendid.

“Splendid! Now, for the wolf and his daughter, are there any skills you two would like to test?” Thelmes asked.

A huge smile spread across Serra’s face when she heard Rock referred to as Fenrir’s daughter. That was just so extremely adorable to her that she couldn’t resist smiling at the concept. It totally worked, too. Rock was a girl, they were both canines, and he basically created her by loving her enough that she came to life!

When Fenrir looked over at Serra, he could tell that she was definitely thinking something weird.

Then he looked at Cassiel.

Why was she looking at him the same way that Serra was?

“Uhh, no, I can’t really think of anything for either of us. I guess I can test my sword… proficiency skill? What’s that do?” Fenrir asked.

“Essentially, every tier in Sword Proficiency gives you a bonus modifier to damage inflicted by weapons classified as swords,” Thelmes explained.

“Hey. I just got an idea. What if—what if I fight with fish?”

Serra and Cassiel both lost their awed expressions.

“You know, like, what if I catch a really big fish and just slap people with it all day? Would I do bonus damage whenever I hit people with fish?” Fenrir asked.

“I… err…” Even Thelmes was caught off guard. “I… want to say no, but… knowing this game… yes—yes, you would most likely invent a Fish Proficiency skill that behaves the same way as Sword Proficiency.” Fenrir had a bad feeling when he saw Thelmes light up. “That’s—that would be a great experiment! My gosh, I never even considered that! I am a failure of a scholar! My friend was trying to combine pigs with monkeys, and here I am failing to see the obvious! Fenrir, was it? Fenrir, together, we need to invent a whole array of fish-related skills! If we can create a whole new category of combat skills involving fish, I could submit that as my thesis to the big guy and then I’ll get promoted if he approves it! Yes, yes! This is perfect! Turning my lower half into a cat is nothing compared to what we are going to accomplish together with fish!”

“Right, so can I test my sword skill now?” Fenrir wasn’t used to his jokes being taken so seriously. Sure, he was curious if it would actually work, but it was mainly a joke. Though, a small part of him actually did want to try it out now.

“A-ah, I’m getting ahead of myself. My apologies. I am very easily excited, as you may be able to tell. Anyways, go ahead! Just use the training sword instead of your own.”

Fenrir did as told, using the training sword to slash at the slime golem ten times.

“Splendid!” Thelmes said, causing Fenrir to cringe. “Your Sword Proficiency is tier one. That means you gain a five percent bonus to damage inflicted with swords. Anything else?” Thelmes asked.

"It doesn't sound like I do that much damage even with a sword then, so how was I able to kill a guy just by punching him in the face then stabbing him in the chest?" Fenrir asked.

"Well, the sort of damage we are measuring here is the base damage you deal before the game takes into consideration all other factors such as where you hit them, realism, and so forth. Even if you only do one point of damage, if you cut off somebody's head or stab them in the heart, they are going to die. So while you do not need to do much damage to actually kill somebody, you will if you want to get past other factors such as armor, magical barriers, tough skin or hides, and so forth."

“Got it, thanks. I think we’re all done here,” Fenrir said. Cassiel and Rock were both in agreement. Though, to be fair, Rock agreed with pretty much everything that Fenrir said unless Serra had an objection.

Fenrir may have been Rock’s dad, but Serra was the cool aunt.

“Splendid!” Thelmes said. Fenrir was worried that his face may get stuck in the cringing position. “Let us return to my office so that I can stamp your cards.”

They walked back to the first room he took them to, sitting down at the desk for a final time.

“How do we get these things upgraded?” Fenrir asked.

“Once stamped, the information on these cards cannot be changed. You would have to go through testing all over again to fill out the fields on a new card.”

“What’s the cost for the higher tier cards?” Cassiel asked.

“Ah! Copper cards are five gold a piece, iron are ten, silver are twenty-five, gold are fifty, and platinum cards are one platinum,” Thelmes explained. “We can also do custom orders with exotic metals, but those are one platinum in addition to you having to provide the metal itself.”

“So, the material of the card is basically like the stat for how wealthy you are?” Fenrir asked.

“Basically,” Cassiel answered.

“Is there anything else you would like to do today?” Thelmes asked them.

“We’re good, thanks for helping us out so much,” Fenrir answered.

“Splendid! The pleasure was all mine, Mister Fenrir. Now, let me escort you to the entrance. We can discuss our fish theory on the way…” Unfortunately for the fish-addicted cat-goblin-thing, when he led the group back into the building’s main lobby, he realized that he was going to have a very busy day ahead of him. “Ah…”

There were over fifty players sitting and standing around waiting to be helped.

“I knew work was too slow today. They had to all come eventually,” Thelmes groaned. “Sorry, can you show yourselves out?”

“No problem, thanks for helping us out again. Good luck with all of them,” Fenrir said, waving goodbye.

Serra lifted one of Rock’s paws to show her how to wave.

“Thank you. I am going to need all the luck I can get. If only that was a trainable attribute.” Thelmes turned to face the crowd. “Sorry for the wait, everybody! I’ll start assisting you now.”

The group escaped through the entrance before the crowd went wild over who got to go first.

“That reminds me of horror stories I’ve heard about old school DMVs,” Fenrir said to the girls once they were back outside.

“It was scary,” Serra agreed.

“Yeah, screw everything about working a job alone when there’s that many people. But, those crazy scholars love that kind of stuff, so he’s probably going to love every second of that rush. It’s so not for me,” Cassiel explained.

“Also, I can see why you wouldn’t explain the scholars to us. They’re very, uhh, eccentric,” Fenrir said

“That’s the nice way of saying it. Yeah, they’re pretty out there. They’re like the super hardcore dedicated players of other games who just spend all day putting lore online or theorycrafters who obsess over numbers.”

Fenrir held up his new card to look over it. “Isn’t an ID card pretty useless without a picture?”

“They don’t know how to take pictures or anything like that yet, but it wouldn’t surprise me if they figure it out soon. The silver and above cards can get an etching of your face put on them, but that’s it.”

“Oh well. Now what?” Fenrir asked.

“You wanted to learn about the fishing tournament. Let’s do that,” Serra said, poking Fenrir’s side with Rock still held in her arms.

“Thanks, Serra, but there isn’t really a point. Nobody else wants to participate, and I don’t want to go join a random crew to do it. It’s not the same if I don’t do it with my actual friends, you know?”

Cassiel looked away with her arms crossed over her chest. “I… I’ll help you with it if you really want me to. It’s not like I have anything better to do,” she mumbled.

“Don’t worry about it. I don’t want anybody doing anything they don’t really want to do. I would just feel bad if anybody does it for me without wanting to actually do it themselves. I’ll enjoy doing something more that everybody wants to do and enjoy together.”

Fenrir said that, but he actually really wanted to accept Cassiel’s reluctant offer to help.

Ever since he was a child, he always wanted to do things—play games, watch movies, visit places, that nobody else would ever want to. Sure, if he begged and cried enough he would eventually get his way since everybody would feel bad, but he realized that going to places with bored people just took all enjoyment out of it.

Even Bonekraka and Oleander were guilty of that at times. He was always doing what they wanted to do for the most part, but they rarely ever wanted to do what he wanted. They tried to put on happy faces for him to make it look like they were enjoying it, but Fenrir always saw right through them and somehow made whatever they’re all doing about them instead of him. The only time they were ever really on the same page was when it involved drinking or killing people.

It was lonely. He was happy doing almost anything with anybody as long as it meant those he cared about were happy. Yet, he never let people do the same for him since he was ultimately more concerned about their enjoyment over his own.

He found it hard to believe that he once led the most hated guild in gaming when he was a major softy at his core. “Come on, let’s—”

He stopped himself when he saw Serra and Cassiel both staring at him with concerned expressions. Ah, shit, he thought, spinning around to face away from them and to wipe his eyes. He just had to go and think about emotional things that always got to him, and now he got all teary-eyed in front of Serra and Cassiel. He definitely knew how to look cool in front of the ladies. “Sorry, I’m fine. I was uhh, thinking about…” he didn’t want to lie to them even though it would protect his pride, “…things.”

“What’re you apologizing for? I didn’t see anything,” Cassiel said.

“I was just looking at you because I want to touch your ears,” Serra said.

Fenrir couldn’t turn around yet. They made him even more teary-eyed. “Thanks,” he said. He was sure that they were both concerned about him, but he was happy that they respected he didn’t want to talk about it. Someday he’d open up about it, but not right now.

“I actually am serious about wanting to do the fishing thing. I was thinking about it while you were doing your tests. I just… don’t really know how to fish. I’ve never done it before. If you teach me then I’ll be fine. I just don’t want to go into a tournament without knowing anything about it,” Cassiel said.

Saya, can you disable my tear ducts from working? Fenrir thought to Saya.

“Sorry, Onii-chan, but you’re stuck being a crybaby for now!” Saya answered.

Great. He tried bottling everything back into where it was before. The cork got more difficult to stick in place every time he had to replace it but, for now, it was stuck in there well enough. “Alright. We’re going to need bait first.” Fenrir finally turned around. Rock was pawing at the air as if trying to swim through it to him.

Serra held Rock out to him so that he could take her.

Taking Rock into his arms, Rock hopped up against his chest and licked his cheeks where the tears were.

“Thanks, Rock. You’re a good girl,” Fenrir said. “No, the best girl.”
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Fenrir led Cassiel and Serra back down to the docks. At one point, he told Rock that he would let her down if she promised to behave and not run off anywhere without permission. She licked his face in agreement. Fortunately, she had yet to run off. She stuck by his side and never broke pace. She did not fall behind nor did she run ahead. She stayed exactly at his side as a trained service dog would.

He was actually really impressed. Cassiel and Serra were as well.

Fenrir never went shopping for bait before, but he figured that if anywhere sold some, it would be at the docks.

And so, they reached the docks.

“Hey! Do you know of any good bait… shops?” Fenrir asked a man that he saw walking around with a fishing pole.

The man turned around, causing Fenrir to immediately feel emasculated.

Standing before him was a man a couple of inches taller than him with an open shirt revealing a chest covered in curled hairs just as white as the scruffy hair covering his face, and he was absolutely ripped as far as muscles went. He just looked straight-up intimidating.

Serra was already hiding behind Fenrir. Even Cassiel was intimidated by the man’s sheer masculinity.

“What’s this? A new arrival here wantin’ to go fishin’ with his ladies?” the man asked, but he sounded more like he was shouting from how deep and booming his voice was. “I’ll show ya the best place to get some good bait at! With me, boy!”

Fenrir didn’t fully understand what was going on, but he did know that he was following this giant personification of masculinity.

“Oi! I got a new boy! Get the good stuff out here!” the man shouted into a wooden shack on the pier.

Another man with matching levels of masculinity, but with brown hair and less wrinkles, brought out a huge bucket full of shrimp trying to jump out of its water.

Serra strategically positioned Fenrir from behind so that his back was away from each of the men.

“We got some good stuff for ya here! First order is free since I like seein’ young’uns takin’ up fishin’,” the first man said.

“Really? That’s great,” Fenrir said. It was mainly great because he just remembered that he was out of money.

“Of course! We need more young’uns learnin’ the joys of fishin’, and unless yer lucky with where ya live back in borin’ old reality, this is the best place to learn! Let me tell ya, boy. I’ve played many fishin’ games in my day. I remember when Pro Ocean Fishing ’19 Deep Dark Edition was the hottest thing around, but nothin’ can beat fishin’ here!”

As much as Fenrir loved fishing and enjoyed the confirmation that this game had the best fishing that there was, he was more impressed by the fact that this guy referenced a game that came out before his parents were even born. “My name’s Fenrir. I figure I at least owe you my name if you’re helping me out so much.”

“Fenrir! That’s a good name! Sure, it might not be the most original name I’ve ever heard, but it’s still a good one! A fishin’ wolf is the best kind of wolf! Oh, and I’m Jax,” Jax said, his voice much calmer during his introduction.

“Nice to meet you, Jax.”

Serra and Cassiel were amazed by how well Fenrir seemed to be getting along with this new man known as Jax.

Was that how men bonded? By talking about fishing? Neither of the girls ever witnessed the birth of a bromance before.

Since Serra was hiding, only Cassiel could see how the two men longingly looked into one another’s eyes. While she was sure that they just wanted to talk about fishing things, it seemed suspiciously homoerotic. She had no idea how to feel about that. Was she supposed to be jealous or confused?

“I’m Jin,” the younger but just as masculine man in the shack said. “Don’t worry about it, kid. This bucket would normally only be a few silver. Bait’s cheap.”

“Even so, I really appreciate it. I just used the last of my gold on getting this card,” Fenrir said, flashing the card to the men.

Jax grabbed Fenrir’s wrist to get a good look at the card. “Got a negative Standing there. Be careful showin’ it around. The folk here might be the best company you could ever ask for to go fishin’ with, but they’re firmer than my late ma’s fruitcake when it comes to the rules.”

“I figured as much, thanks. Hey, you guys know anything about the fishing tournament?”

“Of course we do! It’s the talk of the city! It’s happenin’ in a week from now, and I’ve heard that the pretty boy elf king from across the way is goin’ to be showin’ up for it. Guess it’s part of Blackstache tryin’ to find more allies to help him with ol’ blue bitch.”

“Blue bitch?”

“Yeah, blue bitch. Indra. She’s a wretched woman, reminds me of my late ma.”

Fenrir had a feeling that Jax had very conflicting emotions regarding his late ma. “Are new players allowed to compete in the tournament?”

“Course they are! I don’t think they’ll do very well, probably won’t make it past the first round, but they’re more than welcome to try! Hell, if we’ve got some NPCs tryin’ to compete with their own ships and crews, why can’t some new faces?”

“NPCs are going to be competing? Sorry for the questions, only just started playing this past week.”

“No problem, boy! Yeah, some of ‘em have grouped up and started a crew. Real friendly folk. I’ve talked to them a few times before. They’re great fishers, too. Ya wouldn’t think it from lookin’ at them, but they’ve got just as much spirit as me and you. Also, I’m sorry to say, but if you’re new then ya probably don’t have a ship, and ya need a ship if ya want to enter the tournament.”

“Oh, no, we’ve got one already.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, she’s over there. I named her The Shoebill,” Fenrir pointed to the far end of the pier where The Shoebill is in sight.

“Well beat me over the head with my ma’s fruitcake and call me Lola. You new players are all about catchin’ up as quickly as possible these days, aren’t ya?”

“We’ve got to catch up to you old timers! Can’t be letting you hog all the glory and fun to yourselves.”

“Hah! I like you, boy. What was your name again?”

“Fenrir.”

“Nice to meet ya, Fenrir! I’m Jax!” This time, Jax grabbed Fenrir’s hand and gave it such a firm handshake that Fenrir worried his bones were going to break.

Fenrir hid his hand behind his back to shake the pain off after it was finally released. He accidentally smacked the side of Serra's hat doing it.

She pouted and readjusted her hat.

“Is there anything else you need to join?” Fenrir asked.

“A ship, a card, and a good crew!” Jax answered. “Ya need at least seven people for your crew to qualify. We’ve got individual tournaments, but this one here is for crewed vessels.”

Assuming that Fenrir could somehow convince Oleander and Bonekraka to join them, that still left them two short. He doubted that Rock would count, too. She was more of a mascot than a crewmember, anyway. While he was thinking of her, he looked down at her.

She was sitting with her tongue out, craning her neck to look up at the hulking Jax.

“Alright, thanks again for all the information. I forget if I already asked, but are you guys competing?” Fenrir asked, looking between Jax and Jin.

“We are! We’ll be sailin’ out with the rest of our brothers on The Weeping Tit,” Jax answered.

Fenrir tried containing his laughter. However, Jax caught onto him and slapped his back to force the laughter out! “It’s alright, boy! If ya want to laugh, laugh! Bein’ a man is all about doin’ what ya want to do! Never hold anythin’ back. It’s especially true for your girls there. Holdin’ back a laugh is as bad as holdin’ back half your cock!”

Jax’s vulgar and blunt language caused not only the girls to blush, but Fenrir as well. Even so, he laughed. “Thanks for the great advice. Always laugh and never go to a girl with a semi. Got it. Anyways, we’ve got to go get some practice and meet a couple of new crewmembers. You’ll be seeing The Shoebill during the tournament, and we’ll be proving that us newcomers have got what it takes to compete!” Fenrir proudly declared. He knew that Bonekraka and Oleander didn’t even agree to it yet, and there was still the problem of needing two more crewmembers even if they did agree, but he allowed himself to get excited even if he knew it might just lead to disappointment.

“That’s the spirit, boy! Now, take this bucket and go get some practice!” Jax said, picking up the bucket of jumping shrimp and shoving it into Fenrir’s arms. “One last thing. You see the tower there?” Jax asked, pointing to the arguably useless tower of cannons. “The water, this side of it—it’s a great fishin’ spot. Plenty of fish love hangin’ around in the back there since not many ships disturb the waters in that spot. Your ship looks small enough to not annoy anybody, so I’d just sit her over there and get to fishin’.”

“We’ll do that. Thanks again, Jax, Jin. I’m lookin’,” their speech rubbed off onto Fenrir, “forward to seeing you during the tournament.”

“We’ll be lookin’ out for The Shoebill and her dog of a captain!”

Jax spun Fenrir around and gave him a pat on the back to send him forward, making sure to hit just above where Serra’s head was since she was still clinging and hiding behind Fenrir.

“Thanks,” Cassiel said, following after Fenrir.

Jax looked over to Jin. “Ain’t it nice seein’ a boy and his girls?”

“Remember when it used to just be a boy and his girl?” Jin asked.

“Yeah, but times’ve changed. Can’t be lettin’ our old beliefs get in the way of the young’s. It’s their future.”

“You’re a lot softer than you look, old man.”

“Nothin’ wrong with that! A real man has to be comfortable with his soft side!”

“Right you are. Now, go catch some more bait to make up for what we just gave away."

Together with Serra, Cassiel, Rock, and a bucket of shrimp, Fenrir took The Shoebill out to the fishing spot that Jax told him about.

Fenrir had to be careful not to accidentally ram, or get rammed by, any other ships as he sailed to the rear of the tower. The port city was an extremely busy one with at least a dozen vessels of various sizes entering or leaving at all times.

Serra looked ready to drop the ship’s anchor as soon as they reached the spot, but Fenrir commanded her not to. He explained that he was worried it might scare the fish or at least disturb them.

Neither of the girls knew how to fish, but Serra let Cassiel get lessons first.

It gave Serra more time to pet Rock, so she was alright with that.

“Alright, are you watching?” Fenrir asked.

Cassiel nodded and stared at his hands. He never saw her look so focused before. It was pretty cute.

“Alright, first you reach into the bucket and grab a shrimp. Once you grab one, you have to make sure to hold onto it tightly enough that it won’t break free but not so tightly that you’ll hurt or kill it.” Fenrir reached into the bucket and tried grabbing one of the shrimp. He winced a bit when one of them managed to cut his hand, but he eventually got a good grip on one to pull out.

And then it jumped right out of his hand onto the deck.

Rock rushed over to it and tried playing with it. She then discovered that she didn’t like the taste of shrimp when she accidentally bit it hard enough to pop it open in her mouth.

“Alright, let’s try again,” Fenrir said.

“Are you sure you’re the one who should be teaching me this?” Cassiel asked. “Here, just let me try.” She reached into the bucket. A cocky smile spread across her lips when she picked out a shrimp much faster than he did, but then the exact same thing happened to her.

Instead of biting the shrimp to try and play with it, Rock barked at it until Fenrir had a chance to pick it up.

“Are you sure you’re the one who should be giving me sass?” Fenrir asked Cassiel and got a glare in response. “Alright, once you have the shrimp, you want to run the hook right through the center of its body. Try not to get too close to its head. You want it to stay alive.”

“Why?” Cassiel asked.

“Because if it’s alive then it’ll be swimming around and grabbing attention. Fish are more likely to notice it and try eating it,” he explained while sliding the hook through the center of the shrimp. Cassiel cringed from the sound it made as the hook punctured the shrimp’s shell. “Once you have your bait ready, you want to hold the rod in your dominant hand like this.” He gripped the rod so that the foot of the reel was between a couple of his fingers, “have a bit of line freely hanging and then hold the line against the rod with your finger, open the bail like so, and aim at where you want to cast your line to. Now, this next part is all about timing. You want to raise the rod up like this, and then halfway through your swing, you need to let go of the line. Watch the tip of my rod to see when I release.”

With his explanation over, Fenrir swung his rod forward and released the line when the tip reached halfway through where he was aiming it. The line went flying out over the water! It was a smooth cast that landed almost exactly where he was aiming. “And then you close the bail! You want to open the bail when you want the line to go out and close it when you don’t want to give more of it. Make sense?” Fenrir asked, looking over at Cassiel who looked unimpressed.

“Looks easy enough,” Cassiel said. She then went through all the steps he went through. Her first attempt resulted in the hook being sent straight down into the water off the side of the boat. She knew that it wasn’t right, so she reeled it in to try again. Her second attempt got the hook snagged in her hair, so Fenrir had to help her unhook herself. The third attempt reached about halfway to her target, but… the shrimp slid off mid-cast.

She expected to see Fenrir looking at her all smugly when she looked at him but, instead, he set down his rod against the side of the ship so that he could help her out.

“You’re doing pretty good for somebody who’s never done this before. Probably better than I was when I first tried fishing in VR. Here, let’s try changing your posture a bit,” Fenrir said. How respectful and patient he was with her was something that she never experienced when a guy helped her before. It was enough to make her feel a bit timid and even blush.

Her blushing only grew more intense when he grabbed her hips from behind to help position her. “Alright, so I think part of your problem is that you’re angling your body and leaning into your casts. You don’t need to do that. Just face straight, try not to lean with it, and cast with your arms and wrists. You’re not throwing a punch or thrusting a spear, so keep your shoulders still. Got it?” he explained, hands still on her waist as he stood behind her.

“Y-yeah,” Cassiel answered, struggling to keep calm.

Serra and Rock both watched Cassiel from the sideline. Serra found that there was great entertainment in watching Cassiel struggle around Fenrir when he didn’t realize how intimate he could be.

“Alright, you’ve got it this time. Just do what I said,” Fenrir said, finally taking his hands off of her and stepping to her side.

Cassiel took a deep breath and readied the rod. She aimed the tip towards her target, raised it above and behind her, and then swung it forward while letting go of the line mid-swing.

The hook and shrimp splashed down exactly where she aimed!

She looked up at Fenrir to be her usual smug and satisfied self that she was whenever she did something perfectly but, when she saw how excited and happy he was for her, it made her heart flutter and her cheeks redden. Instead of being smug, she turned her head away and thanked him. “Thanks for helping me. How do I… how am I supposed to know when there’s a fish on the line?” she asked.

“No problem, Cass Cass. And you can tell whenever you feel your line get tugged on. Bobbers can help, but we don’t have any. Just hold the rod and try feeling for—” Fenrir’s explanation was cut off when something tugged on her line! It wasn’t just a quick tug, either. The fish was definitely hooked. “You’ve got one! Alright, start reeling in slowly. If you feel it pulling to the left, lean your rod right, If you feel it pulling to the right, lean your rod left.”

Cassiel looked panicked. She was already reeling the fish in as quickly as she could without trying to read the fish. But, when Fenrir got behind her and held her by her hips again, she somehow felt more relaxed—or rather, relaxed when it came to the fish. “Calm down, you need to be smart,” he said. “Alright, now, stop reeling. First, you need to raise the tip of the rod up, and then you’re going to slowly lower it. I want you to reel in quickly while you’re lowering the tip, but then stop when you go to raise it again.”

Cassiel did her best to follow his instructions. She raised the tip, reeled in while lowering it, leaned the rod to the right when she felt the fish running to the left, and repeated.

“There! I see it! Come on, you’ve got this, it’s almost here!” Fenrir cheered her on. Serra held Rock up to look overboard with her. “Alright, just lift your rod and reel it in the rest of the way!”

Doing exactly as he said, Cassiel raised the rod and reeled it in until the fish was hanging from the line over the ship’s deck. On the line was a small fish no larger than her hand with a striped side and spiny dorsal fin. It tried wriggling around on the hook to break free, but it eventually gave up.

“You did it! You caught your first fish. Let me get it off the line for you,” Fenrir said, grabbing the fish with one hand and removing the hook from its mouth with the other. “Want to hold it?”

Cassiel nodded, taking the fish into her hands.

It flopped out a second later to jump all over the deck. Fortunately, Fenrir managed to get ahold of it before Rock did after she jumped out of Serra’s arms.

“Alright, great job. Seriously. Now, let’s put this in the barrel,” Fenrir said, taking the fish over to the barrel of water that he brought up from below deck. He gently lowered the fish into it before returning to the girls.

Cassiel was already in the process of putting another shrimp on her hook. He wanted to tease her since she looked like she was enjoying it way more than she thought she would, but he didn’t want to ruin her excitement. Serra, however, looked like she wanted a turn.

“You can use my rod, Serra,” Fenrir said.

It was impossible for Serra to not snerk at that.

It turned out that Serra was paying close attention to everything Fenrir explained and demonstrated to Cassiel since she was able to properly cast the line right from her first try! Naturally, this triggered Cassiel’s competitive side. The two girls got into a competition to see who could cast their lines the farthest and with the most accuracy. Meanwhile, Fenrir got some bonding time with Rock.

Fenrir rested on his back with Rock curled up on top of his chest. One hand stroked Rock’s back as he stared up at the sky. There were only a few clouds dotting what would otherwise be a clear sky. The sun was brightly shining down on everything around them but, fortunately, they were safe from the sun’s direct rays thanks to the tower providing them shade.

Serra reeled in her second fish. Cassiel had yet to get another bite since her first fish.

Three fish flopped around within the barrel trying to escape.

“You bastards! Stop pricking me!” Cassiel shouted at the bucket of shrimp.

“Having trouble over there?” Fenrir asked, still staring up at the sky.

A shrimp landed right between his eyes before jumping off of his face. Amazingly, the shrimp got lucky over and over with its jumps until it flung itself right back into the ocean!

He looked over at Cassiel. She was pouting with crossed arms.

“That bait was a gift, don’t waste it,” Fenrir scolded her.

When she remembered how generous the men were to give them the free bait, she looked down and made a mental apology to the two masculine men back on the pier.

A sudden announcement came from Serra following that. “Boat,” she said.

Fenrir lifted Rock off of his chest and stood up. Surely enough, another boat was heading right for them.

The other boat was roughly the same size as The Shoebill but shorter and simpler in design.

Seven people stood aboard it. A few of them waved to the girls and Fenrir. They appeared friendly for the most part.

The boat pulled right up next to The Shoebill on the side where they weren’t casting their lines.

“Hey there! Ol’ Jax tell you about this spot?” the man behind the other boat’s wheel shouted over. He looked like one of the most appropriately dressed men that Fenrir had seen thus far. Everything about his outfit from the bandana around his head to the slightly open vest and thick boots screamed that he was a sailor in an old fantasy setting.

“Yeah, decided to come over here for some training for the tournament. You here for the same?” Fenrir shouted back over.

“Aye! Reckoned that we oughta get some more practice in to compete with all of you adventurin’ folk!” the man shouted back.

“Not adventurers yourself?”

“Nay, we’re just fishers and sailors tryin’ to make a living and enjoying life while we’re at it!”

“That sounds like a pretty nice goal. By the way, is there anything that you can tell us about the tournament? I didn’t want to bother Jax with too many questions since he already helped us so much.” Fenrir wasted no time getting to asking questions.

“No problem! Mind if I come over there so we’re not shouting?”

“Not at all, hang on.” Fenrir dropped The Shoebill’s gangplank onto the neighboring vessel, allowing its captain to come aboard. “I’m Fenrir, by the way. What’s your name?”

“They call me Morven, and I’m captain o’ The Yellow Minnow. Pleasure to meet ya, Fenrir,” Morven said. Now that Morven was standing before Fenrir and shaking hands with him, Fenrir could see that this man looked—well, he looked normal. Almost every other player that Fenrir met was an exaggeration of one thing or another. Fenrir himself knew that he perfected how he looked so that there weren’t any flaws in his appearance. Bonekraka and the two men from the pier were all personifications of macho masculinity. Oleander was a femboy. Even Thelmes was a stereotypical looking goblin—well, aside from the being-half-cat part. Yet, before him stood a middle-aged man with wrinkles, a crooked nose, a few missing teeth with the ones that he did have showing signs of yellow, and more. He looked truly realistic.

“You can tell, can’t ya?” Morven asked.

“Tell what?” Fenrir answered the question with a question.

“That I’m what you and yours call an ‘NPC?’”

“I—I didn’t know, actually. I just thought you were… one of us, but… different? Sorry, I didn’t mean to stare.”

“Don’t worry about it. We’re used to gettin’ that sort of look. It’s what happens when you’re born ugly in a world full o’ attractive adventurers!”

Aside from how Morven looked, Fenrir couldn’t find a single thing about the man to give away that he was an NPC. He sounded like a real human, had little ticks in his speech and gestures that perfectly matched what some humans had, and didn’t look any different other than not looking perfect. Saya, NPCs are controlled by AIs, right? Are they controlled by the overseer, or do they have their own AIs like Rock has now? Fenrir thought.

“It depends! Random animals and monsters and villagers and stuff will just be controlled by the overseer, but the ones who gain lives of their own and really develop their own personalities will have their own AIs controlling them. Basically, anybody who acts like more than just a background character is an AI living its own life out here,” Saya explained. “Though… well, even the ones with their ‘own’ AI’s are more like dedicated sub-AIs of the overseer.”

So, even if this man was an NPC, he was just as real as anybody else was. There was a real AI controlling his speech, thoughts, movements—the man may have been an NPC, but he was still real. He had his own goals, dreams, desires, life, memories, and more.

“Tell me about yourself before we get into me asking you a bunch of boring questions, Morven. I want to hear about your life,” Fenrir said.

Cassiel and Serra got back to fishing while Fenrir, Rock, and Morven sat at the stern of The Shoebill.

“So you have a wife, kids, a brother, and all of that?” Fenrir asked.

“Aye! Ain’t it normal for a man to have a family?” Morven asked back.

“Yeah, of course it is. I just… so you don’t remember growing up, but you remember having all of your family?”

“Aye. That’s how most of those like me are. All crewmembers of The Yellow Minnow are the same. We’ve each got our own families and lives, but none o’ us remember anythin' before arriving in this city. I can tell ya what, though. We may not have many memories, but we still love and feel as much as any o’ you adventurers. We can also fish just as good as ya!”

“I don’t doubt it. Anyways, about the tournament.”

“Ask away!”

“Alright. How many rounds are there, and what are they like? Are they all the same?”

“Assumin’ it’s going to be the same as the last one a few months ago, there’ll be three rounds. The first round is a free for all to see who can catch the most fish in a limited amount o’ time, and to see who survives.”

“What do you mean by who survives?”

“Look around ya! This is a city o’ pirates. They may be tight on the rules on land, but on open waters, anythin’ goes. The less ships that make it back to the pier when the first round is over, the less competition there is.”

“Isn’t that way too dangerous for you and your crew then? What if something happens?” Fenrir may not have known what happened to NPCs when they died, like whether they respawned or not, but he figured they didn’t get all the same advantages as players.

“It ain’t a problem for us! I know it might sound like an unfair advantage, but the folk here know our ship and flag. They won’t be attackin’ us. Can’t say the same for anybody else, though.”

“Makes sense. Alright, what about the other rounds?”

“The second round is a race! All competin’ crews start at the same spot with their vessels, and they have to race out to an island off the coast, loop around to the back of it, catch a fish that only lives on the far side o’ the island, and then come back!”

“And the third round?”

“The final round. This is the main show. It’ll be narrowed down to three crews by this point, and they’ll be in for a fierce competition. They have to worry about defending against each other while huntin’ down a baby serpent. Whoever brings the serpent back is the one who wins.”

“A baby serpent?”

“Aye. Imagine a giant eel several times the size of your ship here with a mouth that can tear a man in half! I reckon it’d even be able to tear your hound here in two if it got ahold of it.”

Rock whimpered, cuddling up against Fenrir’s leg.

“How are we supposed to catch something like that? I doubt a regular fishing rod would work,” Fenrir asked.

“That’s up to each crew to figure out. Some use giant hooks, others use magic, and I’ve even seen baited cages used before! It’s all up to the individual crews to figure out,” Morven explained.

“Alright, that’s all helpful. Thanks for answering my questions.”

“Don’t worry about it, Captain Fenrir. We may be pirates down here, but we look out for one another.” Morven extended his hand for a parting shake.

Fenrir gladly accepted it.

“I’ve got to get back to my ship now. Gotta make sure those slackers are properly practicin’!” With that, Morven returned to his own vessel.

“We’ll see you at the tournament, Morven,” Fenrir said.

“Lookin’ forward to it! Just don’t be too upset if we show ya adventurers that the rest of us have got a place in this world as well.”

Satisfied with the progress that Serra and Cassiel made, Fenrir let Morven and his crew have the fishing spot for their own practice. Fenrir didn’t get any worthwhile practice himself, but there was plenty of time before the tournament to come back.

“So, what did you two think?” Fenrir asked the girls.

“Was fun,” Serra answered with a thumbs-up.

“It… was better than I thought it would be,” Cassiel admitted.

“I’m glad you two enjoyed it,” Fenrir said. They seemed like they genuinely enjoyed themselves and he couldn’t be happier about it. As cheesy as it made him feel, knowing that they found fun in fishing was the most fun he had in the game thus far.

Commotion on the docks grabbed the party’s attention as soon as they brought The Shoebill into the same slip as before. There was a short girl with bright orange hair running around harassing various crews along the pier.

“Come on! Need an engineer? I’ll do it for free!” the girl shouted, offering herself to everybody she saw. “You there! Let me—ah! Where are you going? Why are you runnin’ from me?!” She chased after a frightened man for a short while before getting distracted by somebody else. “You there! Lookin’ for an engineer? I’ll—wait! Why does everybody keep runnin’ from me!?” She chased after three men all escaping together. “Somebody let me join their damn crew for the tournament!”

“I… think we should leave before she sees us,” Cassiel suggested. Serra expressed her agreement by tugging on Fenrir’s shirt.

Yet, he didn’t budge. When the girls looked at him, they saw a man who looked like he just had an idea.

Serra and Cassiel looked at each other. They had a bad feeling about his expression.

The orange-haired girl spun around and happened to make eye contact with Fenrir. She charged straight at him with starry eyes! “You there! Need an engineer?! I’ll do it for free! Just let me work on your ship!”

“You there!” Fenrir shouted, pointing at the girl running straight toward him. “Need a crew? You can join ours for free! Just work on our ship.”

If there were two things that Fenrir could easily recognize, they were: one, when somebody was trying their best to accomplish something while nobody was willing to give them a chance; and two, the type of person who had a few screws loose and was probably dangerous to keep around but ingenious. Fenrir played with many people just like her before.

“Really? Do you mean it?! Are you sure?! I mean, I’ll work on any ship, but I can’t believe you’ll actually take me!” the girl shouted.

Cassiel and Serra felt like things were moving way too fast. They wanted to interject, but they chose to trust in Fenrir’s judgment for the time being.

“I do! But first, you have to tell me why everybody is so afraid of you,” Fenrir said.

“Because every ship I’ve been on has sunk because it couldn’t keep up with me,” she explained, getting right to the point.

Cassiel and Serra both turned to look at Fenrir. There was no way that he would agree to having her, right?

“I see,” Fenrir said. Serra and Cassiel were relieved to see him being serious about this. “Welcome aboard The Shoebill!”

Serra and Cassiel turned to see the orange-haired girl’s expression from being rejected, rightfully so—wait, what did he just say?

“You—you can’t seriously be taking her, can you? Didn’t you just hear what she said? She said she’s sunk every ship she’s ever been on, and she doesn’t even sound guilty about it!” Cassiel shouted.

“She said it’s because the ships couldn’t handle her. The Shoebill can handle anybody and anything,” Fenrir explained.

“The Shoebill is just a small ship we stole from some nobodies! It’s already in bad condition!”

“What’s your name?” Fenrir asked the orange-haired girl.

“Strism, Tabitha Strism!” Tabitha answered.

“Can you fix our girl up and make her better than all of these other ships, Tabitha?”

“If I can’t, nobody can!”

“See?” Fenrir asked, looking at Cassiel. “Tabitha here can help us out.”

“You have no idea who she is! We have no idea if we can trust her! What if she messes everything up? What if she breaks something or steals our ship?!” Cassiel questioned, feeling like the only logical person there.

Rock walked up to Tabitha’s feet and sniffed her.

Tabitha crouched down and petted Rock’s head with a huge smile on her lips. “This puppy is adorable! I’ve never seen one made out of rock before! This game is somethin’, ain’t it?”

Rock licked Tabitha’s hand and nuzzled against her.

“If Rock likes her then she’s okay,” Serra said.

“Be nice to our newest crewmember, Cass Cass,” Fenrir said, poking her side. The unexpected poke caused Cassiel to make a surprisingly girly squeak.

Fenrir, Serra, Rock, and Tabitha all looked at Cassiel.

“I will kill you all if you say anything,” Cassiel threatened.

“I won’t say nothin’ if you let me join,” Tabitha said.

“Deal.”

“Great!” Fenrir shouted. “We’re just one crewmember short now. By the way, Tabitha, what does an engineer even do in this game?”

“Well, I’ll fix your ship up, keep her runnin’ well, make some modifications—that sort of stuff! I used to work with the scholars, but our group got fired for causin’ some trouble. We got replaced by those half-goblin things up there runnin’ the place now,” Tabitha explained.

“What sort of trouble did you cause?”

“Nothin’ much. We just kinda blew up some of the city, but they repaired it in no time!”

“Fair enough.”

Cassiel already regretted accepting the deal.

“Why do you want to join a crew so badly for the tournament?” Fenrir asked.

“Because! Everybody’s always laughin’ at me and doubtin’ my ability. I want to prove to everybody that a few accidental explosions and failed experiments don’t mean that I ain’t the best engineer there is! What better way than to let my mods help a ship win the tournament? I’ve even got a schematic all prepared for catchin’ the big baby in the final round!”

“Seriously? That’s perfect, because I had no idea how I was going to catch that after hearing about it.”

Neither Serra nor Cassiel knew what they were talking about. They were too busy fishing to try and listen in on his conversation with the NPC captain.

“I just need about… forty gold to buy all the parts!” Tabitha said, smiling as widely as ever.

“Yeah, we don’t have any money,” Fenrir said.

“Oh.”

“Yeah.”

“Twenty gold?”

“Nope.”

“Ten?”

“I wish.”

“Five?”

“Sure. Just kidding, no.”

“…”

“…”

“So, ya want me to go and mod up your ship to be the best there is, install somethin’ that’ll capture a serpent bigger than your ship likely is, all without any fundin'?” Tabitha asked.

“You got it. Think you can do it?” Fenrir asked in return.

A fire lit up within Tabitha’s eyes. “You bet I can! I’m fired up! Such a tall order with next to no money available to fund it… I’m excited! We’re going to blast all those other ships out of the water! We’re going to capture the big baby and bring it home to take home the trophy! We’re going to—”

“Win this together,” Fenrir finished her sentence, offering her a handshake.

Tabitha was glad to accept the handshake.

Serra and Cassiel didn’t exactly know what was going on due to how fast it all just happened, but they were pretty sure they just saw the foundation of another… bromance?

Tabitha pulled out a thin cloth from her overalls’ pocket to wrap around her forehead, going underneath her raised twin tails.

While Serra might not have been able to keep up with everything, she did already like Tabitha just because she made it so that she was no longer the shortest crewmember. Tabitha was a few inches shorter than Serra and looked younger as well.

“This is Serra, that’s Cassiel, and the pup down there is Rock. We’ve got two more guys who I’ll introduce you to later,” Fenrir said. “Oh, sorry. And I’m Fenrir.”

“Nice to meetcha’ll. Gotta ask though, Mr. Wolf. If anything, it’s kinda suspicious that ya trust me so easily. What gives?” Tabitha asked.

“That’s easy. You remind me of myself.”

Tabitha grinned from ear to ear. “Good! I can tell me and you are gonna get along, Mr. Wolf. Just show me where my new baby is and I’ll bring my tools over!”

Fenrir led her to The Shoebill’s spot.

“Ya sure she’s gonna be able to keep up with me?” Tabitha asked, looking the sloop over with wary eyes. “Ships bigger and stronger than this girl have failed me before. Wouldn’t want us all to sink in the middle of the tournament.”

“I believe in her. You just need to believe in her too,” Fenrir said, placing a hand on Tabitha’s shoulder.

“That’s the kind of thing I like to hear! A captain’s trust in the ship is almost as important as the engineer! I’ll go and bring all my stuff over and get to work right away. You won’t even be able to recognize her by tomorrow!”

“You hear that, girl?” Fenrir asked. Rock looked up at him, assuming that he was talking to her, but he had his eyes on The Shoebill instead. Rock whined out of jealousy because of that. “Tabitha here is going to take care of you and make you even more awesome than you already are.”

Tabitha couldn’t wait any longer and happily ran off to collect her things.

“Are you really sure about this? What if she screws us over?” Cassiel asked Fenrir.

“Who cares? It’s just a game. Sure, I want us to do good in the tournament and hopefully win it, but even if we lose, it’s just a game. What’s the point in playing it if we’re not having fun? We’re going to have fun, and by taking her on, she’s going to get to have fun as well. The more people having fun, the more successful of a game it is,” Fenrir explained.

Serra hugged his arm. Cassiel had no good response to what he said. “Yeah… just a game. It’s easy to forget that sometimes. That excuse never worked up in the empire, but I guess it’s true,” Cassiel said.

“We’re going to have fun no matter what happens. If we win, we win. If we lose, we lose.”

Hearing him say that removed a ton of stress that had been weighing Cassiel down. His belief was the exact opposite of everybody she had played with before him—of everybody who only cared about winning and being the best.

Fenrir smiled and looked at the girls. “Having fun is the true endgame, don’t you know?”

Tabitha came back to The Shoebill with a massive backpack strapped to her. They had no idea how she managed to run around with a backpack roughly twice the size of her body, but she did so with ease. She even managed to somehow squeeze the backpack below deck.

Everybody went to look at what she was doing.

As soon as she unzipped the backpack, dozens of tools, materials, schematics, books, and piles of clothes shot out from it! Not only was the backpack twice her size, but it looked as if she somehow condensed two times its size’s worth of items into it!

Fenrir was pretty sure that he felt the ship sink lower into the water just from the sheer weight of everything she brought onboard. But before he could worry about that, he was distracted by Tabitha slipping on a pair of heavy gloves and strapping a tool belt around her waist that had an arrangement of tools hanging from it.

“So, what’s first?” Fenrir asked.

“I’m going to tear out every single nail and screw of this ship and replace it with my own! I can’t trust her to hold up properly with anything but the best I have to offer,” Tabitha explained.

“Your… screws and nails are better?”

“Of course they are! They’re specially made by me! Well, I guess it’s fairer to say that they’re specially transmuted by me. What I do is just buy some old rusty nails and the like from merchants trying to get rid of junk only usable as scrap metal,” Tabitha’s explanation was already making Cassiel regret agreeing to the deal even more, “and then I use a technique I developed durin’ my time with the scholars to make them like brand new—better than brand new! Whatever metal they were made out of before, I turn it into Strismetal!”

“You created a new metal and named it after yourself?”

Tabitha excitedly nodded.

“You’re awesome.”

“Of course I am! Now, I’ve got lots of work to do,” Tabitha said before getting to work.

Fenrir led the rest of the group back above deck.

“I was worried, but I like her,” Serra said.

“I’m still worried, but… I guess she’s fun,” Cassiel said.

“There you go, Cass Cass. Fun is the most important thing. People shouldn’t play games if they’re not having fun playing them,” Fenrir said. “Anyways, I guess we should wait for Olly and Bone to meet back up with us. We still need to hopefully convince them to enter the tournament with us.”

Rock barked, running down the pier.

Fenrir was ready to shout at Rock to come back, but he saw who Rock was running to.

“Speak of the… what’s that saying again?” Fenrir asked.

“Speak of the devil,” Serra answered.

“Yeah, that. Speak of the devil. Well, devils. Wait, who’s that?”

In addition to Bonekraka and Oleander, Oleander was clinging to some unknown guy’s arm. He looked totally smitten, too. Surprisingly enough, this new guy didn’t look anything like what Fenrir believed Oleander’s type was. This new guy wasn’t that tall nor masculine looking, had short and blond hair, looked more like a pretty boy, and… actually looked like a pretty nice guy. Fenrir was used to Oleander bringing back guys who looked like ex-prisoners.

“Who’s this? Got yourself a new boyfriend?” Fenrir shouted out to Oleander, turning the teasing onto him for once.

“Yup!” Oleander shouted back.

“Wait, really?”

The only one who didn’t look shocked was Bonekraka. He just groaned instead.

“We go to bar. Bar nothing like thought it would be. He met new guy and stuck to him entire time. Had to pry them off each other, but was too late. Got kicked out,” Bonekraka explained.

Excessive public displaying of affection definitely sounded like something Oleander would do.

“So, wait, are you guys like, actually dating dating? Like, it’s official?” Fenrir asked.

“Yup! I know, crazy, right? I’d normally never date somebody I don’t know in reality, but like, we just click,” Oleander explained.

“Yeah, and you’ve only known him for… a few hours?”

They were only in the city for half a day and they already managed to acquire a new crewmember and one of them got a boyfriend.

“Not everybody takes forever like you do, Fenny!” Oleander teased.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Fenrir asked, not noticing Cassiel’s and Serra’s stare at him.

“Besides, those respawn counter things are important. Me and you don’t have any left, so if we don’t want to get totally screwed next time we die, we need to have some fun if you know what I’m saying!”

Neither of the girls were staring at Fenrir anymore.

“Right. Anyways, uhh, new guy, hey. My name is Fenrir. What’s yours?” Fenrir asked.

The male that Oleander was clinging onto looked at Fenrir and answered, “Ah, my name is Corwin Hale. Pleasure to meet you, Fenrir.”

The proper way of speaking threw Fenrir off for a moment. Corwin sounded the most proper out of everybody Fenrir had met in-game thus far. Not only that, but he pretty much sounded like the most proper guy… ever. He really didn't seem like Oleander's type. This whole thing felt way too suspicious, but he wasn't going to get in his friend's way. “Don’t hurt Olly here or else me and the big green guy are going to have to have some words with you, alright?”

“Geez, dad, stop trying to act tough around my new boyfriend,” Oleander teased, making himself sound like a teenage girl.

Cassiel pulled Serra back away from the rest of them to whisper into her ear. “Is this what it was like when he met us? Did things happen this quickly?” Cassiel asked.

“I think so. I… guess it is kind of weird to see it happen,” Serra answered.

“By the way, I’ve got somebody for you three to meet.” Fenrir walked over to the stairs leading below deck. “Come up here for a minute, Tabs!”

“Tabs! I like that!” Tabitha shouted back. “I’ll be up in a min!”

Oleander and Bonekraka looked at each other with tilted heads.

Tabitha came up covered in sweat with dirt all over her. Fenrir had no idea how she got so dirty so quickly, but he was going to take it as a sign of hard work. “This is Tabitha, The Shoebill's new engineer,” Fenrir said.

“Glad to meetcha’ll! I’ll be makin’ sure this baby takes wins us the tournament!” Tabitha declared.

Oleander and Bonekraka narrowed their eyes on Fenrir.

“Told you no,” Bonekraka said.

Oleander was about to back up Bonekraka, but somebody else spoke up first.

“You’re entering the fishing tournament? Can I accompany you?! Please, let me join you! I’ve always wanted to join and be a part of something like this!” Corwin said.

Oleander immediately changed his opinion on the tournament. “Yep, we are! Corwin can join… us, right, Fenny?” he asked, hoping to not get called out for the sudden change.

While Fenrir wouldn’t accept Oleander doing something only for his sake, he was willing to accept Oleander doing something for somebody else’s sake. “Of course. What’re you good at, Corwin?” Fenrir asked.

“Ahh, I am experienced with all of the tasks a ship requires. I can manage the sails, steer, keep lookout, and anything else you would have of me. I may not be the best fisherman, but I would be glad to practice if that is what you would need of me,” Corwin answered.

“Sounds good to—”

“I said no,” Bonekraka reasserted himself.

“Well, we need seven people, and we only have six if you don’t help us,” Cassiel said. Fenrir looked surprised to hear her speaking up about it.

“Do not care what new girl has to say. I said no. Tired of boat and fishing! Want to PvP and raid,” he shouted at her, directing all of his anger toward her.

Tabitha didn’t waste any time slinking back below deck since she had a bad feeling about where this was going.

“Bone, come on, be nice. She was just stating a fact. We can find somebody else if we have to. There’s no need for you to talk to her like that,” Fenrir said, standing between Cassiel and Bonekraka.

“Do you think I’m stupid?! I know she just say that to make me feel bad and agree!” Bonekraka shouted at Fenrir now.

“Relax, I only—” Cassiel started talking, but got interrupted by Bonekraka.

Fenrir regretted not warning the girls about never telling Bonekraka to relax.

“I do not need relax! You are just another girl who knows nothing and makes him change mind! He always falls for stupid girl who he listens to!” Bonekraka shouted at her. Even random passersby on the pier looked their way to watch the drama. “I said no! Do not want stupid tournament! I bought this game with own money, want to do things I want to do! Have barely played because on boat for so long, now in city full of shit carebears!”

“Haah? Listen here, you bastard. I don’t know what you’re on about, but I’m not making him do anything. I just agreed to try it out and thought it was fun. Maybe you’d have fun if you’d actually try it instead of being so stubborn,” Cassiel shouted back.

Serra clung to Fenrir’s side, but he gave her a gentle push away so that he could focus on breaking up Cassiel and Bonekraka.

“Alright, drop it. Cass, don’t let him get to you. Bone, nobody ever said you had to join. Look, I won’t lie, I really want you to join us and if you don’t then it’s going to really suck, but if we’re only going to be one member short then I can find somebody else for the tournament while you do whatever you want,” Fenrir explained.

“So you replace me?! You never want to do what I want to do anymore!” Bonekraka shouted, glaring Fenrir directly in the eyes. “Yeah, what that? You cry now? Big fuckin’ baby crying because not getting his way?”

Fenrir wiped his eyes. As tightly as he tried shoving that cork back into the bottle, it popped back out. “No, I’m crying because one of my best friends is a total fucking asshole. Get out of here because I have nothing left to say to you. If you really think I never do anything you want—if you really think I just selfishly always make you do whatever I want, then get the fuck out of here before I do something I’m going to regret.”

Neither Serra nor Cassiel heard Fenrir sound so intense before. Even Tabitha stopped making noise below deck to listen in on what was happening above her.

“Guys, come on, stop. We’re friends, remember? Don’t let something stupid like this ruin tha—” Oleander was cut off by Bonekraka slamming his fist into Fenrir's face.

Bonekraka’s fist sent Fenrir flying backward into Cassiel, almost knocking her over, but Fenrir spun around to make sure that she didn’t fall.

“The hell was that for, you bastard?!” Cassiel shouted at Bonekraka.

“Stay back,” Fenrir told her, looking at Serra and Rock as well.

“Are you two really doing this again?” Oleander asked with his palm over his face.

“Does it look like I have a choice?”

Bonekraka charged at Fenrir.

Despite how high the emotions were, neither one of them drew their blades.

Fenrir ducked below Bonekraka’s fist. The orc’s movements felt slow after training with Cassiel so much.

“Do your friends usually do this?” Corwin asked Oleander.

“It happens every now and then. It’s been a while since the last one, so it was bound to happen again soon,” Oleander answered.

“Which one of them is right or wrong?”

“Honestly? Fenny is in the right this time. Bone is being an asshole. He’s probably stressed out from something in reality.”

Fenrir continued ducking and dodging all of Bonekraka’s attempts at hitting him. He retaliated every now and then with a punch or kick but never put much force behind it even if he was really tempted to. Of course, that just made things worse.

“Fuck you, piece of shit! Not even take fight seriously!” Bonekraka shouted.

“Because you’re not worth taking seriously,” Fenrir replied, evading to the back of Bonekraka and kicking in the back of his right knee. “Why do you always have to be such an asshole?! I’m tired of always doing what you want, and I never ask you to do something I know you wouldn’t enjoy!”

Bonekraka swung an arm around which managed to nail Fenrir right in the side of his head, knocking him away and onto the deck.

“Only friends in first place because you used to be fun! Used to kill everybody, make whole worlds hate us! Now you just want to be lazy and fish! No fun in that! Need to man up and go back to how used to be!” Bonekraka shouted, jumping onto Fenrir to pin him down and repeatedly punch him in the face.

Fenrir got out from underneath the orc and did the exact same thing to him, pinning Bonekraka down and punching him in the face over and over.

Both men had bruised and bloodied faces before long.

“I’m,” Fenrir punched Bonekraka in the face again, “fucking,” and again, “sorry,” and again, “that I got bored of doing the exact same thing,” and again, “in every single fucking game,” and again, “that we play! The brigade isn’t fucking,” and again, “coming back!”

Bonekraka thrust his head upward and headbutted Fenrir right in the face.

The two men collapsed on the deck next to each other, each one panting heavily and looking up at the sky.

“I told you before, Viktor, to just fucking find another group to play with if all you want to do is what we used to,” Fenrir said between heavy breaths. “I know you want to play with me still, but I’m seriously so tired of doing the same thing over and over. It’s nice every now and then, but it’s less exciting every single time. Even taking on Coastedge was nowhere near as fun as it used to be.”

“Maybe is time I stop playing with you then,” Bonekraka said.

“Yeah, maybe. That’s what I’ve been telling you. We both want different things now, so wouldn’t it be for the best to play with different groups?”

“Da.”

Silence.

Oleander looked like he wanted to say something, but he knew that there wasn’t really anything to say that wouldn’t be pointless. He knew that they were unhappy playing with one another nowadays. As much as Oleander would like everybody to get along like they used to, the Divine Brigade’s golden days were over.

“Will help in stupid tournament, then leave,” Bonekraka said. “Don’t need drama of dealing with you after work every day.”

“You don’t have to—”

“Fuck you, will help whether want me to or not.”

“Do whatever you want. I’m not going to stop you.”

Bonekraka swung an arm into Fenrir’s gut.

Fenrir did the same thing to him.

“You said would not stop me,” Bonekraka said.

“Didn’t say I wouldn’t hit you back,” Fenrir replied.

Cassiel and Serra looked at each other. They didn’t know what they should be making of the whole situation, but they did know they felt bad. Nobody liked seeing a friendship basically get torn apart. If Bonekraka was going to leave, what about Oleander? If they both left, what if Fenrir decided to leave them? Each of the girls already felt more at home in this group of friends than they felt in any other online group before, and now there was already drama splitting it apart.

They also felt bad for Fenrir. It was clear to everybody there, except maybe Corwin, that Fenrir was in the right. He didn’t do anything wrong. They could all tell how deeply he cared about doing things for his friends while rarely if not never selfishly asking anybody to do anything for him, yet Bonekraka made him sound like a selfish asshole always making others do what he wanted. That couldn’t be further from the truth, and they knew it had to hurt Fenrir to be accused of something like that.

Each of the men got up.

Bonekraka stomped his way off the ship while Fenrir straightened out his clothes and leather vest.

Rock was the first to check on Fenrir followed by Serra and Cassiel.

“Are you okay?” Serra asked.

“Better than ever,” Fenrir said with a smile. They could tell he was forcing it.

Cassiel came up from behind and presses her hands against Fenrir’s back. He felt her heal him, but she didn’t say anything.

“Well, that happened,” Oleander said.

“Sorry, Olly. I know what sort of position this puts you in,” Fenrir said.

“Don’t worry about it. I knew it was going to happen eventually, and I already know I’d rather stay with you. I can only handle his shit if you’re there to support me.”

“He really is an asshole, isn’t he?”

“Yeah, he is.”

Despite them agreeing that Bonekraka was a bad person, they sounded sad and disappointed.

“Anyways, Cor, can you teach me about fishing? I haven’t done much of it before, and it’d be a nice distraction,” Oleander asked his new boyfriend.

“Is—is it alright to leave things like this?” Corwin asked.

“Don’t worry about it. Nothing lasts forever. It wouldn’t be the first time we’ve lost an important friend, either.”

“If you say so. Now, we will need to acquire some rods and bait if you wish for me to teach you. There are several piers on the shop I know of that could be of assistance to us.”

Corwin and Oleander stepped back off The Shoebill to find a fishing shop.

“I don’t feel right about this. I shouldn’t have said anything. I’m sorry,” Cassiel apologized. “I… caused the fight, didn’t I?”

Fenrir turned around to face her. She wasn’t able to look him in the eyes.

“You didn’t do anything wrong, Cass Cass. Now, if you don’t stop sounding so sad, I’m going to poke you and make you squeak again. You’re supposed to be a tsun, remember? Call me a bastard and threaten to kill me,” Fenrir said.

“Shut up. Stop trying to act tough, you bastard.”

“Guys have to be tough around the girls they like, don’t you know that? Like that old man said earlier, gotta give you my all,” he said, turning back around and straightening Serra’s hat so that it sat properly atop her head. The girls didn’t know how to react to what he just said. They both felt bad about everything that just happened, yet it was the first time he ever admitted to liking them—at least, liking them in an implied way that was more than just friends.

“You picked a shitty time for a confession,” Cassiel said.

“Yeah, I know. I never have been good with 3D girls.”

“I’m with Cass Cass,” Serra said.

“Which means Rock is going to be against me as well. Next thing I know and Tabs down there is going to be agreeing with you two,” Fenrir said.

“I do! I’ve heard everything! Ya don’t confess to the girls ya like when you’re soundin’ all depressed!” Tabitha shouted from below deck. She sounded like she was bashing one of her tools against the hull at the same time.

“Alright, alright. I already admitted I’m not good at this stuff. I’ll redo it properly soon, alright? I’ll guarantee your satisfaction or you’ll get all money back.”

“You’re digging yourself a deeper hole right now,” Cassiel said.

“I know. It’s a coping mechanism.”

“Bastard. Let me finish healing you.”

“Hey, Serra. How do you want the fish cooked? You caught the most, so you get to choose,” he changed the subject as Cassiel forcibly healed him.

“However Cass Cass wants,” Serra said.

“That’s no fun. Fine, Cass Cass, how do you want the fish cooked?”

“However you want,” Cassiel said with a pout.

“Will you lovebirds just choose how to cook your fish?!” Tabitha shouted. “And do it away from here! I don’t need ya catchin’ my baby on fire!”

Fenrir let out an earnest laugh. “Alright, let’s figure out what to do with these fish,” he said, transferring the fish from their barrel to the now-empty-of-shrimp bucket.


Patch 2.0

Several things had to be done before they could register for the tournament. Fenrir organized it all into a nice checklist in order of importance: one, get cards for Serra, Bonekraka, Oleander, and Corwin—Tabitha already had one alongside Fenrir and Cassiel; two, register the crew for the tournament; three, help Tabitha complete upgrades and modifications to The Shoebill; four, acquire some better fishing gear; and five, find something that Bonekraka would be able to do to make himself useful during the tournament.

The first task was completed the next day after the fight between Fenrir and Bonekraka. They both needed time to cool down after their fight but, even with cooling down, it was awkward whenever the two were around one another. Oleander even told the girls that it was the worst fight he ever saw between them. Another reason for waiting a day was that Fenrir had to run around the city with Serra helping as many people and stray animals as they could to improve her Standing so that she wouldn't get kicked out of the city after getting a card.

As for the cards, Oleander ended up having the highest Intelligence out of everybody, Corwin was all around weak as was Serra, and Bonekraka had stats similar to Fenrir’s but slightly worse.

Bonekraka knowing that he had worse stats than Fenrir only made him even more annoyed with him.

The next thing after the cards was getting registered.

Fenrir had the crew all gathered on The Shoebill at once. He had to have an inspector come by to verify the existence of both the vessel and its crew to officially register them for the tournament. The inspector went through their cards one at a time to verify all of their identities. Fenrir noticed her raise an eyebrow when looking at Corwin’s card, but didn’t think much of it.

Oleander acted more lovey-dovey with Corwin by the day. For a relationship that was only a few in-game days old, they behaved like a couple that had been together for months.

Serra and Cassiel both seemed to enjoy watching the two lovebirds do cute things together, but every time Fenrir was around during it, they sent him looks that he was pretty sure he understood the meaning of.

Two days in reality passed by. Four days in-game went by since the fight.

Tabitha gave Fenrir a checklist of her own. The Shoebill already sounded much less creaky whenever walking along its deck and looked much nicer thanks to a thorough cleaning and new paint job, but now it was time for the actual upgrades. Since they didn’t have the money to buy the parts they needed, it was up to the rest of the crew to gather the required materials while she did what she could without them.

Her list was a complicated one, too.

Tabitha Strism’s List of Required Materials and Where to Find Them

Oak logs. Go cut down some trees outside of the city. Ask guards if you need to know where you can find them.

Heavy duty bowstring. Probably at a… place.

Small refracting telescope. Somewhere. Check with scholars, but don’t say it’s for me.

Metal chains. The big kind. Actually I can just use the anchor’s chains for that. We don’t really need the anchor, do we?

A giant treble hook like the size of… just, a really big one. Get the biggest one you can find.

your soul

The list started off helpful enough, but as soon as Fenrir made it to the second line, he realized that she had no idea where to get any of that which was why she didn’t already have it.

Bonekraka gathered the wood, Oleander with Corwin and Cassiel split up to find a bowstring, Serra returned to the scholars’ office with Rock to get the telescope, and Fenrir dealt with the hook.

He looked around at blacksmith shops near the docks.

Many of them sold all manners of hooks, rods, armor, and weapons, but none of them sold a giant, oversized hook. Why would they? Fenrir questioned Tabitha when she requested such a thing, but she assured him that he would be able to find one as long as he looked hard enough. He trusted her, but he just had no idea where to look. It wasn’t like the city was small or anything. It was massive and had shops everywhere! Apparently, tons of players believed that running item shops was the true endgame.

And then he saw it.

Near the left end of the docks was a small shop with a sign above it that read, “Get your monster-sized hooks here!”

That would have to be good enough.

Fenrir entered the shop.

Immediately, he noticed the walls were lined with massive hooks anywhere from being as big as his head to being as big as Serra. There were hooks hanging from the ceiling, too, and an employee sleeping behind the counter.

Fenrir had to keep his head low to not accidentally get his ears hooked on any of the hanging hooks.

“Hey! I uh, need to buy a hook,” Fenrir said to the sleeping employee.

The short and stout man jumped up from his position and rubbed his eyes. “A customer! About time. What’d’ya need?” he asked.

Fenrir assumed that he was supposed to be a dwarf going by the beard, short yet wide size, and the wannabe Scottish accent. “I need the biggest treble hook that you have.”

“Custom made or one from the shelves?” the dwarf asked. “Most of our work ‘ere is custom made upon request with all the shelf items bein’ mainly for show, but I assure ya that the items on display are just as good as rest of ‘em!”

“One of the already made hooks is fine as long as it’s big enough.”

“Well laddy, how big do ya need it to be?”

“She wasn’t specific. Just said the biggest one I could find.”

“What’re you fishin’ for?”

Fenrir assumed that this contraption she was building would be for capturing the baby sea serpent at the end of the tournament. “The serpent at the end of the upcoming fishing tournament.”

“Hah! You tryin’ to make it to the end, are ya? I can respect that, that I can! Alright, now the biggest one would be way too big for that and a pain in the arse to move from storage to wherever your ship is, but this one ‘ere should be the perfect size,” the dwarf said, coming out from behind the counter and walking to one of the shop’s corners. He pulled a treble hook with each of the hooks being as long as Fenrir’s arms off of the wall. “This one ‘ere should be the perfect size for gettin’ stuck in its mouth, and the barbs will make sure ‘at it stays put!”

The size of the hook made Fenrir gulp. If something that big was required to hook the serpent, just how big was it? At that point, he didn’t know if he was excited to reach the final round of the tournament to try and win or just because he wanted to see how big the serpent was!

But now for the most important question. “How much does it cost?” Fenrir asked.

“Just four gold’ll do it. It’s worth about thrice that, but it’s been sittin' ‘ere for a couple o’ months now, so I’d rather just get rid of it if ya know what I mean,” the dwarf said.

Fenrir breathed a sigh of relief. The group made just enough money for that over the last few days of doing various small tasks around the city, especially from when Fenrir and Serra worked to get her Standing up. “Sounds great.” He placed the coins on the counter and took the hook from the dwarf’s hands. “Thanks a ton. Make sure to look out for us on The Shoebill during the tournament.”

“I’ll be watchin’, as will the rest o’ the city! There’s gonna be tens o’ thousands watching the show, so make sure to make it entertainin’ for us!” the dwarf said.

With hook in hand, Fenrir headed back to The Shoebill and hoped that everybody else managed to get their designated items.

“This big enough?” Fenrir asked, setting the hook down on The Shoebill’s deck.

Tabitha came running up to check on it. “Perfect! That’ll definitely be big enough to hook that baby right out of the water,” she answered, her arms crossed over her chest as she nodded. “Now for the rest of the crew to bring back the stuff I need.”

“What are you going to make with all of this anyways?”

“You’ll see! It’ll be revealed at the right time for dramatic effect! By the way, I installed a prototype engine of mine that I had in my backpack. It runs on combustion crystals and will speed this baby up faster than any ships relyin’ only on the wind!”

“An engine? Like, you mean like the kind in real life?”

Tabitha nodded.

“How’d you manage to get it working? Doesn’t the overseer stop things that are too modern from working?”

“Well, ya see, the secret is in the fuel. Naturally, somethin’ that’s runnin’ on diesel ain’t ever goin’ to work, and not even coal will be allowed to work as a fuel, but these crystals,” she took one of the crystals out from her pocket to toss at Fenrir, “make it work! It’s all about how ya go about it. If ya do it in a fantasy-styled way, it works!”

Fenrir’s hand felt warm as he held the crystal. It looked as if there were red and yellow gases swirling around within it trying their best to avoid touching one another. “How’s it work?”

“Try smackin’ it with your other hand.”

Fenrir did as she said, smacking the crystal with his free hand.

Constant, miniature explosions erupted within the crystal! Each explosion sent energy outward that burned his hands which made him toss it between his two hands as if it was a hot potato before eventually throwing it overboard. Even as it sunk into the water, he and everybody nearby on the docks could hear its explosions.

“Shit, I threw it overboard. Sorry,” he said, watching it as it sunk. The bright light it emitted thanks to the pulsating explosions showed exactly where it was as it sank. “How long is it going to be doing that for?”

“It’s alright, and not too long! That one was runnin’ on empty, and I haven’t figured out a way to recharge them yet, so it’s okay to toss that one. Just don’t go losin’ one of the full ones I’ve got,” Tabitha explained.

“How many do you have?”

She pulled out three more from her pockets. “And I’ve got another dozen or so in my backpack somewhere.”

“Are you sure having a dozen of exploding crystals somewhere in your backpack is a safe idea?”

“Of course it ain’t! Don’t mean that it isn’t a fun one, though.”

“Can’t argue with that. So, how do the crystals power the engine?”

Tabitha led him below deck.

Built into the back of the ship was what appeared to be a furnace with a small container for a fuel source with some mechanical gears and belts that Fenrir assumed were powered by the fuel source and caused the rotor to spin. Fenrir only ever saw old pictures of combustion engines before, and this reminded him of a more fantasy-esque version of one. Though, calling it steampunk might have been fairer.

It looked pretty cool, actually. Fenrir wished cars still had engines like that instead of everything being fully electric. “Did you make this yourself?”

“I did! Had it in my backpack! It’s the latest model of the Strism Engine. Strism Engine Mk. 7.2!” Tabitha proudly answered.

“What happened to all the previous models?”

“They’re scattered underneath the water here. Remember what I said about those other ships not being able to keep up? Well, my engines are to thank for that! Look, an average ship this size can maybe sail at abooouuuutttt… eight to twelve knots depending on wind speed, the hull, and so on. With my baby here,” she patted the engine, “I’ll have ya goin’ at least 15 knots without any help from the wind! Ya better hope for some smooth waters or it’s gonna be one heckuva bumpy ride!”

Fenrir was already getting excited. However, before he could fangirl with her over her engine’s potential, he heard footsteps above them. “Sounds like the others are back. I’ll go check on them.” Serra, Rock, Oleander, and Corwin were the first to come back after him. Serra had a telescope in her hands and the two boyfriends had a spool of thick bowstring. “You didn’t see Cassiel on your way back, did you?”

“Nope! Hope she doesn’t spend too long looking around for this still. I told the guy we bought this from to refuse her if she happens to go in the same shop as us,” Oleander explained.

Fenrir looked at Serra. “Have any trouble getting that?”

Serra shook her head. “Thelmes was there again. Told me to invite you for fish experiments.”

“I… think I’ll pass on that.” Fenrir felt bad about refusing the curious cat-goblin-thing’s desire to experiment with using fish as weapons, but—wait, a really stupid thought just came into his mind.

What if there were mermaids? What would happen if he were to swing a mermaid around by her tail to use her as a weapon? No, that was too idiotic a line of thought. He shook his head to return to the topic at hand. He regained his senses just in time to see Bonekraka walking up to the ship with several large logs of wood supported on his shoulders.

Bonekraka stepped onto The Shoebill and tossed the logs down onto the deck.

“Oi! Be careful up there! Ya know how much work I’ve been puttin’ into this baby?! I swear if ya break anything then I’m gonna break you!” Tabitha shouted from below deck.

Bonekraka grumbled and walked away without saying anything else.

Every time he was around, everybody got quiet and waited to see what he was going to do or say. Fenrir was beginning to believe it would be a miracle if he stayed with them long enough to make it to the tournament but, at the same time, he knew that Bonekraka never backed out of anything. He never ran away from what he said he would do.

No matter how awkward the current situation might have been, Fenrir had faith in him that Bonekraka wouldn’t abandon them.

“Alright. There’s one more thing we have to figure out while Tabs finishes up with the ship. What’s Bone’s job going to be?” Fenrir asked them.

Oleander was the first to speak up. “I’ve heard that there can be boardings and fights during the tournament, so he could just be on defense and keep us safe.”

“Nobody is going to be catching us with the engine that Tabs installed.”

“Engine? We have an engine now?”

“Well, she is an engineer.”

Oleander was clearly unimpressed with his lame joke. At least Serra smiled.

“But yeah, we’re going to be faster than every other ship, so nobody is going to be able to board us. I think. Probably,” Fenrir continued. “He doesn’t like fishing, he doesn’t like being on open water, and… yeah, this is why I doubted that he was going to be up for joining us in the first place. I don't plan on us getting into any fights, but he can help out during them. Even then, I don't know what he's going to do if we're not fighting.”

“If there are four of us fishing with my dear Oleander helming the ship and the orange-haired one keeping up with the ship below deck, I do not believe there is much need for the orc. Could he not just stay below deck and wait until the events are over?” Corwin asked. Oleander hugged onto his arm as a reward for speaking up.

Serra walked up to Fenrir and did the same with his arm.

“Serra. We talked about this,” Cassiel said, finally appearing with nothing to show for it. She wanted to complain when she saw that Oleander and Corwin were able to find what they were looking for, but she was too annoyed with her failure to say anything about it.

“Talked about what?” Fenrir asked.

“Nothing, you dog bastard.”

Serra reluctantly gave up Fenrir’s arm.

He looked at the two girls curiously. They had been getting along better ever since that fight happened, and he saw them talking in private every now and then. Neither of them ever gave Fenrir any clue as to what they were talking about, either.

“Moving on from the fact that I’ve been upgraded from bastard to dog bastard, Corwin, I don’t have a problem if Bonekraka wants to do that, but I want to at least try and find something for him to do. I just… can’t think of anything,” Fenrir said.

Tabitha came up from below deck. “If you’re tryin’ to figure out what to do with the big green guy, why not just let me manage him? He could come in handy, and I’m sure I’ll think of a few uses for him. Worst comes to worst, we’re gonna be takin’ on water during the tournament, and I’m going to need some help keeping this baby in top operatin’ conditions.”

“You sure, Tabs?”

“As sure as honey on pineapple!”

Everybody looked at her.

“What? Ya never eat some pineapple with some delicious honey drizzled on it? Noobs these days.”

Work on The Shoebill proceeded as planned. Tabitha set up a large, wooden box on the front of the boat that she refused to let anybody see the inside of. It took up the entire foredeck and made navigating difficult whenever Fenrir took the crew out for some fishing practice.

If having difficulty navigating wasn’t enough of a concern, the sounds that came from within the wooden box concerned any who heard them. Every time Tabitha came out of the box, she had a massive grin and maniacally giggled to herself.

Fenrir was the only one who wasn’t worried. He had faith in her and The Shoebill in contrast to everybody else.

“Fen,” Serra said, tugging on the back of Fenrir’s shirt.

“What’s up?” Fenrir asked, turning around to face her.

“We need a flag.”

Fenrir looked up at the top of the mast. Stinky Garlic’s flag used to be up there, but now there was nothing to represent the crew. “Yeah, I guess you’re right.”

But what to use? He could use the Divine Brigade’s old flag but, as hard as it may have been for some people to believe, he really wanted to leave all that behind. Using the old flag would just draw even more attention than he wanted. There was also the fact that people would either assume they were wannabe fakes of the real thing if they had ever heard of the Divine Brigade, or they would assume that they were a fragment of the old Divine Brigade and hunt them down.

“We need a new name and flag,” Fenrir said.

“The Divine Brigade,” Serra suggested.

“No. They’re not being brought back.”

“It’s okay, it was a joke. Maybe a bad one after what happened…. But I did read about what they used to do and it sounded cool.”

“Trust me, they’re always romanticized and not actually that interesting. We just messed with people. Besides, I’d rather us not all get hunted down and doxed.”

“The Divine Fish.”

“That’s just silly.”

“The Divine Rod.”

Fenrir looked down at her and saw her usual snerking expression. “I’ll show you a divine rod,” he said in a teasing voice.

“When?”

And that was when she won. As small and innocent as she looked, Fenrir had no doubt that her ability to sexually tease people was on par with Oleander’s ability. The main difference was that they used their abilities in different ways. Oleander was chaotic evil with his sexuality whereas Serra was just… Serra. Oleander threw his sexual jokes and references around to anybody who would listen to them—though, he did tone them down since he started dating Corwin—while Serra required a bit more paying attention to in order to really pick up on what she was saying.

Ever since Fenrir realized that Serra was, in fact, a subtle pervert, he started noticing her teasing words and expressions on a regular basis.

He couldn’t even look at her hands anymore to check and make sure that she was holding the fishing rod properly whenever he handed it to her. The way that she gently traced the tips of her fingers along its shaft before teasingly rubbing them downward was too much for him.

Fenrir may not have known if Serra was lawful, neutral, or chaotic, but she was definitely evil alongside Oleander.

He wasn’t the only one who suffered from Serra’s teasing, either. Cassiel was victim to Serra’s teasing just as much now! Of course, since Cassiel was even more dense, Serra had to be more assertive with her.

Serra never passed up on the opportunity to sneak up behind Cassiel and blow into her ear or onto her neck.

The excited and surprised noised that Cassiel made every single time Serra did that had various effects on him. Her noises were amusing and made him laugh but, at the same time, they excited him and made him want to tease her himself so that he got to hear more of those borderline-erotic sounds.

Unfortunately for both Fenrir and Serra, Cassiel had begun being much more careful when around them. She was always peeking over her shoulders to make sure that nobody was sneaking up on her, stood as far away from them as she could when on the boat together, and had been wearing her hair down just to cover up her ears and neck.

Serra was the most disappointed.

Another couple of days passed by.

Cassiel finally joined the group’s Fiscord server as had Tabitha, Tabitha’s secret construction on the front of the ship neared completion according to her, and nobody knew what to name the crew.

Bonekraka would normally be the first one to suggest naming themselves the Divine Brigade again, but he stayed silent.

Fenrir was beginning to believe that it might truly be the last thing he did with his friend. Oleander was realizing it, too.

Fortunately for Fenrir, rather than stand around and try to figure out what to do regarding their identity situation, there was something else that he could do to procrastinate.

Sell his trophy. Sure, he originally wanted to keep it as a trophy, but: one, it looked really stupid; two, it could probably be sold for a few gold which would be great since he had none; and three, The Shoebill was already a far better trophy than any garlic shield could ever be. He still had that large, garlic-shaped shield with a golden trim that he stole from the leader of Stinky Garlic.

“Hey, Corwin,” Fenrir called out to their newest crewmember.

“Yes, captain?” Corwin replied.

“I told you before, just call me Fenrir or something else. You don’t need to be so formal.”

“A-ah, my apologies. I am used to strictly following rules and properly addressing my superiors.”

“Don’t worry about it. Anyways, I was thinking about something.”

“What is it?”

“Know of a place where I can sell this thing?” Fenrir asked, holding up the shield.

“That looks to be a very high-quality shield, cap— Fenrir. Are you sure you wish to sell it?”

“Yeah. Never was a big fan of garlic.”

“Very well,” Corwin said with a smile. He may not have been the most expressive man, but he was a kind one. Fenrir was amazed that Oleander appeared to have settled down for somebody as proper as Corwin. Furthermore, he was even more amazed that Corwin was able to keep up with Oleander given how timid he behaved. “If you would like to follow me, I know of a store where you should be able to sell it.”

“Sure thing. Let’s go,” Fenrir said and followed.

At the moment, only he, Tabitha, and Corwin were in-game. Tabitha was almost always online and running either around The Shoebill or running around the city for The Shoebill. Corwin was on just as much as she was.

Fenrir figured that neither of them had lives, but that was the only similarity they shared. Tabitha was a gearhead obsessed with mechanics while Corwin was a roleplayer-lite who just made himself useful however he could.

“You’re a cool guy, Corwin. I approve. Don’t hurt Olly, got that?” Fenrir said, sounding like a protective father. Rock, who was walking beside them, barked to back up Fenrir.

“No worries, Fenrir. Oleander—I may not have known him for long, but he truly makes me feel special, and I wish to make him feel the same,” Corwin explained.

Fenrir gave him a heavy smack on the back which almost sent Corwin stumbling forward. “A-ah, sorry, my Strength must have gone up from carrying so much stuff around for Tabs and dueling Cass.”

“No—no worries.” Corwin’s voice struggled as if all the air had been knocked out of him.

Corwin led Fenrir, and Rock, to what looked like a high-class blacksmith’s shop.

A man wearing bright pink armor covered in colorful feathers walked out just as they arrived. Everything about his style was beyond tacky. Fenrir assumed that his tactic was to wear armor so horrendous that his enemies couldn’t see him coming because they’d refuse to look at him!

No matter how realistic a game might be, given the option to look ridiculous, at least some players would always choose to do so.

Corwin held the door open for Fenrir as they entered.

“Welcome! What can we do for you?” a man polishing some armor asked.

Everything in the shop looked expertly made and very—well, fancy. Everything looked great as far as quality went but the intricate designs and colors made Fenrir think that this had to be the type of place where players with too much money went shopping when glamor was their endgame content.

It definitely didn’t look like the kind of shop that should be in the middle of a pirate city but, given that it was a player-owned-and-ran pirate city, it made sense.

“Hey, could I sell this here?” Fenrir asked, holding the garlic shield up.

The salesman cringed when he saw it.

At least somebody else agreed with Fenrir that the shield looked stupid.

“Four gold sound good to you? Nobody is going to want to buy that for its design, but I could melt it down and turn it into something… much better than what it currently is,” the salesperson said.

“That’s good enough for me. Oh, and I got this off of some asshole I killed up north,” Fenrir said. He didn’t want the merchant believing that Fenrir liked this thing.

“Right. Anyways, let me grab your gold.” The merchant didn’t sound convinced.

Fenrir cringed from how awkward that sounded. Great, now the merchant is going to believe I’m obsessed with garlic, he thought.

He hoped that no weird rumors would start because of that.

At the cost of a tacky shield and potentially a new reputation, Fenrir walked out of the shop with four more gold coins than he had before.

But was it really worth the cost? Fenrir wanted to be known for fishing, not garlic!

The Divine Garlic?

The Garlic Brigade?

No, he could never name the crew something like that. Neither they nor The Shoebill deserved to have such a horrid name associated with them. Not even Bonekraka deserved to be associated with such a bad name.

“Hey, Corwin, we’re going to need some new rods. Got any places in mind?” Fenrir asked. Corwin and Oleander got some gear and rods of their own after that fight with Bonekraka, but one of the new rods went overboard during some fishing when a particularly strong fish got hooked, and one of the first two rods they had slipped out of Cassiel's hands into the water when Serra surprised her with some teasing. Therefore, they were back to needing two new rods.

“Ah, I know of a few places with excellent rods,” Corwin responded.

Fenrir was happy that Serra wasn’t in-game and with them right now. Oleander, too, for that matter.

“Sweet. Mind taking me to one of them? We're going to need another two more rods. I think. If Oleander helms the ship, and Tabs and Bone do their own thing, then that leaves four of us able to fish.”

“That sounds right to me, captain. Will your pet be doing anything?” Corwin asked, looking down at Rock.

Fenrir looked down at her as well. “Nah. She just has to sit around looking cute. Isn’t that right, girl?”

Rock let out a happy bark. Fenrir rewarded her by rubbing the underside of her chin. Rock happily rolled her head down against his hand and allowed her tongue to hang out from the side of her mouth.

“Wait a second,” Fenrir paused and then poked Rock’s tongue. It felt softer than before. Now that he thought about it, it was beginning to turn slightly reddish as well. There was even a tiny bit of saliva in Rock’s mouth when he picked her up to look inside of it.

Rock happily panted and hung in the air as Fenrir examined her body. He turned her around, held her upside down, stared at her face, and even gave her a bit of a shake.

Corwin looked the most concerned between the three of them.

“C-captain? Are you sure that handling her like that is safe for her health?” Corwin asked.

Fenrir looked at Corwin and turned Rock around so that she could look at him as well. They both nodded.

Corwin learned not to question anything involving Fenrir and Rock after that.

What Fenrir learned from his thorough examination of Rock was that she seemed to be becoming more… natural—more like a realistic puppy. He already noticed that she was growing larger but, now that he was really paying attention, she was growing more features as well. She was just like a low-poly puppy model made out of smooth rock before. Now, her tongue was softer and lighter in color, her ears and tail were more flexible and had little spots of rock sticking up from them to give her a bushier appearance, and she looked like she had more joints and more flexible body parts in general now.

Her torso was just one block of rock when she first turned from a rock into Rock. That same torso now looked like it had several cracks in it that allowed her to properly bend and twist her body.

“Rock, I don’t want to say that you can’t evolve if you want to, but try to at least stay like a wolf, alright? I can’t just spam the B button to stop you from evolving, and I don’t want you suddenly turning into something super different. You need to stay as a cute puppy, okay?” Fenrir explained to her.

Rock barked and licked his face in agreement.

“They do say that a dog is a man’s best friend, do they not?” Corwin chimed in.

“That’s right! Plus, if you think about it, we’re both wolves. We’re part of a pack. I’m the alpha of the pack and Rock here is my co-alpha,” Fenrir explained.

“Do packs of animals usually not have just a single alpha?”

“Boring packs do, but we’re all about equality here—we’ve got to be equally awesome. Rock is my partner, not my subordinate. Of course, all the alpha stuff was debunked decades ago, but anyways.”

“If you do not mind my saying so, you certainly are quite the odd one, Fenrir.”

“I get told that a lot. Anyways, let’s go to one of those rod shops.”

Corwin led Fenrir and Rock to another one of the shops that he knew of, this one being back near the docks.

There was an incident that involved Rock getting into a staring contest with a cat along the way.

Fenrir had to carry Rock the rest of the way to the shop to make sure that she didn’t get into any trouble.

The cat followed along with them off to the side, always in Rock’s sight, but forever out of her reach.

Rock made many disgruntled whines and growls. She even tried looking up at Fenrir with puppy eyes to hopefully convince him to allow her to attack the taunting feline, but she was given no such permission.

Rock lifted a paw and smacked Fenrir in the face.

“Did you just… smack me?” Fenrir asked.

Rock barked, but she followed it up with a lick which made Fenrir instantly forgive her.

“She is going to be spoiled if you do not punish her for misbehaving,” Corwin said.

Fenrir and Rock both looked at him as if confused by what he just said, eyebrows raised and heads tilted. “So?” Fenrir asked.

“Such an odd captain. Now then, the shop is right there.”

The three headed indoors. Fortunately, Rock was allowed in most shops as long as there weren’t any clothes on display. Or rocks.

Fenrir was walking around the city looking through various shops the other day. One of them was a “materials” shop which had various types of rocks and ores on display.

Rock was salivating the moment she entered the shop.

Fenrir learned not to take Rock into such a shop again.

“Hey there! Here to get yourself a new rod for the tournament?” the shopkeeper asked as soon as the trio walked inside.

“How’d you know?” Fenrir asked with a smile.

“It’s what everybody else has been coming in here for lately! Take a look around and let me know if you see somethin’ you like.”

“Will do, thanks.”

Three walls of the shop were covered with rods of various types. Some of them were casting rods, others were spinning rods. Some were for trolling, others were for fly fishing. In the center of the shop were a few stands with pots and cages meant for crabbing, there were shelves with colorful lures and different types of lines, and there were other tools such as nets, tackle boxes, and floaters.

Fenrir looked like a child in a candy shop, or like Oleander in a bar full of masculine, burly men.

He wondered if Corwin knew about Oleander’s previous escapades.

That aside, Fenrir started picking up items and taking them over to the counter. He picked up a tiered tackle box, some scissors to cut line and pliers to help pull any stuck hooks out of fish mouths, some floaters and a few lures, a net that had an extendable pole long enough to reach down into the water from The Shoebill’s deck, and then checked on the price of everything to see how much he had left to spend on rods.

Everything that he picked out so far amounted to one gold and fifty silver. Not too bad. At least, that was what he thought until he actually looked at the rods.

There were price tags on each one and they were all anywhere from two gold to over twenty gold.

One of the rods was almost thirty gold!

“Why… why’s this one so expensive?” Fenrir asked, holding the rod.

“Ah, that one! It’s the nicest one we’ve got. It is more than worth the price, I assure you. The line there is made out of the silk of a giant cave spider. You know about those?” the shopkeeper asked.

“Giant spiders? I uhh, would rather never learn about them.”

“Hah! Don’t worry, that’s how most players feel about them. Their webs are more durable than steel. You collect enough of their silk and you’ve got yourself a fishing line that isn’t going to snap no matter what’s pullin’ on it. A fish is goin’ to tear your arms off from pulling on your line before it snaps. That’s what happens when you use the silk from something that weaves it to capture dragons and ogres. Damn things are the kings of the underground.”

“So the line is the only reason it’s so expensive?”

“Only half of it! The rod there, try bending it. Bend it as hard as you can. Don’t worry, it won’t break.”

Fenrir looked hesitant to try and bend what looked like such a beautifully crafted rod, but he did it. It bent, and bent, and bent, but never snapped. It returned to its original position as soon as he let go of it without any evidence of him having just bent it.

“What kind of wood is this?” Fenrir asked.

“Steel oak.”

“Let me guess, more durable than steel?”

“You got it! These trees are damn rare. You’ll find about one of ‘em for every five hundred or so regular oaks, and you can’t tell the difference between them until you take an axe to it only for the blade to crack against the bark!”

“Then how do you chop it down?”

“Lots of axes.”

Fenrir wanted to question that, but instead nodded and accepted it. “Fair enough.”

“So, you want that beauty?”

“I wish. It’s about ten times more expensive than I can afford,” Fenrir said with a sigh.

“Just win the tournament and then come back here for it!”

“What’s the reward anyways? I keep forgetting to ask about that.”

“Two hundred gold coins, all the meat and material parts from the final catch, and then a special reward that nobody knows about yet. Last time it was a ship, before then it was a mansion in the city, but this time the rumors are that the elf king is in charge of the final reward.”

“What’s he like? I keep overhearing people talking about him.”

“Don’t know much about him myself other than that he’s the blue bitch of the west.”

“So, he’s like an elf and male version of Indra?”

“Supposedly.”

“Got it, thanks.”

Fenrir returned his attention to the rods. There was one other rod that caught his attention and was affordable. It looked cool enough for him, too.

The more he looked at it, the more he realized it was unlike any other rod in the shop.

Its blank was almost pure white—as white as his hair. A few swirls could be seen in the smoothed wood which made it look like it was designed that way on purpose, but Fenrir figured that it was just a natural pattern. The reel itself was made out of iron and some light red wood.

Fenrir realized something.

With the white blank and the light red reel, it matched his hair and eyes respectively.

But how much was it?

He looked at the price tag.

Two gold. It was cheaper than he thought it would be, but that only left him with fifty silver.

“I will take this one, captain,” Corwin said.

Fenrir looked over and saw him holding a dainty rod that looked like it would snap from even the slightest bit of bending. He looked back at the white rod. He really wanted it, but it wouldn’t be fair to selfishly buy it for himself and leave Corwin with one so lackluster. So, he looked at Corwin again and opened his mouth to talk.

But he was interrupted before he even had a chance to say anything. “Please, Fenrir, do not worry about me. This is more than enough for me, and I can tell how much you want that one,” Corwin said first.

Fenrir looked at the price tag on it. It was only twenty silver.

“Are you sure?” Fenrir asked. “I don’t mind trying to get us equal rods. I don’t want you—”

“I promise that it is alright, captain. Consider it my thanks to you for bringing Oleander to this city. Without your choice to come here, I never would have met him.”

“You really like him, don’t you? You’ve only been together for a week.”

“I know. I worry that I may be moving too fast, but my feelings are what they are. Now, please purchase that rod for yourself. It is a very beautiful rod, and you eye it so wantingly.”

Fenrir smiled at Corwin’s explanation. He was always good at reading people, and he didn’t sense that Corwin was lying, so he must have genuinely felt as strongly as he claimed for Oleander. “Got it. Thanks, Corwin. Glad to have you with us.”

Crew? Fully staffed.

The Shoebill? Given an engine and something on the front of the ship covered in a tarp that Tabitha refused to let anybody see underneath. Also reinforced, repainted, and polished by Tabitha.

Rock? Rock.

Cassiel and Serra? Getting better at fishing.

Oleander? Sneaking off with Corwin every other hour.

Bonekraka? Asshole.

Fishing rods? Four of them.

Tournament registration? Completed.

Preparation status? Prepared.

Fenrir? Realizing that the tournament was about to happen, knowing that it was going to be dangerous and that death was possible, and remembering that he was going to lose everything if he died.

Without a rebirth counter, if he died, he was done for. He would respawn in a random location somewhere in the game’s world with none of his acquired stats, skills, or items. He would essentially be a brand-new player without even the benefit of getting to choose where he spawned.

Oleander was in the same situation as him until he started dating Corwin. Now, he apparently acquired three counters, so he was safe.

Everybody had slept on The Shoebill as well so, if anybody died, they would respawn on the ship.

Fenrir was the only one without a counter.

He had the confidence to compete in the tournament without dying, but he wasn’t so cocky that he believed he was above all odds.

He needed more counters.

Yet, the only options he knew of to get them were: have sex, kill bosses or other elite NPCs, use rare and valuable items, or kill a player far stronger than he was. The easiest of those would be to use one of those items that Saya told him about, but he had no idea what the item was, what it looked like, where he could find it, and he was sure that it would cost far more than he could afford to lose.

Killing an elite NPC or boss, or killing a player much stronger than him, were all out as possibilities as well. He couldn’t just go kill a random player and hope to get lucky with getting a rebirth counter and it was not like there were going to be any elite NPCs nor bosses around one of the game’s largest and busiest cities.

Basically, his only option to get rebirth counters was to have sex.

Just the thought of it made his face burn red.

There were only two girls he could realistically have sex with unless he wanted to go and pay for a prostitute in the city. He learned since his time in the city that sex was a very profitable business in the game. Some players modeled their characters to tailor to specific fetishes, the game itself allowed for kinks that would be impossible in real life, and then there was the fact that there were so many possible races for characters to be.

As annoying as it was to Fenrir, he realized that a large portion of the game’s player base only cared about the sexual aspects of it. On the surface, it looked like an average fantasy world with people going about their daily lives, going on adventures, living out normal lives, and so forth. But, when one looked beyond that shallow surface to find what players were doing when they were not out killing monsters or each other, the answer was simple: having sex.

Serra and Cassiel were his only two real options. Even if it was a game, he still believed that sex was something valuable that should only be done with those he was romantically involved with. Right now, the only girls he had any romantic interest in were Serra and Cassiel.

He knew that they each had feelings for him as well. Oleander liked to tease him about being dense, and he admitted that he could be dense regarding some things, but even he knew that they liked him. And they knew that he liked them. After all, he already admitted to it and said that he would properly confess to them soon.

There was one problem with that.

He never confessed to a girl before—not properly, anyways. The only “girlfriends” that he ever had were all online and they made the first moves since they wanted to take advantage of him and his status as the Divine Brigade’s leader.

Just thinking about it gave him a headache. Never before had he believed that he would someday end up with a harem. Sure, he loved harems in anime, but he never thought he would get one in real life. His dad always lectured him against harems, but his mother always told him that he could love whoever he wanted and however many people he wanted.

Though, if the girls liked each other as well, then it wouldn’t really be a harem. That would make it more like a polyamorous relationship, technically.

But he still liked to think of it as a harem for weeb points.

Then there was the concern of if he could even properly love two girls. How would he make sure they both felt equal and like they were getting enough attention from him? How would sleeping arrangements work? What if one of them got jealous from him giving the other attention?

How was he supposed to afford dating two girls?

Would he confess to them at the same time or separately? If he did it separately, wouldn’t whoever was confessed to second feel less important or jealous?

“Ah! This sucks!” Fenrir shouted from The Shoebill’s crow’s nest. Nobody else was online at the moment, so nobody could hear his frustrated shouts aside from the random people walking by on the pier. Even Rock was fast asleep curled up against the bottom of the mast.

As great as the idea of dating two awesome girls was, he couldn’t help but feel it would be so much easier to only date one of them. Yet, he couldn’t even begin to think about who he would choose if he had to. They both had their flaws, but they also had so many more pros.

Besides, he already started learning sign language for Serra and he punched a guy for Cassiel.

“Wait, aren’t I actually kind of awesome?” he asked himself in a moment of self-realization.

If he was being totally honest with himself, he was actually cooler than he thought he was even if thinking that made him feel like an egotistical ass.

Maybe he was just overthinking things? He wasn’t entirely sure, but he did know that just being his usual self thus far was what has made those two girls like him as much as they did.

“I hate when nobody else is online to distract me,” Fenrir groaned.

Life sucked. Alright, maybe not really, but having to seriously think about all of that did suck.

Then he realized something.

All those kids who bullied him when he was younger—he bet that they didn’t have a couple of cute girls waiting to date them.

A huge smile spread across his lips.

“Take that, bastards. This loser is about to have two more girlfriends than any of you have… probably,” Fenrir said to himself.

Then he raised his hands up to the top of his head, ruffling up his hair in frustration.

The situation went back to being stressful as soon as the smug satisfaction wore off.

His heart raced. It felt as if hundreds of butterflies were fluttering about in his stomach as his heart tried to pop out of his chest like some sort of old-school alien.

He believed his best option was to confess to them both at once. He knew that they liked him, they knew that he liked them, and he was pretty sure that they both liked each other as more than friends at least a small bit. At least, with the way that Serra teased Cassiel at times, it was obvious that Serra liked her. He also figured that Cassiel wouldn’t get so flustered and bashful around her when she did that if the feeling wasn’t mutual.

Was he really going to do that? Confess to two girls at once?

He didn’t know whether to be full of self-doubt or be proud of himself.

In the end, what he knew was what he had to do.

He had to confess.

“Alright, you can do this,” Fenrir said to himself, forming his hands into confident fists. “But how do I do it?” And he was back to square one. No, screw that, he thought.

He climbed down the mast and went below deck to sleep on the floor. A few more hammocks were set up, but they were all taken.

“Ready to wake, Saya,” Fenrir whispered.

“Aye aye, Onii-chan!” Saya replied.

Ryouta looked up at his ceiling fan.

He waited until he could move properly before getting out of bed, walking over to his computer, and sending a message to Serra and Cassiel over Fiscord telling them to meet him in-game later at a specific time.

The urge to delete the message before they saw it was extremely strong. He had to grab his right hand with his left to prevent it from reaching forward to delete the messages.

He then hurried back over to bed, lied down, and immersed himself back into the game.

“That was a short break, Onii-chan,” Saya teased.

“I know. I need to go fishing to take my mind off of what I’ve done,” Fenrir said, sitting at their usual spot in the artificial café.

“Oh no, you manned up! That must have been very hard for you to do, Onii-chan. I’m so proud of you.”

“If you’re going to sass me then at least do it while I’m fishing.”

Saya giggled before letting him immerse back into the game.

Confess to Serra and Cassiel? Status pending.

Fenrir was supposed to confess to Serra and Cassiel in-game. He had finally sent those messages telling them when to meet him in-game and was anxiously waiting for the time to come.

So, how come his avatar was fast asleep in-game when he was supposed to be meeting the girls?

Because he somehow found the courage to change his plans.

He was pretty sure that he was going to die at any second from just how intensely his heart was beating. It legitimately felt as if it was trying to burst out from his chest and run away.

So, if he wasn’t in-game, just where exactly was he?

Ryouta stood at New Charleston’s maglev train station.

His hair was combed so that it wasn’t as messy as it usually was, he wore properly fitting clothes instead of baggy and wrinkled ones, and he even used the leg braces that he hated wearing so that walking and standing wasn’t such a pain.

Behind his back were two bouquets of multi-colored roses, and he was nervously looking around waiting to see which direction Cassiel and Serra were going to come from.

What if one of them approached from behind and ruined the surprise of the flowers?

Wait, what if only one girl got there first? Would he just wait until they were both there to give the flowers, which would mean awkwardly keeping both of his hands behind his back while talking to whoever arrived first? Didn’t he already look silly in general with his hands both behind his back and nervously looking around?

Now that he looked around himself, he realized that several of the passersby were looking at him with confusion or suspicion. A few people walked by who looked at him and then whispered to whoever they were with, usually resulting in some not-very-subtle giggling.

He wanted to die. Letting his heart jump out of his chest to run away and hide, leaving his overthinking brain behind to die, sounded like a very tempting deal.

There were times in-game with his “exes” where he tried to do nice things for them, but it never worked out. There was one girl where he wanted her address so that he could hire a flower company near her to deliver her a bouquet, but she made jokes about him potentially being an axe-wielding stalker to avoid giving a proper answer. There was another girl where he tried setting up a large and romantic “date” for her in-game, but she got bored after a couple of minutes and logged out since she said she had to study.

He still remembered seeing a notification pop up five minutes later showing her playing a different game.

Sometimes he worried that Serra and Cassiel were just taking advantage of him, but no matter how objectively he tried reflecting on them, he failed to find anything wrong with either of them. There was also the fact that Oleander wasn’t trying to talk him out of it like he normally would.

At the very least, there weren’t any suspicious red flags screaming at him to run away. Only his paranoid mind was doing that and that was only because it was afraid of rejection or screwing everything up.

A gust of cold air brushed against him.

Problem.

It messed up his hair.

How was he supposed to fix his hair when both of his hands were full? He either had to set down one of the bouquets or try to hold them both in one hand, but he was worried about messing them up if he did either of those.

There was only one thing he could do.

He had to try and flick his head to fix his hair. He felt like one of those edgy looking teenagers who were obsessed with flipping their hair.

“What are you doing?” a familiar voice asked while he was in the middle of flipping his hair.

Ryouta froze.

More importantly, the voice came from behind him.

He turned around.

Cassandra and Serra were standing together looking at him.

At that point, he felt so sickeningly nervous that he just—

Serra tapped something into her phone before holding it up for Ryouta to read.

The flowers are really pretty and your hair looks cute when messy!

Ryouta smiled and hung his head.

The only concern left was whether he was really good enough for them or not. But he was going to try his best to prove that he was.

He brought the bouquets out from behind his back and held them toward to the girls. Serra had a wide smile while Cassandra blushed and struggled to look at him directly.

With his hands free, he was able to make hand signs that matched what he was saying so that each girl could properly understand him. “Sorry. I wanted to surprise you with the flowers,” he said and signed.

“It’s nothing, you ba--… Ryo…Ryouta,” Cassandra said. It was the first time he ever heard her say his real name. “It was Serra’s idea to sneak up on you and surprise you anyways.”

Ryouta couldn’t help but to smile as he looked over at Serra who was… crying?

Serra tried wiping away her tears with the hand that wasn’t holding the bouquet, but she just couldn’t stop herself. She saw Ryouta look at her with such a concerned expression and panicked. She tried signing to him but, given that one of her hands was occupied, it was pretty difficult.

Fortunately, Cassandra picked up on that and took the bouquet from her so that she could properly sign.

Don’t worry! I’m okay. Sorry. I’m surprised that you know sign language. I’ve never met anybody other than personal tutors and my parents who cared. I’m really happy. Sorry, please don’t worry about me, I promise I’m just really happy and surprised. Thank you.

It was hard for Ryouta to keep up with her, but he more or less understood what she was saying. He signed back at her letting her know that he was glad she was happy and not upset. For Cassandra’s sake, he continued speaking alongside the signs so that she wouldn’t feel left out. “I learned it just for you, so you better appreciate it,” he ended with a tease.

The bright smile that Serra gave him was just—he could never properly express just how precious of a smile it was.

Serra reached up for her bouquet, taking it back from Cassandra.

One of the petals came off as Cassandra held it. It stuck to her face and she didn’t seem to have noticed it.

“Stay still, Cass Cass,” Ryouta said.

Cassandra wanted to shout at him for using that name in real life, but she froze up when she saw his hand and face approach her own face. Her cheeks turned bright red. She frantically looked around as if she was trying to find an escape route but, in the end, she closed her eyes and anxiously pursed her lips.

“Got it,” Ryouta said, holding the flower petal to show her.

Cassandra felt so hot that she was pretty sure steam was about to blow out through her ears. Her situation was made even worse when Serra poked her in the side, making her squeak out in that feminine voice she hated to let them hear. That was when she looked down at the shorter girl and began shouting, but it was the passersby who heard Cassandra’s embarrassed frustration rather than Serra.

Ryouta finally relaxed. As worried as he was about everything—as inexperienced as he felt, they were just like how they were in-game. The only difference was that he wasn’t as tall and as masculine looking as he was in-game, but neither of the girls seemed to care. They both agreed to meeting him offline, after all, despite knowing how he already looked in real life.

He finally got a good look at them as Cassandra shouted while Serra tried not to laugh.

How did he not notice sooner?

He felt like a traitor to himself.

Cassandra was wearing a… she was wearing…

A sweater.

Sure, she was wearing black leggings that accentuated her legs and thighs, but a sweater.

Even if it was a sweater and slightly baggy, it hugged against her chest which reminded Ryouta that she was actually… really busty. A sweater was something that completely covered her up and didn’t exactly show off bodies, but the bulge in the sweater at her chest was all the proof needed to show off just how large her breasts were.

Ryouta normally wouldn’t think of such things just from looking at a girl, but she was wearing a sweater. There was nothing more that Ryouta wanted to do more when he saw a girl wearing a sweater than to grope and poke her through it. It would combine two of the best things there were in the world: one, groping boobs; and two, the softness of a sweater.

At least, he imagined that groping boobs would be one of the greatest joys there was.

Serra looked adorable as well. She was wearing a knitted hat that looked two times too large for her head and a parka that looked more like a dress on her petite figure than a jacket.

Cassandra lifted her head to look at him with a raised eyebrow. “Hey. Just where do you think you’re looking?” she asked.

He was totally caught.

To Ryouta's surprise, Serra gave Cassandra's chest a quick poke through her sweater as if trying to assist in whatever perverse thoughts he was conjuring up within the sweater-obsessed mind of his.

Serra may not have been able to hear it, but Ryouta and everybody else around heard the surprised squeak that Cassandra made.

Cassandra didn’t even know how to react. Her lips were quivering, eyes were twitching, and she was pure red because of what Serra just did in addition to knowing what sound she just made.

Serra and Ryouta exchanged a thumbs-up as Cassandra tried processing what just happened.

Cassandra was only taken out of her bluescreen of a thought process when Ryouta spoke up. Serra watched his lips to read what he was saying but followed his hands as well.

“I uhh, sorry. I wanted to be cool and smooth with this, but I can’t really think of a good way to ask this, so—Serra, Cassandra, will you…” his voice grew quieter with every word as he hesitated both with his voice and hands. If he was able to man himself up to confess to them properly in real life instead of through the game, he could man himself up again. He took a deep breath. “I like you both a lot. A ton. I’ve never really felt anything like this for any other girl before, but being with you two makes me happy, and I want to make both of you happy, so will you go out with me?”

It felt as if time froze. There was no wind, the only noise came from those walking around them, and he heard a couple of girls giggle to each other nearby as they walked past him.

Then he realized that his eyes were closed.

He shut them as tightly as he could after asking them out. Everything just felt so cringy and awkward and like he had no idea what he was doing. He was afraid to see how they looked right now.

Something soft and warm pressed against his lips.

If his heart didn’t want to jump out of his chest again from asking them out, it definitely did now as he could only assume what—or who, was kissing him.

“H-hey! That’s not fair!” Cassandra shouted.

Ryouta opened his eyes and saw Serra standing on her tiptoes to reach his lips. Even if he was shorter than most guys are in real life, Serra still had to lean up on her tiptoes to reach him.

Serra looked directly into his eyes with a warm smile and a light blush on her cheeks.

Ryouta had no idea how to respond other than with a smile of his own.

Before he could do or say anything else, Serra hopped backward and pushed Cassandra forward.

“Wh-what do you think you’re doing?!” Cassandra shouted at the smaller girl pushing her from behind.

Ryouta’s and Cassandra’s faces were right in front of each other again. He was almost a foot taller than her in-game but they were practically the same height in real life.

He already let one of the girls take the lead, and he doubted Cassandra could do it from her nervous fidgeting, so he closed the distance by himself and pressed his lips against Cassandra’s.

She made more of those flustered and feminine noises, but they were muffled from her lips pressing against his.

Her heart couldn’t take much more of it. She had to push Ryouta back a bit and turn away from them both to hide her face. “I didn’t say you could do that!” she shouted.

Ryouta didn’t know if he just messed up or not. He knew that she was a bit of a tsundere, but he was still new to this. He wouldn’t put it past himself to misread a situation and go too far. “Sorry, did I—” he tried apologizing but gets cut off.

“Shut up! I—I didn’t say not to do it!”

“So, it was alright?” he asked, just wanting to make sure.

“I’m… I’m not answering that, you bastard.”

Serra snuck around to the front of Cassandra and saw just how red her entire head was.

Cassandra’s face transcended beyond simple blushing when Serra leaned up and kissed her.

Ryouta didn’t know who was doing more confessing right now: him or Serra.

But regardless of who was doing the most work, he was happy that it was all going smoothly.

He confessed to the girls he cared about, they accepted his confession, and they got along on their own. He heard before about how modern harems couldn’t work healthily unless all parties involved were romantically involved with one another. The biggest problem was that people tried to treat them like one person having multiple relationships instead of just being in one large relationship where everybody cared about one another.

But with this, he didn’t have to worry about that.

Serra backed away from Cassandra with another smile. Only, she was blushing less than she was with Ryouta.

He was worried that she was going to grow dangerously confident and forward.

He didn’t know if either he or Cassandra could handle her if she did.

Serra may have been the weakest of them in-game, but when it came to displaying affection, her power level was the highest of them all.


Patch 2.1

Ryouta made one massive mistake when it came to planning this date out.

Sure, he gave them flowers, but it was only the very beginning of the date. What were the girls supposed to do with the flowers? They couldn’t just walk around with the flowers for the entire day nor did they have anywhere to store them unless they wanted to pause the date and take the flowers home.

“I didn’t think this through,” Ryouta admitted.

Both of the girls looked concerned about the flowers. They wanted to keep the flowers but they knew they were only going to get in the way.

“How about we throw them out and then I’ll buy more at the end?”

Neither Serra nor Cassandra looked like they were willing to give up the first flowers he ever gave them, though they had different reasons for it.

Serra held up her phone to show him what she typed.

These flowers are special to me! I don’t want to throw them out. They’re the first flowers you’ve given me, so I want to keep them >///<!

Ryouta looked at the blushing emoji and then up at her face. “Hey, you’re not blushing at all,” he said.

She quickly typed something on her phone.

I’m blushing on the inside!

“You’re a dork, Serra Berra.”

She wasn’t blushing before but reading his lips and knowing that he said that cute nickname for her did manage to make her blush.

“It’d be a pain for you to have to buy more flowers, and I doubt they were cheap, so don’t worry about it,” Cassandra said.

While Serra didn’t blush from rejecting his offer, Cassandra did.

Cassandra’s near-constant blushing really made Ryouta want to bully her so that she’d blush even more.

He had another idea, but it would take no insignificant amount of courage for him to propose it.

“My uhh, my place is nearby if you want to just… drop the flowers off there. I can put them in some cups with water, and then we can go out,” Ryouta said.

The girls looked at one another with reddened cheeks.

Yeah, they were definitely thinking exactly what he was worried they were going to think.

“Don’t get me wrong! I—I don’t intend on doing anything, just dropping the flowers off. You don’t even have to come inside or anything like that. You can wait downstairs if you want!” he explained, trying to correct whatever thoughts they might have had.

Serra pouted as if she were disappointed and Cassandra couldn’t make eye contact with him.

Ryouta had no idea what was going through their heads now, but he led them back to his apartment building since neither of them outright rejected the idea.

Serra showed more of her bold nature during the walk by grabbing onto his right hand with her left, holding it as they walked.

They already held hands in-game quite a few times and it felt the exact same as it did in-game thanks to just how incredibly realistic the game was, yet he can’t help but feel that this was different—that this was special. Whereas before, it was just holding hands with an avatar, now he was holding hands with the real Serra.

There was also the fact that his hand in real life was smaller, so her hand took up more of his than it did in-game.

What really surprised him was when his other hand got grabbed.

He looked to his left and saw Cassandra holding her bouquet in her left hand with her right hand shakily holding onto his left. She was looking away so that he couldn’t see her face, but he was still able to see the reddened tips of her ears.

Walking down the street with girls—no, not just any girls, but two incredibly cute girls holding onto his hands, he felt the jealous stares of other men and disgusted looks of those against polygamy as they walked by.

Cassandra found this all far too embarrassing and Ryouta could feel her hand constantly in a state of deciding between squeezing harder and letting go, but she refused to let go for as long as Serra was still holding onto him.

As for Serra, she didn’t seem to have the slightest care that some people were judging them. If anything, she had been smiling the entire time and never even thought about letting go of Ryouta’s hand.

Ryouta was between them both figuratively and literally. He felt the same embarrassment that Cassandra felt but didn’t even think about letting go of their hands.

Sure, some people might have been judging him, but he couldn’t let them get to him. What kind of man would he be if he cared about what random strangers thought?

He didn’t want to be the kind of man who was afraid of expressing his affection for Serra and Cassandra. He wouldn’t be some wimp who caved into peer pressure. He wanted to be the kind of man that they can proudly call their boyfriend.

Ryouta embraced his inner Fenrir and Divine Brigade leader by tightly, but not too tightly, squeezing their hands and pulling them closer to his sides than they were before.

He didn’t know if he had the confidence to do anything more than that with them, but he could at least man up enough to proudly hold them close to him.

Serra happily leaned her head against his arm. As for Cassandra, tired of being the least forward one there, she continued holding his hand but used her other arm to grab onto his own and hugged it against her. The bouquet of flowers hid her hugging his arm from everybody but it didn’t stop what Ryouta felt.

Sweater.

Breasts.

His arm.

He had a feeling that this was intended but he also had a feeling that he was going to be killed both in-game and in real life if he said anything.

Fortunately for Cassandra, he wouldn’t dare to ruin the moment by saying anything about it.

Everything that he always believed but never experienced about the combination of a sweater and a woman’s chest was true.

He learned what Heaven must have been like—no, he learned of something even greater than Heaven.

Ryouta was in such a stupid state of bliss that he didn’t realize when he walked right past his apartment building. He only realized his mistake when he saw the McFonalds that always had an annoying amount of people in line at it. “We passed it.”

Serra didn’t manage to catch what he said since she looked up at his lips too late and Cassandra glared at him. She believed that he passed it on purpose so that she would be stuck holding onto his arm in such an embarrassing way for a longer time.

He wanted to say that she didn’t have to keep holding onto his arm if she didn’t want to, but he doubted that would go over well.

They finally made it to his apartment building. He offered that they could wait in the lobby if they wanted to instead of heading upstairs with him, but they refused.

His hands were only finally let go of when he had to operate the elevator.

And then they were grabbed right back onto until he reached the door of his apartment.

Now, they weren’t doing this to be clingy. Instead, it was because Serra wanted to tease Cassandra.

Serra knew that Cassandra hated losing or being in second place, so she kept on holding Ryouta’s hand and getting more intimate with it and his arm because she knew that Cassandra was going to try and match her.

Ryouta wasn’t wise to any of this.

Then they reached his apartment’s door.

He unlocked it, opened it, and then immediately shut it.

The girls looked at him in confusion.

Serra held up her phone to ask what was wrong.

Cassandra looked suspicious.

“I uhh—I wasn’t, exactly, you know, planning on you two coming over. So could I just—would you mind waiting out here while I go clean things up real quick? Or just wait here and let me go put the flowers in some water, and then we’ll go. It won’t take me more than five minutes. Promise,” Ryouta explained.

The girls looked at each other and agreed to let him head in first.

“Alright, I’ll be right back out.”

Ryouta was very careful to open the door just barely enough to give him the space required to slip inside without letting the girls see past him. Only, he failed to notice Serra use part of her sleeve to stick it between the door and the wall to prevent it from fully closing.

Serra looked back at Cassandra and gave her a thumbs-up.

“You’re more mischievous than you look,” Cassandra said, making sure to look at Serra straight on as she talked so that reading her lips would be easier.

Serra’s eyes shone, considering that a compliment.

The door slowly opened to give the girls a chance to peek in. Serra crouched a bit so that Cassandra could peek over her.

Ryouta had his pants rolled up which revealed the two metallic braces supporting his legs. They extended from his ankles up to his thighs and were connected to metal ports sticking out from the skin of his legs. They were less of braces and more like exoskeletons.

The girls heard of that before. When amputation wasn’t required, those who suffered injuries to their limbs could get plates and screws implanted into their limbs which could work in tandem with thin exoskeletons to give them full functionality rather than partial. They were more effective than prosthetics and perfect to assist with physical therapy, but not everybody trained their legs enough to become independent from them again.

They also saw just how covered in scars his legs were. Whether they were injury or medical scars, they couldn’t tell, but it was clear that something happened to his legs.

Ryouta rubbed the skin that the exoskeletons didn’t cover. “Hate these damn things, but can’t go looking like a loser around them,” he said to himself, not noticing that the door was open and the girls were watching.

Cassandra was careful to close the door without it making any noise.

She and Serra looked at one another and came to an understanding without words to not bring up what they saw. They both looked like they regretted ever opening the door and looking inside.

The good news was that they were so fixated on his legs that they didn’t notice how messy his apartment was.

The door opened up a couple of minutes later. “Alright, I got everything cleaned,” Ryouta said. By “cleaned,” he really meant that he shoved everything either behind or underneath his couch, or in his closet. “Something wrong?” he asked when he noticed how worried they looked.

They realized they were giving themselves away and tried to perk up. “You made us wait too long,” Cassandra said.

Ryouta smiled and rubbed the back of his head. “Sorry, it was really messy. You can come in now and rest for a little bit if you want to.” That wasn’t a lie, just only part of the truth. Even though Spencer cleaned the apartment up a week prior, it was already a mess again.

The girls stepped inside and looked around.

One of the first things that they saw were two bouquets of flowers sitting on the kitchen counter. Rather than be in vases like they were supposed to be, they were in bottles of hard cider.

Ryouta realized how it looked and waved his arms to reject their concerns. “Don’t worry! They were empty, and I washed them out before filling them with water, so it’s fine.”

They still looked unimpressed, but Serra couldn’t keep up the façade for long before giggling.

Hearing her laugh in real life was different from how she laughed in-game. It sounded less natural—like she didn’t know how to laugh. Yet, at the same time, it was incredibly endearing and sounded really cute in its own way.

He would have thought that being able to talk and laugh in-game would help her do so more naturally in real life, but apparently not.

“This is a nice place. How the heck are you affording it?” Cassandra asked. “I wish I lived in a place half as nice as this. It’s spacious, high up—you’re living the dream up here, you bastard.” She then realized she must have brought up a sensitive subject when she saw a flash of his gloomy expression.

Ryouta forced himself to smile. “Ah, I’m the son of some super-rich parents who work with energy production. I poisoned them so that I could inherit all of their money, obviously,” he joked. “Just kidding. Well, about the super-rich and poisoning parts. I just inherited it. Probably going to have to get a real job here sometime soon though since I’m starting to run out.”

“If you inherited it, does that mean—” Cassandra cut herself off when she realized she might be getting too personal, but it was too late.

“Yeah. Autocar accident a few years ago.”

“I’m sorry, I—”

“Don’t worry about it, Cass Cass. It’s the past. You would have figured it out one way or another eventually, and I’m at peace with it, so don’t worry about it.”

Serra had been standing off to the side watching their faces as they talked. She didn’t pick up on everything that they were saying, but she read their lips to understand enough.

“I’m still sorry,” Cassandra apologized.

“You’re so stubborn. Anyways, what can I say? Cars are pretty much the rivals to my life. They’ve been screwing with me ever since I was a kid,” Ryouta explained, trying to talk in a lighthearted tone while making self-depreciative jokes to take away from the seriousness of the situation.

It just made the girls look even sadder for him.

He realized that he was screwing up and making things awkward, so he proposed that they get on with the rest of their date. He didn’t want the day to get ruined by anything stupid like being sad over things that happened years ago. “Come on, I tried planning a fun day for us,” he said, grabbing their hands and leading them out of his apartment.

Serra grabbed Ryouta’s arm and dug in her heels to stop him from leaving the apartment.

Ryouta turned around to face her. “Is something wrong?” he asked.

Cassandra looked away. While they may not have come up with the plan together, Cassandra was worried about the exact same thing that Serra was. They shared the same goal.

Serra held her phone up to Ryouta after quickly tapping a message into it.

I’m sorry, I peeked through your door and saw you earlier. You looked like your legs hurt and like you don’t like wearing those braces, and I think I read you saying that you don’t like them too. You can just rest if your legs are hurting, okay? I don’t want you to push yourself for me. I’m happy just being with you, so please don’t put yourself through discomfort for me.

“Ah, you saw that,” Ryouta said, wanting to look away but not wanting to leave Serra unable to understand him even more.

She tapped another message into her phone.

I understand if you’re mad at me for peeking when I know you didn’t want me to see anything. I’m sorry.

“Don’t worry about it. Sure, you shouldn’t have peeked, but I know what it feels like to be curious. Plus, you probably just wanted to tease me about this place being a mess. I doubt you were trying to be intrusive.”

“I looked too. It sounds like she’s trying to take all the blame herself, but… I saw, too,” Cassandra said.

As tsun as Cassandra could be at times, she was a good person. Well, good enough that she couldn’t not admit to the crime of peeking.

Ryouta smiled and closed the door to his apartment. “Well, I already told you about my parents, so I guess I might as well tell you about my legs,” he said, walking into his room to grab the picture off of the counter before coming back into the living room and sitting on the couch.

He set the picture down on the table for them to see.

“You don’t have to tell us if you don’t want to,” Cassandra said.

“You’re curious, aren’t you?” Ryouta asked.

“I… can’t say that I’m not, but seriously, if you’re uncomfortable—”

“I’m not, promise. The secret is already out anyways.”

Ryouta used sign language to the best of his ability in addition to saying, “That’s my mom, dad, and childhood dog. His name was Hero. I used to think he was a huge pain in the ass back then. I was always yelling at him, being mean to him, trying to kick him out of my room… I loved him, but I didn’t treat him as nicely as I should have. Oh, and the kid is me if that's not obvious.”

Cassandra and Serra already feared where his story was going.

“I used to have a friend. Her name was Aiko.” Ryouta was too focused on the picture to notice Serra’s surprised expression. “We spent almost every day together after school. I never appreciated her just like how I never appreciated Hero. Anyways, uh, she liked to walk Hero, but Hero was too fast and strong for her. It was more like he was walking her instead of the other way around. She’d always have scrapes all over her arms and legs after walking him, but she still insisted on doing it again and again.”

Ryouta took a deep breath before continuing.

“And then one day I really fucked up. I didn’t take Hero’s leash from Aiko when I should have. There were a couple of parents with their kid and dog walking across the street, and Hero was never really a big fan of other dogs—don’t get me wrong, he’d bark and get in their faces, but never attacked them. Anyways, he ran across the road tugging Aiko with him.”

Ryouta pulled his pant legs up, revealing the screws drilled into his legs and the partial exoskeleton connected to them. “This is what happens when an autotruck completely shatters the bones from your ankles to your kneecaps.”

“What about—” Cassandra cut herself off again.

“It’s fine. Aiko was alright, but Hero uhh, didn’t make it. He took the full force of the hit.”

“Why didn’t the fucking truck avoid you?” Cassandra asked, pissed off on his behalf.

“It’s not its fault. You know, the system installed in those things detects the best available option to minimize death. It was either swerve and hit the family on the sidewalk, drive straight into a girl and dog, or swerve into the streetlamp and put everybody in the truck at risk—it was a narrow street. There was another family in there too, so the system figured that just going straight through somebody crossing the road where they shouldn’t be would be the most ethical choice. Can’t really be mad about it, but between that and what happened to my parents, I hope now you can understand why I hate self-driving vehicles. Anyways, now I’ve got a bunch of metal screws and plates in my legs, and I need these damn braces if I want to properly walk around. The problem is that I hated them as a kid, so I never wore them which meant I never got used to them, so now they hurt to use more than they’re supposed to. Wouldn’t be so uncomfortable to wear them if I would’ve just dealt with it as a kid. I’d even be able to walk without the exo if I would have done my PT exercises like I was supposed to.”

Serra walked up to him and tightly wrapped her arms around him in a hug.

He wasn’t getting emotional before, but now that she was so tenderly embracing him, he couldn’t help it.

“I’m sorry,” Cassandra said.

“It’s nothing for you to apologize for, Cass Cass. My dad is the one who refused to just let them amputate my legs to give me prosthetics, and it’s my fault in the first place for not taking better care of Hero and watching out for Aiko. At least I was able to save her.”

“You saved her?”

“Yeah. Pushed her out of the way first. It was the only thing I managed to do right that day. Then her parents moved away since they wanted to keep her away from me, but she was always sneaking out to meet me, so they had no choice but to move. So, in the end, I still lost her.”

“I’m sor—” Cassandra stopped when she remembered Ryouta was just going to tell her not to apologize again.

Ryouta reached a hand up to pet the top of Serra’s head before lifting her off of him so that she could read his lips. However, as soon as he took his arms off of her, she lunged forward to hug him again.

Cassandra sat down on the couch next to them.

“Come on, we’re supposed to be going out and doing stuff. I thought boyfriends were supposed to take their girlfriends out on big and fancy dates?” Ryouta asked.

“Deal with it,” Cassandra said, scooting closer so that she was pressing up against his side. “We can just watch TV.”

“But Serra's deaf.”

“Subtitles.”

… oh, right, Ryouta thought. He felt like an idiot for completely forgetting that televisions still had subtitle options. He only ever watched subtitled anime, and that was on his computer.

“Besides, I’m not really into all that going out stuff. I see enough people during work. I don’t want to go out and see even more on my days off,” Cassandra explained. “Sorry if that ruins the plans you had. Plus you need to rest anyways.”

“Alright, alright. I surrender. I’ll admit I’m not really that big on going out either. I just thought it’d be what you two want,” Ryouta said.

“Well, I don’t really care for it, and I’m pretty sure Serra here is happy just being with us no matter what we’re doing, so I doubt she cares.”

“Happy being with us?” Ryouta teased.

“W-well, obviously! It’s… it’s not like you have her all to yourself.”

“So I get the tsun, and she gets the dere? That’s not fair.”

“Stop talking in terms I don’t understand… but I think I get enough of it.” Cassandra grabbed his free hand to wrap his arm around her shoulders, allowing her to further cuddle into his side and lean her head onto his shoulder.

That put her face right in front of where Serra’s was.

Serra realized that Cassandra couldn’t resist getting in on the physical affection and showed her a smug smile. Cassandra knew exactly what that smile was for and pouted in response.

“Penguin, on,” Ryouta commanded. The TV came to life immediately after.

“You named your TV Penguin? Really?” Cassandra asked.

“Don’t judge me. I like penguins.”

It dawned on Ryouta that he was sitting there on the couch with one girl basically straddling him and hugging him while another cuddled against his side. Furthermore, they were two girls that he only knew for about three weeks in reality—six weeks in-game.

Is this normal? Is this too fast? he thought. He didn’t know the answer to those questions, but he did know that he was enjoying it regardless of the fact. Being together like that, even if he just finished opening up about a bunch of sad things, was the happiest that he felt in a long, long time. He couldn’t remember the last time he felt that warm inside—the last time anybody was able to make him feel this happy and loved.

Even if these girls didn’t love him yet—he was sure that they couldn’t after such a short time—he still felt loved. Though, never did he expect to be in a relationship with two perfect girls cuddling with him at once on his couch. He was still struggling to believe that any of it was real.

“What do you want to watch?” Ryouta asked.

“There’s a baseball game in the stadium today, so that should be on right now,” Cassandra answered.

“You like baseball?”

“Yeah. Something weird about that?”

“Just didn’t think you’d be the sports kind of girl.”

“I used to play it as a kid, so it’s the only sport I care about.”

While the two non-deaf people talked, Serra adjusted her position to sprawl out across each of their laps. She draped her legs over Cassandra’s lap while her head hung upside down off of Ryouta’s lap. When Ryouta looked down at her, he saw her bangs hanging away to reveal her forehead.

She was too adorable. Though, now he’d want to see her without any bangs over her forehead more often.

“Oh, Penguin, turn on subtitles,” Ryouta commanded.

The subtitles popped up on the bottom of the screen and took up an annoying amount of space. Ryouta was used to subtitles that were far smaller, not to mention subtitles that were accompanied by cute anime girls instead of grown men wearing pants that made all the women in the stadium stare at their asses.

While such a thing was distracting to Ryouta and Cassandra, Serra wasn’t bothered at all.

And so, rather than take them out on an extravagant date like he originally planned to, the three ended up lounging around in his apartment until it was time for dinner.

Ryouta already knew what was going to happen as soon as Cassandra got up from the couch to look in his kitchen. He tried to stop her, but Serra being on his lap stopped him.

“Seriously?” Cassandra asked, looking through his fridge and cabinets.

“H-hey now, isn’t it an invasion of personal privacy to be going through somebody else’s stuff?” Ryouta asked, ashamed of the fact that she could only find bags of chips, frozen dinners, and various bottles of alcohol.

Cassandra groaned. “We have a lot of work to do, Serra.”

Of course, Serra couldn’t hear her and was just staring up at Ryouta’s ashamed face instead.

“We can just… order something for delivery, can’t we?” Ryouta asked.

“Our first dinner together isn’t going to be delivery,” Cassandra said, holding up one of Ryouta’s kitchen knives.

Ryouta gulped. “I thought you were a tsundere, not a yandere?”

Cassandra tilted her head. “Haah? You use too many weird words. Anyways, just stay here with Serra. I’ll be back.”

“Where are you going?”

“Shopping, you bastard. Somebody has to do it around here.”

Cassandra made eye contact with Serra as if telling her not to try anything funny while she was gone before leaving his apartment.

“… why does she make it sound like she’s already moved in with me?” Ryouta asked.

Serra struggled to tell what he was saying since she was looking up at his face from below, but she understood enough to shrug and cuddle against him.

Now they were alone.

Despite how Serra seemed to be content watching the one-sided match of baseball, Ryouta couldn’t help but feel incredibly awkward now that they were alone.

Not only did he feel awkward, but he was suddenly aware of just what sort of position he was in.

He, a virgin, was sitting down on the couch while an incredibly cute girl who he was now officially dating had her head on his lap. She took her parka off when she came in, so now she only had a black, graphic t-shirt referencing what looked like some old horror movie from the twentieth century and a pair of dark jeans on.

Her clothes offered a strong contrast to her long, silvery hair. Her adorable face and pure hair made her look like she should be wearing a frilly blouse or sundress, yet that was the opposite of what she wore. She was almost dressed more like a goth.

A slight tilt of her head allowed her to look up at him and notice him staring at her, causing her to smile back at him.

You’re too damn cute, Ryouta thought before poking her cheek, pushing until he tilted her head back toward looking at the television. He couldn’t allow her to look at him like that. Now that he knew what position he was in, he feared that the slightest bit of provocation was going to result in something poking up against the back of her head.

Just thinking about how much he didn’t want that to happen was beginning to excite him.

Maggots. Grandmas. Intestinal worms. Zombies, he thought. Wait, I’ve seen hentai before involving cute zombie girls. Shit.

His plan of thinking of repulsive things to kill his inner virgin’s desires backfired on him.

“Hey, Serra, aren’t you uncomfortable?” he asked her after poking her again to get her attention.

Serra shook her head.

There were two issues there: one, she didn’t want to get off of his lap; and two, the movement of her head rubbed directly against his crotch.

This isn’t good. This isn’t good. This is really, really, not good, Ryouta thought, his mind racing around what might happen if it poked her.

Ryouta tried to casually adjust himself so that her head wasn’t directly on his crotch, but she followed him wherever he went.

It was almost like… wait.

Ryouta paid close attention to her face.

There was a slight blush on her cheeks and she looked like she was trying to act casually as if nothing was happening, but he noticed her occasionally looking up at him to check on how he was reacting.

This little… she’s teasing me on purpose, he thought.

Serra already triggered Cassandra’s competitive side earlier, but now she was in the process of triggering Ryouta’s competitive side.

Fine. He was a man and she was his girlfriend, so if that was what she wanted, that was what she was going to get.

Thinking that was way easier than actually doing it, but he had no choice.

Ryouta had to embrace his inner Divine Brigade leader to take over for the virgin that he was. He adjusted himself on the couch so that she had more space to lie on and positioned his crotch so that it was directly underneath the side of her head.

She caught onto what he was doing and retaliated in kind by pressing her head down against him even harder.

The little dork of a girlfriend proved to be too forward for him. How was he supposed to beat her? The only things he could think of would be taking it to the next level, and he wasn’t sure that he was ready for that. Not to mention that it wouldn’t feel right to do that while Cassandra was gone.

As for Serra, she got the reaction that she was waiting for when a certain something poked up against her head through his pants.

They both went still.

He couldn’t believe that any of it was actually happening. He felt like the biggest loser of a virgin ever for actually getting aroused just from a girl lying her head on his lap. Of course, there was also the fact that she was deliberately rubbing her head against him with the intent to arouse him, but that didn’t help.

Then there was Serra who couldn’t believe she actually forced herself to be confident and forward enough to purposely nuzzle her head down into his crotch to get him excited. That confidence was quick to vanish once she got her way, though, causing her to slide her head away. However, she was quick to realize that the direction she slid her head in made the situation even worse and froze her up.

Ryouta figured that she realized this was potentially going too far, so he was relieved despite his inner virgin screaming at him to take it to the next level.

In the end, it was his inner virgin that got what it wanted.

Serra did slide her head off of the tent in his jeans, but she slid her head backward towards his waist rather than forward onto his thighs.

That meant that the tent was now directly in front of her face.

In front of her mouth.

That was really, really, really bad. Or really, really, really good depending on one's perspective.

Ryouta didn’t know which one of those it was more.

Every breath of hers caused the tent to behave as if whatever was in it wanted to break out.

There was a ferocious, desperate beast just begging for freedom to take out its desires on the not-so-innocent girl teasing it. Well, said beast felt like she must have been purposely teasing it when all she was really doing was staring at it and breathing against it since she was too nervous to move.

They stayed like that for a while. Neither of them had the confidence yet to take things any further, but neither of them wanted to stop, either.

In a way, it… was really exciting. It was nice. Nothing new happened, yet his excitement kept growing. Was that what it felt like to awaken to a new fetish? Was being teased without anything actually happening going to be something he had to look up a bunch of hentai for after the girls left?

But then it went past teasing.

After having enough time to build up another round of courage, Serra leaned her head forward. He felt the tip of her nose press against the crown of his jeans’ tent, and then she tilted her head a bit more so that her mouth was directly over the denim-covered—

The door to his apartment swung open.

Standing in the doorway was Cassandra with several bags of groceries around her feet.

The first sight she saw was that of Serra with parted lips directly over a bulge in Ryouta’s jeans.

It took Cassandra a few moments to fully process what was happening. However, when she did finally figure it out, she went red from her neck to the tips of her ears and stormed over to Serra so that she could pull the smaller girl off of Ryouta.

“I told you the first time has to be together!” Cassandra scolded Serra, shaking the girl by her shoulders and looking her directly in the eyes. Serra looked ashamed of herself, but the scolding didn’t stop her from still peeking over at Ryouta’s crotch.

“You… said something like that?” Ryouta asked.

Cassandra stopped shaking Serra as she realized what she just admitted to. She then dropped Serra back onto the couch and slowly turned to face Ryouta.

“I. Will. Kill. You. You. Dog. Bastard,” Cassandra threatened.

Ryouta looked away from her. He saw the dozen or so bags of groceries that Cassandra bought and brought all the way up by herself. He felt bad knowing that she did it with her own money and by herself, but it gave him an idea for how to defuse the current situation. He looked into her eyes and said, “Thanks for buying those groceries, Cassandra. I really appreciate you for doing that, not that I didn’t already appreciate you. You’re a great girlfriend.”

Still red from blushing, an even darker shade of red overcame her head as she looked away from him.

“I-it’s nothing, you bastard. You walked around with us even though you were uncomfortable, so it was the least I could do,” Cassandra explained, her voice quiet and timid.

He struggled taking the lead with Serra since she was so forward and he knew that she would probably one-up him, but, when it came to Cassandra, it was easy to just gently grab her by her wrist to pull her close and press his lips against her own warm, delicate lips. It was especially easy to do so when he already had her so flustered.

Cassandra almost looked ready to cry from the sheer embarrassment and surprise she felt, but she didn’t look upset.

“I’ll cook us dinner, alright? You did all the shopping, so relax with Serra while I handle the cooking,” Ryouta said. He expected her to question his cooking skills, but she was still too deep in the dere half of tsundere to doubt him. So, he sat her down on the couch where he was before getting up to bring in the groceries and start on dinner.

Fortunately for the girls, he actually was a fairly decent cook. He was just too lazy to do it most of the time since he generally had nobody to cook for but himself.
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Dinner ended up being delivered.

It turned out that Ryouta’s oven and stove had gone unused for so long that he completely forgot that they didn’t work anymore, and he kept on putting off calling somebody to repair them until he forgot about it, so the only working method of preparing food was his microwave.

It was either microwave a few of his frozen dinners for him and the girls or order food.

They ordered.

He offered to take them out instead, but they were still intent on not letting him hurt his legs over them.

As nice as it was for them to do that for him, he felt horrible about it.

He didn’t like feeling like he was somebody troublesome that they had to accommodate. What was even worse was that it was all completely unnecessary. If only he had dealt with it as a child and grown accustomed to using his braces rather than whine and complain about them, he would have no problem using them now. And that was if he would even still need them.

The girls may not have allowed him to hurt his legs just to do things with them, but they couldn’t stop him from wearing the braces when they weren’t around so that he could get used to them.

He wanted to be perfect for them and feeling pain just from walking around for a bit wasn’t being perfect. He wanted to take them out on dates, go visit places with them, and so forth. Now that he actually had real girlfriends, he wanted to do everything that he never got to before but always dreamed of. The hopeless romantic in him that never got a chance to shine now wanted nothing more than to make his girlfriends as happy as he could possibly make them.

Even so, it was frustrating.

After having autotaxis called for the girls to take them home, ending the night with a kiss to each girl under the streetlights, he went for a run.

As hard as it was for him to believe it himself, Ryouta actually went on a run.

Sure, it may have only lasted a few minutes before he became exhausted and had too much leg pain to continue, but it was something—it was the start of progress.

He was going to make himself better for Serra and Cassandra. He wasn’t going to try to improve himself and he refused to fail at improving himself. He decided that he would improve himself.

It just might take some time.

Even with the pain, running again felt nice. He hadn’t gone running since he was a child and as realistic as something like the game might have been, it just wasn’t the same as having real wind flowing against him as he ran.

Being reminded what it felt like to do something physical like that with his real body was worth the searing pain in his legs.

Once he made it home, Ryouta passed out shortly after making it inside and climbing onto his bed.

He closed his eyes in darkness and opened them to the bright light of the morning sun.

While such a thing was incredibly normal and something that billions of humans experienced every day, the horrible part about it was that he felt as if he only went to sleep a few seconds ago!

Is that what it felt like to do physical exercise in reality? Was being that exhausted after a full night’s worth of sleep normal?

And that was without even counting the fact that he felt like he pulled several muscles, most of which were in his leg.

He decided that immersing to play around in a virtual body was better than dealing with his real, very sore body.

Ryouta let out a big yawn before grabbing his headset to immerse himself into the game. He was hoping that going in-game would help wake him up so that he didn’t accidentally fall asleep and sleep through the entire day. Sleeping through the day meant he most likely wouldn’t get to see his girlfriends at all for that day.

More importantly, there was an important event in-game for the day. It was an event that he didn’t want to miss.

The king from across the ocean would arrive in Port Tugator today.

Fenrir wasn’t able to get much information about the king other than that he was apparently an elf and known as the “blue bitch of the west” according to the shopkeeper who sold him his new fishing rod.

Upon logging in, he saw everybody but Bonekraka and Corwin sleeping below deck. Tabitha was passed out on top of her gigantic backpack, Serra and Cassiel were in a couple of hammocks, and Oleander was in a hammock as well.

Fenrir got out of his hammock and looked over at the stairs.

Corwin was crouched down next to The Shoebill’s engine and examining it.

“Morning, Corwin. What’s up?” Fenrir asked.

Corwin jumped up and looked like a child who just got caught trying to sneak a few extra cookies into his bedroom.

Suspicious.

“A-ah! Capt—Fenrir, I was just—you see,” Corwin stuttered trying to explain himself.

Fenrir walked up to him and looked him over.

“I know how this looks! It is just… I have never seen anything like this before, so it is incredibly interesting to me. I had no idea such a thing was possible. I had the lady Strism explain to me how it works, yet no matter how much I try to understand it, I am amazed that somebody could conjure up such a wonderful contraption,” Corwin explained.

Fenrir couldn’t pick up on any deceit in Corwin’s words nor body language. “Yeah, I know what you mean,” Fenrir said after relaxing his posture and tone. “These are the kinds of things where you don’t really know that they exist—or well, ever existed, unless you look them up. Kind of like CDs. I never knew CDs were a thing until I saw people talking about them online. They used to use CDs for everything from music, to games, to movies. Now we just download everything.”

“Right you are, Fenrir.”

“Anyways, just don’t go poking around with the engine. I have no idea how delicate it is, and Tabs would probably get angry. Oh, want to join me for some fishing while waiting for that king to arrive?”

“I would gladly welcome more training along your side, Fenrir.”

“Always being so formal. I forget how much of a roleplayer you are sometimes.”

Corwin offered a smile in response.

“Anyways, let’s go fishing for a bit. We’ll just do it off the pier instead of taking The Shoebill out.”

Above deck, Fenrir was greeted by Rock wagging her tail so hard that her entire body wagged with it!

“Hey there, pups. Have you been a good girl lately?” Fenrir asked.

Rock excitedly barked and jumped up to lick his face once he leaned down. Of course she was a good girl! Not only was she a good girl, but she was growing larger lately from all of the rocks that he’d been feeding her. Most of the rocks that he was able to get his hands on were also lighter in color, and the color of the rocks was reflected in the coloration of Rock’s body. The lighter colored the rocks were that she ate, the lighter she became.

The thought of going full edge by feeding her nothing but black and red rocks popped into his head.

After shaking the thought of his mind, he looked down at Rock and she saw that she looked disappointed in him. “W-what?” he asked.

Rock huffed and walked off to curl back up near the ship’s mast.

He didn’t know if Rock could read his mind or if she could tell whenever he was thinking of something weird. He was also worried that Rock may have been learning how to be tsun from Cassiel.

Regardless of whichever it was, Fenrir picked up his new, trusty rod and attached a wooden lure to it.

The lure itself was… not one that would normally be found in reality.

It featured a silver color with a blue stripe and two hooks hanging from it, but—well, this was a fantasy game, so whoever created the lure decided to give it horns. At least the horns were technically just two more barbed hooks. Even so, it looked very silly.

And that was exactly why Fenrir bought it.

He attached the lure to his line and walked to the edge of the pier. Corwin walked up a few moments later with his own rod and lure, and then Rock came up to sit next to Fenrir.

“See, you can’t stay huffy with me for long,” Fenrir teased Rock, petting the top of her head.

She happily nuzzled her head up against his petting hand as she wagged her tail.

Fenrir didn’t realize that his own tail wagged whenever he saw hers wagging. “Alright, let’s test this girl out,” he said, casting his new rod for the first time. “Eh?”

He tried casting it again.

“Wh…what?”

Every time he went to cast it, the line just refused to fly out.

“Is there a problem, Fenrir?” Corwin asked with his line already out in the water.

“I—uhh, the rod won’t… it won’t cast?” Fenrir explained, holding the rod and examining it to try and figure out what’s wrong.

“What do you mean it will not cast?”

“I mean, I’m trying to cast it like I normally would, but nothing happens. Maybe there’s a problem with the line or the spool?”

Fenrir tried casting it again. He was excited when a bit of the line extended out, but it wasn’t enough.

What was worse was that the line swung right back toward him, causing the lure’s “horns” to hook one of the canid ears atop his head.

Fortunately for Fenrir, it turned out that Corwin carried some bandages in his bag with him at all times and was able to carefully remove the lure from Fenrir’s ear without much trouble.

Fenrir crossed his arms and glared at the lure as Corwin bandaged his ear.

“What’s going on?” Fenrir asked.

“I do not know, Fenrir, but perhaps you have forgotten how to properly cast a rod as you have not practiced in a couple of days?” Corwin suggested.

“There’s no way that’s true. Try it yourself!”

Corwin finished wrapping Fenrir’s ear and then did just as Fenrir suggested. The line was cast without any issues. In fact, it was a beautifully done cast that resulted in the lure plopping into the water farther away than Fenrir ever managed.

“What?” Fenrir asked. “Seriously? How did—no, I know I didn’t forget. Let me try again.” Fenrir took the rod from Corwin’s hands and began to reel it in.

Only, it refused to reel.

“Seriously? What the—” Fenrir was cut off from Corwin taking the rod back to demonstrate how to properly reel the line in.

They did the exact same things, yet it only worked for Corwin.

“Alright, there’s some sort of fuckery going on here. Why does it work for you but not me? Come on, you saw me reeling it in just like how you are now,” Fenrir said.

“I—I do not know, captain. I will admit that I do not see any flaws in your actions, so I struggle to understand why you are unable to perform properly,” Corwin answered.

Fenrir had mixed feelings about Serra not being around. It was good that she wasn’t since she would have snerked at something that was innuendo at his expense. It was bad that she wasn’t since that meant he wouldn’t get to hear her little giggle at the potentially lewd implication.

“Alright, hang on.” Fenrir grabbed the rod back and held it down in front of Rock. “Rock, smack the reel handle downward,” He held the spinning handle of the reel directly in front of Rock.

She smacked her paw down against it. The reel spun—reeling the line in—without any problem.

Fenrir tried smacking it himself, using brute force, using his mouth and even his feet. Nothing got it to work!

“I’m beginning to think I’m getting pranked here. Either you two are working against me, or this rod is possessed and hates me for some reason,” Fenrir theorized and held the rod right up in front of his face. “What’s wrong? Am I not holding you gently enough? Is it because I didn’t take you out to dinner first? Tell me how to make you work, damn it!” Fenrir pleaded.

There was no response.

Of course there was no response. It was just a fishing rod.

“How am I supposed to fish with a rod that hates me?” Fenrir asked, looking over at Corwin with sad eyes.

“A-ah, captain, perhaps we should swap rods?” Corwin suggested.

Fenrir immediately hugged the rod close to his chest. “No way, she’s mine. I already let you manhandle her enough.”

“Your rod is a she now?”

“Well, yeah.”

“I had always assumed something with such a long and firm length would be referred to as a male.”

Fenrir looked like he just saw a ghost.

He was either handling a man or a futa.

How did he not realize that sooner?

No, he shook the thought out of his head. His rod was a girl and one that didn’t have a dick. End of story.

Furthermore, after hearing what Corwin just said, Fenrir realized that he was only safe around Cassiel, Tabitha, and Rock. Oleander, Serra, and apparently now Corwin all had their minds in dirty places.

“Onii-chan! Is it really appropriate for you to think they’re all perverts considering that you love tentacles, have an unhealthy obsession with girls in sweaters, and haven’t masturbated to anything but hentai in years?” Saya chimed in within his mind.

Fenrir mentally swatted her away before returning his attention to the matter at hand—or rather, the rod at hand. “Alright. Seriously, what’s the problem?” he asked his rod. “Is there like… a fishing skill requirement? No, that wouldn’t make any sense, because Rock definitely wouldn’t have higher fishing than me. Uhhh, what if… please let me reel you in?” Fenrir tried reeling it in after asking nicely, but it refused to budge.

He looked like he was ready to cry.

“Ca-captain, it is alright, please do not let it get to you,” Corwin said to try comforting him, patting his shoulder.

Fenrir turned to look at the newest crewmember with rod in hand. “She doesn’t like me,” he said with large, watery eyes and his ears folded down against the top of his head.

The only other person to ever see Fenrir so depressed over something was Oleander.

“What if—captain, what is that?” Corwin asked, pointing at the bottom of the rod’s handle.

Fenrir lifted it up and turned it over. There was a small but beautiful opal embedded into the rod’s handle. It was filled with a myriad of soft colors and was the most beautiful gem that he had ever seen.

Then he got an idea.

Fenrir handed the rod to Corwin. Now when Fenrir looked at the opal, it had a soft glow to it. When he let Rock handle it, it had a soft glow. When Fenrir tried handling it, the glow disappeared.

There was only one thing in common that Corwin and Rock had that Fenrir could think of that he didn’t have.

“Corwin, let me see your card again,” Fenrir asked.

Corwin pulled it out to show Fenrir. He had a positive standing of seventeen. Rock’s was five. Fenrir had negative thirteen.

“You’re kidding me. This rod only likes good people? But I am good! I only killed assholes, I think,” Fenrir said.

“That… does not sound quite right, Fenrir, but I cannot think of any other potential cause,” Corwin replied.

“I’ll be back in a bit. Rock, stay here with Corwin. Try… I don’t know, convincing the rod that I’m nice or something,” Fenrir ordered.

Rock barks as if she actually planned on trying to talk to the rod.

“What are you going to do, captain?” Corwin asked.

“Be annoyingly nice and helpful to people until my Standing goes up.”

And so, Fenrir ran off motivated to be the nicest he had ever been.

He would have no idea what his Standing was after trying to change it unless he went to get an entirely new card, so he just had to try and be as nice as possible to everybody in hopes that his Standing would go up from it.

He helped people out on the docks loading and unloading cargo for free, helped elderly NPCs carry groceries around, broke up any fights he saw—or at least tried to, and even bought a couple of freshly-caught fish to feed to any stray animals!

Grinding for a positive Standing score ate up several hours of his time.

Finally, he made it back to Corwin and Rock who were still sitting on the pier.

Rock looked betrayed when she saw the harem of cats and dogs following behind Fenrir.

However, having predicted Rock’s reaction, Fenrir pulled out a few rocks from his pockets and tossed them over to Rock.

All was forgiven and the stray animals following him eventually dispersed when they realized he had no more food for them.

“Alright, I’m ready,” Fenrir said, standing before the goody-two-shoes of a fishing rod.

He lifted it up.

Sure, checking to see if the opal was glowing would be the easiest method of determining whether it worked or not, but he just wanted to test it out and see for himself.

He held the rod, pulled it back, and then swung it forward!

The lure went soaring into the air! It didn’t travel nearly as far as Corwin’s did, but it traveled far enough to prove that it worked now!

“I did it! Corwin, did you see that? Rock, did you see that? I did it!” Fenrir cheered, his tail excitedly wagging behind him.

Now he looked at the bottom of the rod. Surely enough, it was glowing. It might not have glowed as brightly as it did for Corwin and Rock, but it still glowed which was good enough for Fenrir.

“You’re stubborn, Rod. Seriously, what kind of rod cares if somebody is good or not?” Fenrir tried asking it but obviously didn’t get a—wait, did the glow just pulsate? “…Rod, can you hear me?”

It pulsated again.

“Don’t tell me that you’re also going to turn into a puppy. How would that even work?” Fenrir asked.

Rock whined from the sidelines. What was wrong with being turned into a puppy?

“Alright. Pulse once.”

The gem pulsed once.

“Pulse twice.”

It pulsed twice.

“Alright. Pulse once for yes, twice for no. What the hell are you?” Fenrir asked.

“Ca-captain, I do not think that is a yes or no question,” Corwin interjected.

“Oh. Right. Okay, next question. Rod, are you going to turn into a puppy?”

Two pulses.

Rock didn’t know whether to be relieved or disappointed.

“Got it. Do you only let good people use you?” Fenrir asked.

The gem pulsed once then twice after a short pause.

“I have no idea what that’s supposed to mean. Is the reason why you wouldn’t work for me because I had a negative Standing?”

One pulse.

“Did you… did you purposely hook my ear?”

One pulse.

Fenrir’s eye twitched. He wanted to embrace his inner Cassiel and call this rod a bastard. “Those things are sensitive, you know.”

One pulse.

Yeah, this rod was definitely a bastard.

Fenrir knew that most protagonists would normally just shrug aside a mystery until it was somehow relevant again in later chapters, usually having its secrets exposed by some new character to the storyline, but he hated when he was reading stories and that happened. If he discovered a mystery, he wanted to know the truth behind it right away. He also wanted to stop comparing himself to protagonists from various stories when he was a real person and they weren’t. Unfortunately for him, he watched too much anime for that.

“I mean, I get it, you know? By drawing out a mystery, authors and video game designers and all of them have the ability to prolong plot points, or something like that. It gives people a chance to theorize about what is going to happen, and in case the people in charge ever run out of ideas, they can go ‘Boom! Convenient mystery plot device time!’” Fenrir explained to Corwin as the two headed for the Hermetic Scholars’ office.

“I—I suppose I can see your point, Fenrir. Realistically, it is best to discover the truth behind such mysteries as immediately as possible,” Corwin said.

“Exactly. What if it’s dangerous? What if it’s useful? It’s stupid to just carry something mysterious around without knowing what it really is. Especially when it’s some bastard that hooks your ears.”

Fenrir looked up at the rod just in time to see the line ever so slowly hanging lower and lower, dangling its hook next to his ear.

He stopped to take the hook off from the line so that the sadistic rod had nothing but a line.

“I’m not some slapstick character that is going to let you use the same gag on me twice in a row, Rod,” Fenrir scolded the rod.

“You are smart for a dog, captain,” Corwin said before chuckling.

It was the first time that Fenrir saw Corwin laugh around him. It was also the first time that Corwin teased Fenrir which made the wolf-man’s ears perk up from surprise. “What can I say? Dogs are the best.”

They reached the office and went inside.

Thelmes immediately ran up to Fenrir while waving his arms. “Fenrir! Are you here to discuss fish weaponry? I have the perfect experiment designed!” Thelmes shouted out.

Fenrir wanted to sigh and refuse, but he had a better idea. He could take advantage of the cat-goblin-thing’s curiosity to get some free information out of him. “Sure, but only if you can tell me what’s up with this rod,” Fenrir offered, holding the rod out to Thelmes.

Screw mysteries. Fenrir wanted to know the truth already.

“By the way, seems pretty slow in here again,” Fenrir continued.

“Splendid! And ah, yes. We had a busy rush due to those who wished to acquire new cards for tournament registration but, with the deadline for that having passed, we have returned to our usual pace. I have a few coworkers currently attending to customers as well, so I am free to help you right away!” Thelmes explained.

“I would assume that many are out waiting for the king’s arrival as well, yes?” Corwin asked.

Thelmes looked at Corwin and nodded as he took the rod from Fenrir’s hands. “What do you wish to know about this rod?”

“Look at the bottom of it. It’s got some sentient opal thing in it,” Fenrir said.

Thelmes’ eyes lit up right away. He excitedly positioned the rod to look at the bottom of the handle and looked as if he wanted to squeal from excitement when he saw it. “An etaíros gem! How splendid!”

“Etaíros gem? What’s that?”

“Etaíros gems, or ‘partner gems,’ are rare gems that can be found as rewards for slaying elite bosses, found in dangerous area by masterful gatherers, or artificially created by master crafters! As for the name itself, it comes from when our dear leader, Trismegistus, used Hoogle to look up the translation of ‘partner’ into Greek.”

“Saying that last part kind of takes some of the magic away.”

Thelmes adjusted his monocle. “Ah, my apologies, I do suppose that explaining the rather lackluster origin could be disappointing. Where did you find this?”

“Just some fishing shop down by the docks. Only cost a couple of gold and the shopkeeper didn’t really have anything to say about it when I picked it out.”

“A—a couple of gold? Only a couple?! Does—did—how—he must not have known how valuable these are! These are worth nearly a thousand gold! You could buy a mansion! You could buy yourself a ship that almost rivals the size of Blackstache’s! You could build a small town!”

“…so you’re telling me that I could sell this thing to the highest bidder and be rich?” Fenrir asked, immediately thinking of all the upgrades he could give The Shoebill with that much gold.

Corwin and Thelmes both looked at him in shock. Even Rock looked surprised that he would be willing to sell something that was apparently as rare as it was!

“What’s it do anyways?” Fenrir asked.

Thelmes calmed his excitement before answering. “Etaíros gems are gems with souls inside of them. They can be built into anything, and whatever they are a part of essentially becomes them. Once they are part of something, they cannot be separated from it. Their soul becomes dependent on what they are built into. For example, if we were to take apart the rod, you would likely see that the gem has grown ‘roots’ throughout it. Assuming that this rod is not brand new, the rod is essentially an extension of the gem.”

“Alright, so it’s a living fishing rod. I’ll admit that sounds awesome, but what makes it so valuable?”

“You see, the stronger the bond grows between it and its wielder, the more powerful the item becomes. You could place an etaíros gem into a rusty iron sword and, over time, the sword will grow strong enough to cut through rock as if it were butter! More importantly, once it has grown powerful enough, it is capable of taking on other forms. A sword could turn into a shield, a hammer could turn into a mighty axe, and so forth! I have even heard legends of some players using magic to absorb the souls of beasts into the gem, giving it the ability to transform into the form of whatever soul was absorbed!”

“That sounds OP.”

“Well, only a little bit. You see, it takes a very long time to develop such a powerful bond with the gem. You must also meet all of its hidden conditions, you must train with it for hours every day for months, and it has a free will of its own which means that it must agree to your wishes.”

“So I could be in a fight where I desperately need a shield to survive an attack, and I could tell it to transform, and it could refuse if it doesn’t feel like it?”

“Basically, yes.”

“Yeah, I can imagine this bastard doing that to me.”

“To think that such a powerful item was only sold for a few gold in some shop… Fenrir, if you wish, we would be happy to purchase it from you in order to study it. We can only afford to give you seven hundred gold right now, but if you wait a week, we could give you another four hundred,” Thelmes offered.

“Captain! You would not seriously consider giving away such a powerful artifact, would you? According to the creature here, this is something that could grow into a powerful tool useful for a variety of situations! To sell it for coin, no matter how much coin it may be, I believe would be very foolish,” Corwin said.

Fenrir wasn’t entirely sure what he should do, but he did know one annoying thing.

He came to this place to get a mystery solved, which he did, and now he was stuck with another mystery. “You can’t tell who made this or gave it up by any chance, could you?” Fenrir asked.

“Sadly, no,” Thelmes answered.

Yeah, that was going to be annoying. Fenrir hated mysteries, and now he was stuck with one even bigger than the original one!

“I don’t suppose there’s any way to get this thing to talk in more than flashes, is there?” Fenrir asked.

“Ah—yes, I have heard that they are able to communicate with their wielder after they have matured and grown a deep enough bond,” Thelmes explained.

“Got it. Sorry, Thelmes, but I’m going to have to hold onto her until I can find out where she’s from. It’s going to drive me crazy if I don’t find out.”

“If that is all then I assure you we will ask it itself when we are able to, and we can relay the information to you!”

The cat-goblin-thing had a point. A very tempting point.

“Captain!” Corwin interjected.

“Right. Sorry, Thelmes, but I don’t think I can pass this up. It would be like the main character of some RPG being gifted the legendary sword at the beginning of the game and then selling it right away. Actually, that’d be pretty funny. Just imagine like this little kid destined to be the hero of the world, he gets a legendary sword, and then he sells it for some money to go buy some candy instead,” Fenrir said, chuckling from his own idea.

Nobody else looked amused.

“Y-yes. Anyways, I will respect your choice. Now, shall we perform those tests?” Thelmes asked.

Fenrir internally groaned when he remembered that he agreed to it.

Thelmes led Fenrir, Corwin, and Rock into that gymnasium-like area for combat testing.

Fenrir was instructed to wait by one of the slime golems while Thelmes ran off only to bring back what looked like a massive tuna larger than himself!

When Fenrir picked it up from Thelmes, he could immediately tell that it was frozen going by its rigid form and the cold sensation snapping at his fingers.

“First, hit the golem with the fish,” Thelmes ordered.

Fenrir smacked the fish into the golem. Thelmes measured the damage done and then stepped back.

“Now, smack the training golem with it until you can feel that sense of learning a new skill,” Thelmes requested.

With a shrug of his shoulders, Fenrir set aside his pride so that he could repeatedly smack an oversized fish against a slimy golem.

He smacked, and he smacked, and he smacked.

Everybody in the room, including other adventurers performing their own tests, stopped to watch the curious wolf smacking a slime with a frozen tuna.

The only one not looking his way with a blank stare was Thelmes.

And then he felt it. Stopping the abuse of both the fish and the slime golem, Fenrir looked at Thelmes and gave him a thumbs-up. “I… amazingly, think I learned a skill,” Fenrir said. He got the same sensation that he felt when he walked, fished, fought, and steered the ship, so he assumed that this was a new skill just like all those other times.

Thelmes measured the target’s health. “One more time, please!” he said, voice full of excitement.

Fenrir attacked the golem one last time with the tuna.

When Thelmes measures its health again, he lit up and excitedly hopped up and down a bit. “We did it! We discovered a new skill! I’ll be able to write my thesis on this to get a promotion!” he cheered.

Fenrir looked around the room and felt ashamed when he saw just how people were staring at him. Nobody else was as excited as Thelmes was about successfully using a fish as a weapon. “Why—why couldn’t you do this yourself?” Fenrir asked the cat-goblin-thing.

“Ah, well, because it would be much too embarrassing to swing a fish around as a weapon,” Thelmes answered.

Fenrir wanted to punt the short creature as far as he could. “Can I go now?”

“Oh, no, we have so many more tests to perform! Wait here and I will bring out the rest of the test materials.”

Thelmes ran off once more, leaving Fenrir alone with all of the judging stares.

He looked down at Rock.

“Rock, please,” Fenrir said.

Rock looked embarrassed that he was her owner.

“Don’t make me use my secret weapon.”

Her ears perked up.

“Who’s…”

Her tail began wagging.

“A…”

She turned her head to look up at him.

“Good girl?”

She happily jumped up and pawed at him! Her cuteness was rewarded with having her head rubbed and sides playfully smacked.

At least he could always rely on his secret weapon to keep Rock on his side.

Once Fenrir was done being the subject of far too many embarrassing experiments, he walked out of the Hermetic Scholars’ office while slouching over. “I never want to go in there again,” he said.

Both Corwin and Rock kept their distance from him.

“You may wish to do something about that fish scent stuck on you, captain,” Corwin said.

Rock barked in agreement.

“I… I didn’t know there were so many things to do with fish… he—he made me, he made a bow out of a swordfish and used fish bones as arrows…” Fenrir stuttered, sounding like the PTSD-afflicted soldier from an old-school war movie. He was going to be having flashbacks of everything that happened in there. “Fish… fish scale armor…”

Fenrir loved fishing. Fenrir did not love the embarrassment felt as he wielded all manners of embarrassing fish weaponry and wore flaky fish scales as armor. What was he going to do when the girls logged on? Neither of them were going to want to be anywhere near a boyfriend who smelled like fish!

“I suppose that it did not help when one of our fellow adventurers went outside to gather a crowd to watch your tests. I must say, Fenrir, you drew quite the crowd,” Corwin said, trying to make Fenrir feel better, but it only made him feel worse.

“I’m just going to jump into the ocean, let a shark eat me, and then you can tell everybody that I died somehow so that I don’t have to face any of them,” Fenrir said. Both his ears and tail drooped.

“Apologies, Fenrir, but I do not believe that any of them would believe me.”

Fenrir whined like the part-wolf that he was and walked off toward the fishing shop that he bought the rod from.

Unfortunately, the shopkeeper had unsatisfying information regarding the rod. All he said was that it was dropped off by some cloaked stranger who asked nothing for it.

The fact that it was dropped off by some mysterious, cloaked stranger only pissed Fenrir off even more. Now this whole thing was even more mysterious, and that really made him want to get to the bottom of it.

He just hated mysteries and surprises. The only good surprise was one involving a girl and a sweater.

Well, other surprise things involving girls may have been acceptable, too. Especially when sweaters were still involved.

Thinking of the girls, they would probably be in-game soon. That meant he really had to figure out something to do about the stench permeating from him. “Hey, Rod, turn into something that can wash me off or get rid of this smell,” Fenrir tried commanding his fishing rod “partner,” but what he got were two pulses from its gem. “Screw you, too.”

“You got along with a rock well enough for it to turn into the rocky companion you have now, so why do you not just befriend the rod in the same way?” Corwin asked, having heard about Fenrir’s original love for Rock from Oleander.

“Rock never hooked my ear back when she was just a rock, she was helpful instead of making me run all over the place just for the right to use her, and she wasn’t a jerk.”

“You may wish to speak more kindly of the rod. What if it refuses to work even if your Standing remains positive?”

“Then I’ll let Cass throw it overboard so that she finally gets to do that. With how often she threatens throwing me overboard, I figure she really wants to try tossing something over.”

The three made it back to where The Shoebill was docked.

“You two can go onboard. I’m going to take a quick dip in the water and hope that it does something about this smell,” Fenrir said, looking for a good spot along the docks to climb back up onto them at.

He found a spot where the pier hung low enough for him to pull himself up onto it from the water, so he walked over to it and jumped right into the water with all of his clothes still on!

The memory of the last time he went swimming came to mind once he fully submerged himself.

When he was a child, he and Aiko used to go to the local swimming pool together before everything happened and they moved away. It was always full of people, so he had to learn how to swim and hold his own in the water quickly.

Now he found himself underwater in some of the most pure, blue water that he had ever seen!

Schools of fish swam around in the distance, there was a beautiful coral reef lining the seabed, and there were also all sorts of things that had been dropped into the water. He saw shining coins, some rusted metal weapons, broken fishing rods—even in-game, people still managed to pollute the water. Fortunately, it was not nearly as bad as it was in reality. The beauty vastly outweighed the waste.

Fenrir wanted to swim around and explore longer, but he figured that he needed to get back onto the docks to dry off and get ready for the girls.

Surfacing from the water, he pulled himself onto the pier, stood up straight, and instinctually shook just like a wet hound to dry off.

“You’re getting me wet, you bastard!” Cassiel shouted, trying to shield herself from Fenrir’s dog-like shaking.

Fenrir opened his eyes just in time to see Serra snerking from Cassiel’s words.

Both of them had water dripping off them thanks to Fenrir.

“Shit, sorry, I had no idea you were there,” he apologized, giving them a slight bow.

Cassiel huffed and crossed her arms.

“We got in and saw you jump in the water, so we came over here to wait,” Serra said.

“Yeah, sorry. I had to take a quick dip to wash off after… after… I don’t want to talk about it,” Fenrir said as he tried to lock away the memories from Thelmes’ experiments into the deepest depths of his mind where no thought could ever return from.

Serra and Cassiel looked at each other with concern.

“Is it about the fish stuff? Corwin told us,” Serra said.

Fenrir hesitantly nodded his head.

Cassiel placed a comforting hand on his shoulder.

At least they understood.

Fenrir dried off with a cloth while telling the girls everything that he learned about the rod. Cassiel heard of the gems before and greedily stared at the rod when he explained that the rod had one of them in it, and then she shouted at him telling him all about how almost all of the most important players in the game had weapons with these gems in them. If it wasn’t cemented in his mind before just how important and valuable the gems were, it was after she gave him an earful.

When he was finally finished drying himself off and talking about how annoying mysteries were, again, making sure that they both knew just how desperately he wanted to get to the bottom of the mystery just for the sake of knowing what the history of the rod was, Serra and Cassiel looked at one another and nodded.

“We want to take you somewhere,” Serra said.

The burning blush on Cassiel’s face immediately took Fenrir’s mind to perverse places given the context.

“Where?” he asked.

“Love hotel,” Serra answered.

“Oh.”

Oh.

“You need a counter in case something happens,” Serra said. “If you die then we don’t know where you’ll be. We don’t want to get separated from you, so let us do this for you,” Serra explained.

“You—you don’t have to do it just so I have a spare counter,” Fenrir said.

“We want to do it anyways.”

Oh. Yeah, Serra’s power level was way too high for the total virgins that Fenrir and Cassiel were. “How… are you able to say that so confidently?”

“I can only talk here. There are lots of things I want to say, but I hate having to use text or my hands. So… I want to be honest and say exactly what I want here. Like, I love you.”

Fenrir’s heart skipped a beat. “Are you sure? I mean, we’ve only been—”

“I love you, Ryouta.”

Fenrir’s ears and tail both stood straight up.

Serra’s cheeks finally gave in to show the red that she had been trying to hold back. “I love you,” she repeated.

“I—”

Cassiel cut off Fenrir, “I l-love you too, you ba-bastard.”

Fenrir looked at Cassiel. She wasn’t looking away like she usually would be when this flustered. Instead, she remained looking directly at him, waiting for a response to her feelings.

Both of them were waiting.

It may have only been one month in reality since he met them—two months if going by in-game time, but he spent almost every day with them as much as he could. They fought together, played together, trained together, fished together, and they met in real life and spent a day together there.

It all felt beyond sudden to him. Serra was just some naked girl in a bush and Cassiel was originally an enemy who stabbed him in the back and tried killing him. Yet, there they were, confessing their love to him far sooner than he thought they would.

“I love you too, both of you. I love you, Serra,” Fenrir said, looking Serra in the eyes, “and I love you, Cassandra,” he said, looking into Cassiel’s eyes now. He took a heavy breath after saying that. His hands were shaking, his heart was racing, and he felt like he was going to be sick but in a confusingly good way.

He didn’t know if this was true love or not. For all he knew, he only cared about them as much as he did because they were the most perfect girls that he had ever known. Maybe this was just infatuation or the strongest crushes that he ever felt before.

Regardless of what it was, he romantically cared more about these two girls than he ever felt towards any other girls before, so he placed his faith in his feelings truly being love.

Serra tugged on Cassiel’s hand, drawing her attention. “I love you, too,” Serra said to the taller woman.

“Y-you, too,” Cassiel replied. It may not have been a proper confession, but Serra knew not to expect much more from Cassiel seeing as how she already looked redder than most tomatoes.

“Hotel. Let's do it before the king gets here,” Serra said, pulling them along.

Fenrir never imagined that Serra would be leading not only him, but Cassiel as well, to a love hotel. He didn’t even think love hotels would be a thing in a pirate city but, given that the game was played by a bunch of perverts, he knew he shouldn’t be surprised.

Nothing else was said on the way there. Serra had to hold each of their hands to make sure that neither of them tried escaping.

In the end, despite him being the first one to confess feelings for the girls and asking them out, it ended up being Serra to really confess the full extent of her feelings first while leading the charge to take their relationship to the next level.

Fenrir didn't know if it was his harem or hers at that point.

As nervous and silent as Fenrir was while Serra led him to the supposed love hotel, his wagging tail betrayed his calm demeanor. At least he wasn’t the only one trying to stay calm. Cassiel was right there being led by Serra’s other hand, constantly fidgeting around and fighting the urge to run away. Just because she knew of the plan ahead of time didn’t mean that she was actually ready for what was to come, in more than one meaning of the word “come.”

Before either of the two being pulled along even had a chance to calm their nerves, they found themselves inside of a large, wooden tavern decorated with hearts and poorly drawn penises on the walls. The room was already paid for, so Serra just had to dig a key out from her pocket to unlock the door in front of them.

With the door unlocked, Serra turned around just in time to catch Cassiel slowly stepping away. Unfortunately for Cassiel, Serra grabbed her wrist and pulled both the nervous tsundere and the just-as-nervous captain into the room.

She closed and locked the door behind them. Of course, she wasn’t truly locking them in. They both had the opportunity to leave at any time if they genuinely wanted to. All the locking of the door did was help them get over their nerves a little as they both truly wanted what was about to happen.

The room itself featured a few lit candles with gentle flames flickering as they wafted the scent of fruit into the air, a large bed in the shape of a heart covered in almost a dozen pillows and pink sheets, and little else.

“We had to get a cheap room,” Serra explained. She found it hard to look at them now.

Getting them there was the easy part. What came next was the hard part in more than one way.

“God… renting this room was the worst thing I’ve ever done,” Cassiel said.

As for Fenrir, he gulped and asked, “Do either of you uhh, have experience?”

“Of course not, you bastard!” Cassiel shouted, pushing him as if to punish him, but she ended up pushing him down onto the bed.

Fenrir felt calmer now that he was reminded just how flustered she was, and something about being called a bastard proved that this was just like any other time they spent together. “Didn’t know you had a dominant side in you,” he teased.

Cassiel took the bait.

She stomped forward, grabbed him by his collar, and began to shake him while trying to think of what profanities to shout at him.

What Cassiel didn’t notice was Serra sneakily unclasping her armor from behind.

Before Cassiel caught onto Serra’s devious hands, her breastplate came undone and fell onto Fenrir.

While Fenrir could have thought about how ineffective armor was if it could be so simply undone, he instead focused on the fact that it was apparently doubling as a bra for Cassiel.

He was also focusing on the fact that her breasts were just as large in-game as they were in real life.

The blue vest still covering her chest did little for support. Its thin fabric hugged against her breasts as they freely hung behind the cloth, only truly held back by the skintight and slightly transparent leotard that she wore underneath the vest.

Every single movement she made caused her breasts to sway.

Fenrir’s eyes were fixated on her breasts. It was as if they were a pair of hanging pendulums hypnotizing him—beckoning him to come closer.

He would have were it not for the fact that Cassiel began shaking him even harder when she saw where he was staring. “What is with you men and tits?! I swear! It’s all you bastards ever care about!” she shouted at him. She was so focused on his own perverse stare that she couldn’t even be angry at Serra.

He had never been happier to get shaken and shouted at by Cassiel. After all, she couldn’t shake him without also shaking herself.

Cassiel’s grip switched from his collar to his neck.

If he was to die and be reset, at least he’d get to go out with a great view.

Fortunately, Serra was there to save the day by grabbing onto Cassiel’s sides and squeezing them, causing the taller girl to squeak and jump.

“What do you think you’re doing?! You’re supposed to—” Cassiel shouted at Serra but stopped when she turned around and looked at her.

Fenrir peeked from around Cassiel to see why she went silent.

All Serra had on were some white panties. Her silver hair hung down over her chest in just the perfect position to cover her nipples like when he first met her, but he could still see the slight curves of her breasts sticking out from the sides of her hair.

It was difficult remembering just how petite and perfect her figure was with the clothes she had been wearing. In-game, she always wore her pirate-lite costume which loosely hung on her frame. In reality, she wore a parka, t-shirt, and jeans. Now, she had naught more than underwear which covered her crotch while leaving little to the imagination.

He was also reminded of just how sexy her hips were. While sexy wasn’t a word that he would normally use to describe Serra, her hips definitely absolutely deserved the descriptor. She had the hips of a fertility goddess. They reached ever farther out than her shoulders did and looked like they would be the best possible handles to hold onto for what would soon come. He may have wanted to bury his face in Cassiel’s bust, but he wanted to hold onto Serra’s wide hips just as much.

Then Serra finally broke thanks to Fenrir’s intense staring. “Don’t stare so much… this is embarrassing. I—I don’t want to be the only one taking my clothes off, so…” she said, her voice meek and her cheeks red.

Fenrir—Ryouta, may not have had the confidence to strip himself in front of a couple of perfect girls in reality, but in-game as Fenrir, he could force himself to.

Piece by piece, he stripped himself of his clothes. First was the vest. Then there were the several belts and the white shirt underneath them, and he only stopped when he reached down to his pants. All that was left holding them up was a single button.

Both girls found themselves just as entranced in him as he was in them.

That was how making a character meant to appeal to girls paid off. He was taller than them both by over a foot, covered in toned muscle, and was even cleanly shaven for them.

A few beads of sweat rolled down his chest and over his abs.

To his surprise, Cassiel was the first one unable to stop herself from touching him. She reached a single finger out to tentatively poke his muscled core. The tip of her finger traced down to his waist before changing course and slowly—tantalizingly slowly, tracing back up his torso until she reached his neck.

“I guess I’m going to have to work out more in real life if you’re into muscles,” Fenrir teased.

“Sh-shut up,” Cassiel responded, not a single ounce of anger anywhere in her voice. “I’m—I’m only doing this so you don’t reset if you die, you bastard.”

The timid tone of her voice and the curious expression on her face betrayed her words.

Her lack of confidence boosted his own.

“If you’re touching me, do I get to touch you?” he asked with a teasing tone, raising his hands towards her chest.

“Tch, of c-course you’d want to…”

She didn’t say no, and she wasn’t backing away, so Fenrir raised his hands closer and closer until they were but an inch away from Cassiel’s still-clothed breasts.

Fenrir ascended from being a virgin who had never touched boobs before to being a virgin who successfully touched boobs. That may not have seemed like that much of an improvement to most adults, but it was to somebody who wasn’t sure he’d ever get to before.

But it wasn’t enough. He wanted to experience how they felt without any fabric in the way. Reaching down, he slid his hands down to the bottom of her vest and then slid them up underneath it until they were holding onto her generous breasts once more.

Cassiel winced and looked away with cheeks burning bright red. She had to bite her lower lip to prevent herself from letting any noises out as Fenrir experimentally and directly fondled her breasts.

He pressed his fingers into their malleable flesh, rolled them around in his hands, and eventually positioned his hands so that her nipples were pressing into his palms.

Fenrir didn’t even realize that Serra was behind him until she looped her arms around him and pressed her own bare chest against his back.

She may not have been as busty as Cassiel was, but he could still tell the difference between her normal skin and the soft, warm skin of her breasts as she pressed herself against his large and muscular back.

Serra gently ran her hands up and down his chest as she tenderly kissed his neck.

But then one of her hands left his chest to instead travel down toward his waist.

Fenrir looked down at himself to see what the situation was. Her hand was heading directly for that sizeable bulge pressing up against his pants. He was already fully erect at that point and it was obvious to each of the girls. The fabric of his pants was also thin enough that they could see exactly how thick and long his member was just from it bulging up against it. Or perhaps it wasn’t the pants’ fault that they could see and more of his own for making it as large as he did.

Cassiel found her eyes locked onto his length as every single throb excited her. It looked like a living being of its own trying to break free from its confines.

Serra was the first to experience his length. She undid the button of his pants and slid her hand underneath them until she reached the base of his shaft. She flinched when she first touched it and felt it throb, almost pulling her hand back out, but found the courage to instead gently rub her hand up along the topside of his girthy length.

With one hand on his chest and another on his tool, Serra’s lips against his neck, and his hands on Cassiel’s breasts, he already felt like he was about to burst. That was far too much stimulation for a virgin like him.

His legs stiffened and his toes curled. He was on the verge of climaxing already and his pants weren’t even off yet. There was no way that he was going to let himself cum already.

It was obvious to the girls just how hard he was holding his pleasure back from the intense look on his face and how still his body was.

Serra whispered into his ear, “It’s okay. You can cum.” She paused, pressing her lips even closer to his ear and lowering her voice. “Ryouta.”

Fenrir couldn’t hold back his desire to cum any longer. With a pleasured groan, his hands on Cassiel’s breasts subconsciously gripped her harder as the first burst of his hot seed shot out into his pants.

Serra slid her hand up to the tip of his length to try and stimulate it with gentle strokes as he came. She even took her lips away from his ear to instead place a series of soft kisses on his neck as if rewarding him for cumming.

She waited until she felt his cock stop pulsating before pulling her hand out. Proud of her work, she held her sticky hand covered in his warm, thick cum up for Fenrir and Cassiel to see.

Cassiel looked like she didn’t know how to feel about the sight. It was hot but, at the same time, kind of gross.

But that was only until Serra pulled herself away from Fenrir to run her cum-covered hand down her own abdomen, smearing his cum onto her skin.

Fenrir was still catching his breath and calming down from his orgasm, but not for long. While normally, a man might be out of action for at least a couple of minutes after cumming, the throbbing bulge served as evidence that he was ready for more.

“Cass,” Serra said, lying back on the bed and beckoning Cassiel over with each of her hands.

Fenrir finally took his hands off of Cassiel’s breasts so that she could go to Serra.

“Wh-what?” Cassiel asked Serra.

Serra answered by grabbing Cassiel’s wrists and pulling her on top of herself.

“Wha—what do you think you’re doi—mmf!” Cassiel was interrupted when Serra looped her arms around Cassiel’s neck to lean up and press her lips against the other girl’s.

Fenrir couldn’t stand wearing pants any longer. They were far too confining, and also too sticky now, to continue wearing.

He slipped his pants off and allowed all of his inches to proudly stand erect in the air. Looking down at his length, he had to admit that he was pretty proud of it.

Character customization was a wonderful thing.

Fenrir watched as Cassiel weakly squirmed around, acting like she wanted to break free and escape Serra’s kissing lips, yet put no real effort into it.

Serra beckoned Fenrir over with one of her hands behind Cassiel’s head.

She was really something else.

Doing as she requested, Fenrir climbed back onto the bed and positioned himself behind Cassiel.

Whatever clothing she had left on, Fenrir stripped it off piece by piece until all that was left was her leotard and skirt.

Both Serra and Fenrir knew what they wanted to take off next.

Serra broke her lips away from Cassiel’s so that she could tug Cassiel’s vest up. Fenrir lifted Cassiel’s arms above her head to make Serra’s job easier.

“H-hey! Wh-what do you think you two are—wait!” Cassiel tried stopping them, but she was too slow.

They managed to slide her skirt right off and her leotard followed soon after, allowing her breasts to bounce free above Serra’s face.

The smaller one of the two girls wasted no time in pressing her face forward against Cassiel’s bust. Her small, warm lips wrapped around whichever one of Cassiel’s erect nipples was the closest.

If Cassiel wasn’t squirming around and making embarrassing noises before, she definitely was after that.

Teaming up on Cassiel with Serra filled Fenrir with confidence. He wasn’t the one being teamed up on anymore.

Thinking of which, that gave him an idea.

With Cassiel on her hands and knees overtop of Serra, Fenrir lifted her skirt up so that Cassiel’s rounded rear and panties were visible to him. He actually couldn’t tell before, but now that he was looking directly at her without any clothes in the way, she had a great ass that matched her bountiful chest.

He reached forward to firmly grab each of her cheeks. His fingers melted into them just as they did with her breasts and her flesh jiggled just as much there with her movements as her breasts did. Whether it was her chest or her rear, Cassiel was just unbelievably soft and squishy. Yet, at the same time, there was a firmness to her body. She may not have had much in the way of visible muscle, but she was toned and slim.

And now it was time for some revenge.

Fenrir smacked his rod against her cheeks. “How’s it feel being the one getting a pole from behind?” he teased, unsure of whether he actually should have said something that cheesy or not.

Cassiel turned her head to glare at him but didn’t actually say anything.

Instead, when he smacked his tool down against her again, he felt her roll her hips back against him in a wanting motion.

That feral sensation stirred within him.

This pose—having her on her hands and knees, feeling his length against her rear as she rolled back against it, and seeing that flustered expression on her face that looked like she wanted to yell at him but was also enjoying it too much to do so—it brought out the feral side within him.

Taking her panties off the normal way would be a pain so, instead, he just slid them to the side enough to reveal her lower lips. They were already glistening from her own arousal. When he looked at her pink lips, he felt as if they were trying to tempt his length to enter them.

With one hand gripping the base of his cock and the other holding onto her ass, he teased her lips by sliding the crown of his cock between them.

Cum left on his cock from his first orgasm got mixed in with her own arousal. Every single stroke of his tool between her lower lips caused her to arch her back and cutely moan.

“Just d-do it already, you bastard,” Cassiel whined.

Her eyes widened when she felt his member not just slide between her lips but begin to push through them. Gripping the bed sheets, her hands formed fists as she crumpled the sheets up within her palms.

Inch by inch, his cock slid into her.

Cassiel cried out once she felt his tip reach her depths, “Fu—”

Serra looped her arms back around Cassiel’s neck to bring her face down to meet her own, pressing their lips together once more.

Being penetrated in such an embarrassing position, and then having Serra pull her down for more kissing, was enough to prove that Fenrir wasn’t the only one around who didn’t require much work.

Cassiel’s entire body convulsed above Serra’s as she lewdly moaned against Serra’s lips.

Serra teased the tip of Cassiel’s tongue with her own, allowing her tongue to playfully venture into Cassiel’s mouth, but she pulled it back when Fenrir started thrusting.

Fenrir never felt pleasure as stimulating as this before. Her hot and wet inner walls tightly conformed around his cock, gripping onto it and refusing to let go. He felt like her body was trying to milk his tool for all that it had to offer and, given how incredible it felt just being inside of her and barely moving, he doubted that it would take long.

Each of his hands held onto her as he sped up the movement of his hips.

Every thrust forward bounced her body above Serra’s.

With breasts as large as Cassiel’s were, even if he were taking her from behind, he could see them bouncing and swaying every time his hips crashed against her rear.

Serra squeezed her thighs together as she watched and listened to the two’s mating.

Every grunt and groan she heard from Fenrir made her want to moan out as well. She took her hands away from Cassiel once the thrusting began making kissing too difficult. That allowed Cassiel to freely moan and cry out in pleasure while letting Serra use her hands for something else.

One of Serra’s hands played with Cassiel’s bouncing breasts while her other hand slipped down Cassiel’s body until it reached where Fenrir was penetrating.

Serra rubbed around Cassiel’s slit until she found her clit. Cassiel looked down at Serra when it was found, knowing what Serra’s intentions were but not being ready for them.

Cassiel’s sensitive clit was teasingly rubbed and rolled between Serra’s fingers as Fenrir continued pounding into her.

“Haa… haa… a-ah! P-please, don’t—don’t stop, ahh!” Cassiel moaned out just before a second orgasm hit her. Wave after wave of pleasure coursed throughout her being. Her mind temporarily went blank, allowing herself to fully give in to the pleasure and allow her body to ride it out however it wished to.

She didn’t even realize that she was arching her back and pressing downward so much that she shoved her breasts right into Serra’s face.

Fenrir couldn’t resist cumming again when he saw the result of his efforts. It helped that her climax caused her walls to grip onto his rod even more tightly than they already were.

If her body wanted to milk his cock of its cum, that’s what it was going to get.

Plunging his tool as deep into her as it could go, Fenrir moaned out Cassiel’s name as thick ropes of his cum splashed into her depths. Cassiel’s own pleasure was only increased when she felt his hot seed filling her depths.

Cassiel didn’t want to do anything nor think. She just wanted to collapse and rest. Fortunately for her, she got her wish when Fenrir pulled out from her and when Serra slid out from underneath her. With his cum slowly dribbling out from her core, Cassiel fell onto the bed beneath her and buried her face into the nearest pillow that she could reach.

She didn’t say nor do anything. All that was visible of her head, aside from her hair, were her reddened ears.

Serra gave one of the ears a quick nip which caused Cassiel to adjust the pillow to completely hide her head in it.

“Sex… is awesome,” Fenrir said, still on his knees on the bed and panting. His head was still tilted back, his eyes staring up at the ceiling

That was when something new, warm, and wet touched touching his limpening tool.

He looked down and saw Serra running her tongue along his length from its base to its tip, lapping up any leftover cum and wetness from Cassiel. Still having a bit of life left in it, his tool throbbed and “smacked” her as she cleaned him off with her tongue.

That made her look up at him with a devious smile. “My turn,” Serra said. She may have been acting confident, but he could tell just how nervous she was from her quivering eyes and blushing expression.

Serra set herself back down on the bed after getting him hard again. Now that he was focusing his attention solely on her, she found the situation incredibly more embarrassing than it was just a couple of minutes ago. So, she raised her hands up to cover her breasts from his vision and had to force herself to continue looking his way.

Fenrir leaned down over her and placed a single kiss on top of her panties. He could already see her own excitement showing through them.

Then he kissed her crotch. Her hips were next, then around her navel, on her ribs, and he finally reached her chest. Gently, he pulled her hands away and pinned them down to her sides to reveal her petite breasts. She looked almost completely flat when lying down on her back like. But with how carefully he was looking at them, he could still see their rounded shapes sticking up from her chest even if only slightly.

Fenrir placed a single kiss on her left breast and then one on her right breast. Then he kissed her right nipple followed by a kiss on her left one.

“I know they’re not as good as—” Serra started talking but got interrupted.

“Don’t say that, Serra. They’re just as perfect as the rest of you is,” Fenrir said, leaning farther up now to place a kiss above her breasts, then on her shoulder, her neck, chin, and finally on her lips.

“C-can you call me that nickname?”

Fenrir used his own head to nudge hers so that it was on its side, giving him easier access to her ear. “Serra Berra,” he whispered against her ear.

They both started giggling from just how non-sexy that nickname was.

Yet, as cutesy as the name may have been, it relaxed her enough to slip her panties off for him. “I want to look at your face while you do it.”

Whatever embarrassment and flusterment she felt a moment ago were now felt by Fenrir.

He blushed and averted his eyes.

As much as he wanted to refuse, he couldn’t. “Al-alright,” he agreed.

Serra smiled and kissed his cheek.

When Fenrir started positioning himself between her legs, he pressed his tool down against her so that he could see just how deep inside of her he was going to reach. Serra was hardly five feet tall. Fenrir’s body was massive compared to hers.

The tip of his length reached up to her navel with ease.

It was a good thing she had pain disabled.

“Are you ready?” he asked her, pulling his length back so that the tip was aimed directly at her entrance.

“I love you, Ryouta,” Serra answered.

He took that as a yes.

Fenrir slid his length into her.

Serra initially clutched the sheets around her but ended up wrapping her arms around his neck just as she was doing with Cassiel. She wanted to touch him; she wanted to feel him. She wanted to look him right in the eyes as he made love to her and she wanted him to see the abundance of love that she had for him.

“I love you too, Serra,” Fenrir said, pressing his lips down against hers as he penetrated her depths.

Out of curiosity, he looked down at her stomach and saw a bulge caused by his cock within her.

As painful as such a thing would have been in reality, in-game, it just excited him even more.

Serra grabbed him by his chin to bring his eyes back to hers, letting their lips reengage in soft kisses as he began moving his hips back and forth.

Even knowing that she had pain disabled, he was still tempted to ask her if it hurt and if she needed him to slow down.

But, going by the smile on her face and the erotic glaze to her eyes, he figured it was alright to get rougher.

Fenrir started bucking his hips downward against her with more force every thrust.

“Ryo-Ryouta,” Serra moaned against his lips. “I love you, I l-love you,” she repeated. Every iteration of her expressed love sounded more erotic than the last, lewd moans and gasps interrupting her words until it became too difficult for her to speak.

He wanted to prove to her that he loved her back every bit as much as she loved him.

With one hand cradling the back of her head, his other hand held her by her back to brace her for the increased pace of his thrusts.

Serra tightly wrapped her legs around his waist. She knew he wasn’t going to pull out or go anywhere, but she just wanted to be as close as she possibly could be to him. She pulled his entire body closer to hers. His much larger form was both comforting and arousing to her, and the more of her body that she felt in contact with his own, the greater her pleasure was.

Being just as virgin as Fenrir and Cassiel were, it took little for Serra to actually climax in this game where pain isn’t a concern. The worst she felt was a bit of numbing inside of her, but the pleasure she felt was far greater.

Serra looked directly into his eyes as she came.

Seeing this perfect, cute girl underneath him lovingly staring into his eyes as pleasure overtook her body brought Fenrir to his third orgasm of the session.

They came together.

With their bodies tightly yet gently held against one another, Fenrir continued thrusting through his orgasm to pump every last ounce of his cum into her. Her eyes rolled back from the sheer amount of pleasure she could feel. She didn’t even realize that she was scraping her nails down against his back as he filled her core with his seed.

“I love you… Ryouta,” Serra whimpered, struggling to find the strength post-orgasm to kiss him. “Kiss me,” she whined.

“Anything for you,” Fenrir said, leaning his head down and kissing her forehead first which made her pout, but then she got what she wanted when he placed a soft kiss on her lips.

Fenrir pulled out of her and rolled over onto his back between the two girls.

Serra immediately rolled onto her side to cuddle with his left arm while Cassiel sneakily scooted closer to press against his right arm.

That wasn’t enough for him.

Full of confidence thanks to having made each of his girlfriends climax, he reached an arm around Cassiel and pulled her closer so that she was leaning up onto his chest. Then he did the same with Serra.

Both of their heads were resting on his hot, sweaty chest thanks to that.

For just a little bit, until they were all recovered from everything that just happened, he wanted to rest there with them.

His hands stroked up and down the sides of the girls. Cassiel squirmed and quietly squeaked whenever his fingers stroked over one particularly sensitive spot, and Serra arched her back when the same happened to her.

Hey, Saya, Fenrir thought.

“Wh-wh-what is it, Onii-chan?” Saya replied.

How many respawn counters do I have now?

“Y-you got one…”

You sound pretty flustered. Enjoy the show?

“Shut up!”

Saya went silent after that.

Fenrir looked down at his girls. A kiss was placed on each of their heads before he rested his own head against one of the bed’s overly fluffy pillows.

“I could get used to this.”

The three stayed cuddled together on the bed until they could hear shouting coming from outside. It reminded them of just how thin the walls were, making Cassiel and Fenrir even more embarrassed about the whole situation.

“Look! That’s his ship! It’s Ull’s ship!”

Serra was the first to jump off of the bed, run over to the window to open it up, and peek outside.

Fenrir and Cassiel followed suit.

In the distance, sailing into Port Tugator was a mighty ship—the biggest ship that any of them had seen yet. They knew that Blackstache supposedly had the largest ship in-game, but they never saw it. Just how big was Blackstache's ship if this latest arrival was as massive as it was?

Furthermore, it just looked… odd. If one were to judge the trio’s feelings regarding the ship by their expressions, Fenrir thought it looked awesome with his wide eyes and huge smile, Serra looked unimpressed going by her disappointed sigh and bored eyes, and Cassiel just—well, she looked like she wasn’t sure what to think of it.

“Aren’t they supposed to be like elf Vikings?” Fenrir asked.

“Yeah, but… I guess they’re more elf as far as design goes,” Cassiel answered.

The massive ship pulling into port made even galleons look small, but what really stuck out about it were the trees. Fenrir could barely believe it himself. Rather than there being regular masts and sails, the ship looked like it is made out of a living tree, and the smaller ones following behind it did as well!

The flagship looked like one mighty tree with its roots twisting and pressing together to form the hull of the ship while the trunk of the tree split into several thinner trunks, each one reaching high into the air with what looked like huge, green leaves making up its sails.

Looking at the deck, it was hard to see from where they were, but there were several large cannons that all looked just as nature themed as the rest of the ship does.

Flowering vines hung down all over the ship from the top of its “mast” to its sides, and the final thing to grab their attention was its figurehead. It was a carved, wooden deer head with two mighty antlers protruding forward and sideways. It looked more like a battering ram than a figurehead.

Behind the flagship were several dozen smaller ships that looked more like what they were expecting but were still made of trees twisted into the shapes of boats. Rather than look like an oversized galleon, those ships look like Viking longships.

“Come on, let’s get down to the pier and get a better look,” Fenrir suggested. The girls nodded, and the three hastily dressed themselves.

Fenrir ended up helping Cassiel with her breastplate and Serra discovered that having a complicated outfit with a multitude of separate parts wasn’t very convenient when in a hurry.

That was why she preferred wearing jeans and t-shirts in reality.

Once dressed, they rushed to the piers.

Everybody else was in-game and standing by at The Shoebill to watch the fleet of ships roll into the harbor.

Tabitha looked up at Fenrir as soon as he arrived with the girls. The smug smile on her lips said that she knew exactly what they were doing.

But how?

Fenrir looked at Serra and Cassiel. The hair atop each of their heads was messed up, they looked like they just got done with some intense exercise, their clothes were a mess, and… they smelled like sex.

Oleander joined Tabitha in looking back at them and smirking.

“What were you lovebirds up ta?” Tabitha asked.

“Yeah, Fenny, what were you doing?” Oleander tagged in.

“Well,” Fenrir figured he might as well be honest, “I won’t have to worry about getting reset if I die.”

Serra smiled and leaned her head against his side, but he could hear Cassiel struggling to not unsheathe her sword and threaten him with death.

“Look how large it is!” Corwin said, pointing up at the massive flagship as it sailed past them.

They all stood and stared in awe at its sheer overwhelming size. Up close, it looked less like a ship and more like a mobile castle!

“We should steal it,” Serra said.

Fenrir was reminded of how bad of an influence they had been on her.

“Want to sink it, see little hippy boat burn,” Bonekraka said.

Rock barked. Fenrir wasn’t sure which idea she was supporting but, either way, they were both horrible ideas even if they did sound fun.

“Look! It’s him! It’s Ull!” one of the crewmembers from a nearby docked boat shouted.

Standing at the top of the deck was a man with just as large and grandiose of an appearance as his ship’s.

“I thought he was supposed to be an elf?” Fenrir asked.

“Well, he started off as one, but he’s a tier seven feral now from last I heard,” Cassiel explained.

They couldn’t see all of him because of how much higher up he was than them, but they could see enough to tell there was clearly more than just being an elf going on.

His looks pissed Fenrir off since they actually looked somewhat similar.

Ull had the torso of a toned, muscular man similar to how Fenrir’s looked, and he had long, flowing, white hair that rolled down his back to his waist, but that was where the similarities ended. Ull had four antlers, two on each side, protruding from his head and sticking backward. A pair of long, elven ears pointed backward as well underneath where his antlers were, and they were covered in golden rings that could be seen shining in the sunlight even from The Shoebill.

The most monstrous part of him was his lower body. His humanity ended at his waist. Below his waist was the body of a deer with fur as white as his hair with a few gray spots dotting it.

Behind his back was an appropriately elven-looking bow that looked two times too large for any human to handle, and his lower body was covered in some sort of green metal armor with a golden trim.

Then Fenrir saw it.

He saw what made him feel really competitive.

Not only did this faction leader of an elf-deer-thing have the torso of an elf and lower body of a deer, but his tail was that of a wolf’s.

Fenrir’s own tail stuck up as his ears flattened down.

“Ah, that must be his harem,” Corwin said as nearly two dozen girls were brought above deck to stand in rows on each side of Ull.

Serra and Cassiel looked at Fenrir with expressions telling him not to even think about it.

“What? No way I’d want to date that many people at once,” he said. “Besides, I’m not some wannabe elf pretty boy. I bet those girls fawn all over him because he’s got pointy ears. Wait, if his lower body is a deer… does it count as bestiality?”

Cassiel facepalmed.

Oleander looked to be the only one taking Fenrir’s question seriously. “I don’t think so, but I bet a bunch of prudes would still get upset and call it that,” Oleander said.

“Yeah, probably—wait,” Fenrir paused.

He didn’t notice it before but, as the ship came its closest to The Shoebill, he saw that every single one of the supposed harem members had thick, metal collars around their necks.

They looked like slaves rather than loving harem members.

“Hey, Corwin or Cass, either of you hear about what’s up with his harem?” Fenrir asked.

Cassiel shook her head, but Corwin proved to have something to say. “I have only heard rumors, but the rumors state that he collects girls with unique features in hope of acquiring them for himself. Look, not a single one of those girls is human.”

He was right. When Fenrir looked at the girls’ bodies, they all looked like they were anything from plant-based monster girls to girls with cat ears and tiger stripes, and one of the girls even had draconic wings protruding from her back that were shackled to the collar around her neck. “So, he’s some sort of sick collector of rare girls?” Fenrir asked.

“Sadly, that is what the rumors lead me to believe,” Corwin answered.

Now Fenrir really didn’t like this Ull guy.

Then he saw her.

A single girl stood separate from the rest of those in Ull’s harem. Ull held her up by the collar around her neck as if showing her off to everybody watching from the city.

Her long, straight hair was mesmerisingly beautiful and pearl aqua in color. A pair of slightly curved horns with ridges along them stuck up from the top sides of her head, each one dark blue in color and looking like the horns of a dragon—though, given the color of her hair and horns, a sea serpent came to mind before a dragon did. Finally, there was her tail, fins, and scales. She wore an elaborate dress that looked like it was custom tailored to match Ull, but it didn’t completely cover the patches of light green and blue scales on her arms and neck. It also didn’t cover up the long, serpentine tail that stuck out from above her rear and was hanging down behind her. She even had a few beautifully bright and long multi-colored fins sticking out from her back like wings would.

“He found her,” Cassiel said with a sigh.

“What do you know about her?” Fenrir asked.

“I only heard rumors about him searching for her. She’s apparently somebody who got extremely lucky and somehow got a blessing from the Western Serpent.”

“You mean one of those giant world boss serpents that nobody has ever killed?”

“Yeah, one of those. Rumors of her started spreading after she went to an office to get a new card, and they said her race and mutations have never been seen before. She’s supposedly the only player in the entire game with a character like that, and rumor has it that she refuses to tell anybody about how she got blessed by one of the damn serpents.”

“I’m guessing that the asshole up there heard about the rumors and had her hunted down to collect her?”

“That’s a safe guess.”

“So she got some super awesome and special race unique to her, and some asshole captured her, collared her, and now parades her around like a toy while she can’t do anything about it?”

“Sadly, that seems to be the case,” Corwin said.

Yeah, Fenrir really didn’t like this Ull guy. In fact, he already disliked Ull more than he disliked other guild leaders who he screwed over before for far less.

The elven ship sailed by, taking both Ull and the serpent girl out of their sight.

Now coming into the harbor were the dozens of fully crewed and armed longships.

Oleander had the largest grin on his face. “I know that look, Fenny,” he said.

Serra and Cassiel looked at his face and saw a more intense look than anything they had ever seen from him before.

“We’re going to have one helluva tough last mission together, Bone,” Fenrir said.

The orc nodded and grunted. “Good.”

“O-oi, what’s goin’ on?” Tabitha asked. “You’ve got the same look in yer eyes that I get when I’m about ta do somethin’ really stupid.”

Serra confidently crossed her arms and took her spot next to Fenrir. Rock joined in with an approving bark.

Cassiel and Corwin joined Tabitha’s club of being concerned for whatever Fenrir was thinking up in his head.

“I guess it was pretty stupid to try and leave the Divine Brigade’s name behind,” Fenrir said.

“Duh. How could we ever leave it behind when you get triggered as soon as you see somebody being an asshole? The world is full of assholes, Fenny—the bad kind. Well, it’s full of the good kind as well, but you get my point. Anyways, until we get rid of all the bad assholes, I don’t think you’ll be able to leave Divine Brigade behind,” Oleander said.

“You got me there.”

“But are you sure, Fenny? What about doxing?”

Fenrir hung his head low. He got caught up in the moment and forgot about that. Not only was getting doxed dangerous enough as it was, but now he had two girlfriends who could get caught up in it and be in danger.

He couldn’t be selfish. He was sure that Serra would be fine with it, but even if Cassiel was as well, an in-game name isn’t important enough to justify a real-life risk.

“Yeah, you’re right. We can’t go back to that name… so what about ‘Fallen Divinity?’” Fenrir asked.

“It sounds pretty edgy, but I kind of like it. If we used to be kind of evil as the Divine Brigade, and now you only want to do good things, then it’d make sense for us to be fallen. People will probably assume we’re a bunch of wannabe evil edgelords, though,” Oleander answered.

“Fallen Divinity and The Shoebill? Doesn’t sound much like a good crew name to me,” Tabitha chimed in.

She had a point. They didn’t work well together at all and Fallen Divinity didn’t sound anything like a group that was based out of a ship.

“The Wolf Brigade,” Serra suggested, poking Fenrir’s tail as she said it. The poke made him jump a bit from how sensitive his tail was.

Everybody shook their heads at first. “Fen is our captain and a wolf, and Rock is like our mascot and a wolf, so I think it makes sense,” she tried explaining herself.

Fenrir debated it in his head. It sounded cheesy, cliché, and made him think of either a bunch of furries LARPing as wolves or neckbeards that non-ironically wore that one shirt with the three wolves all howling at the moon. It either reminded him of those, or what a bunch of wannabe tough guy bikers would call themselves.

Yet, as horribly unoriginal as the name was, he liked it. It kept the “brigade” part from the Divine Brigade while making it new, and it sounded like a something that could be passed off as a legitimate crew name.

“If I may… pardon, I know that I am the newest one here, but what about The Soaring Wolves? It is my understanding that The Shoebill is named after a flying bird, and the engine that Miss Strism installed below is going to make us soar across the water as if we are flying, so do you think that name could work? It also keeps the wolves part as Serra has suggested,” Corwin said, offering his own attempt at naming their crew.

It might not have been the coolest sounding name ever, and still sounded a bit cheesy, but it just worked.

“All in favor of The Soaring Wolves?” Fenrir asked.

Everybody but Bonekraka raised their hands.

“Then there we have it. The Soaring Wolves flying across the waves onboard The Shoebill,” Fenrir declared. “Now, are you ready for details on The Soaring Wolves’ first mission?”

The rest of the crew nodded and gathered around him.

Fenrir was not only going to win the fishing tournament, but he was going to save the day for a bunch of innocent players while he was at it.

They may not have been named the Divine Brigade anymore, but it was time for them to pull off a grand strategy that would put the old Divine Brigade’s plots to shame.

It was time for The Soaring Wolves’ first mission with its new members and name.
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If you don’t want to read me rambling, then go on and skip straight to them! If you don’t mind me rambling, then let’s get into the afterword proper!

Alright. So, hey again. You might have already read some of my other works, or this might be your first work of mine. Either way, it’s nice to be read by you!

Let’s talk about TTE here.

The True Endgame was my first successful web serial. I wrote one before, but it only ever reached a total of like 60 or so followers on Royal Road. TTE, though, reached over a thousand in its first month (which was a big deal back in the day, but is nothing nowadays). It helped me launch a successful Patreon that kept me writing and able to produce more stories for everybody. If it wasn’t for TTE being as successful as it was, then I might have never continued writing so many stories, and neither of us would be here right now. I am incredibly grateful to TTE, and it’s a series that I love dearly.

Also, it’s still ongoing and the next 11 volumes are already written, so there’s a lot more to come!
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Then there was the problem with the story being taken without my consent and uploaded to a bunch of piracy sites that were a pain in the ass to deal with, involving dozens of DMCA takedowns being sent out over the years. That also prevented me from uploading to Amazon for a while.

Moving on! At this point, this first volume was written over five years ago unless I’m messing my timeline up. My writing style has changed (and, in my opinion, improved) since then. What I’m publishing here is what I would actually consider a downgrade in my quality, but I wasn’t going to rewrite the whole thing even more than I already did. I’m still happy with the story and love everything about it. I’m just a better writer now, but not so much better that I’m willing to redo it from scratch. This volume has a lot more focus on descriptions and exposition than what I do nowadays, not to mention most of my writing is overwhelmingly dialogue now whereas this book had a pretty equal balance of dialogue and narration.

There’s still so much for me to say about TTE, geez.

Alright. Next. This first volume is a sort of… tolerance test of sorts. If you were able to tolerate the amount of weebery and progressive values/themes in this volume, especially in the first chapter, then you can easily handle the rest of the series. It gets less and less anime as it goes on, but still stays pretty anime overall. But yeah. This first volume is a huge test of your tolerance. Back in the day, the first chapter alone washed out most people from being able to read the rest of the series. I had so many comments and reviews from people cringing and dropping the story within the first few pages thanks to Saya. Some people even dropped it as soon as they saw the protagonist’s name is Japanese.

There were also a few things I considered removing since they’re not really relevant later on, like the rebirth counters and time dilation stuff. But, while rereading and editing this first volume, I decided to keep them in for a few reasons. One, because their inclusion does not contradict anything in the future. Two, because I liked them while I was reading them. And three, because removing them would take way too much effort and rewriting. They’re still going to be mentioned every now and then later on, but yeah.

Now, as for what you can expect from the series, you can expect a few different things. One, you should not expect that every single girl is going to fall in love with Fenrir and want to fuck him. There will be other guys in the series who also get into their own relationships. I’ve had some people whine about how they can’t stand reading about other girls dating other guys, so if you can’t handle the idea of other male characters actually having relationships instead of literally every girl ever loving Fenrir/Ryouta, then you might want to stop here. You can also expect about one new girl per volume for these first few volumes until we settle with the harem for a bit and don’t add anymore.

And as the series goes on, there is still MMO-related action and drama, but… to try and be spoiler-free about it, most of the drama comes from philosophical issues that can’t just be punched away. Of course, there is plenty of slice of life, cute romance, and comedy even during all the serious stuff that comes later on. The series never stops having a focus on cute romance.

As for fishing?

Well, just because Fenrir/Ryouta loves to fish doesn’t mean he actually gets much of it done, but he does try to do as much of it as possible!

You can also expect Oleander to, you know, continue being gay. I shouldn’t have to say that, but holy moly you should see the kind of people who have messaged me over the years because of his character. I’ve had people fucking send me death threats over Olly being in the story because they were just so damn afraid of a gay character being gay.

Listen, I’m a weeb, I get it. Most of us are here just for cute girls and harem stuff. But I like to have some more depth than that. It should also be abundantly clear by the end of this volume what sort of things I believe in. The story takes place in a few decades from now where the world has mostly been fucked by climate change, there’s a flamboyantly gay best friend femboy, they talk about how everybody in the relationship loves each other instead of the girls only loving the guy, etc. I will promise that no guys will ever enter the harem, though. Just, you know, LGBT side characters exist and will continue to exist. The characters also look down on toxic masculinity while praising and looking up to positive masculinity. Being a huge manly hairy bro who can crush people with one hand, treat people with respect, and protect others is badass. Being an asshole isn’t.

As for me, I can also say that I’ve loved MMOs for a very long time. I started playing Runescape and WoW back when they came out, what, two decades ago? I’m 29 now and have spent probably hundreds of thousands of hours across MMOs since I was 10 years old. Lately, though, the only MMO I play anymore is FFXIV. But I have played: Runescape, Guild Wars, Guild Wars 2, World of Warcraft (from vanilla up to WotLK), Maplestory, Mabinogi, Final Fantasy 11, Final Fantasy 14, EVE, ArcheAge, Black Desert Online, TERA, Elsword, Puzzle Pirates, and probably a bunch of random f2p Korean MMOs that I never played for more than a few hours that I’m forgetting about.

Point is, I’m pretty passionate about MMOs and the experiences/relationships that can be had within them. One of my favorite anime ever, and a lot of people are usually shocked when they hear this since they consider it bad and would assume I have “higher standards,” is Sword Art Online. I don’t love it for the action or plot, really, but I love it for just… how it treats MMOs. The characters inside of them (after the first arc) really respect the settings that they’re in and are as attached to them as they are the real world, and I find that incredibly romantic. Of course, I’m a transhumanist who wishes I could unironically upload my brain to a computer and be digitally immortal while living in virtual worlds, so I might be biased.

Alright. I should probably stop rambling for now. This is already the longest afterword I’ve ever typed up.

I do hope that you enjoyed reading the volume, and I hope that I didn’t make you roll your eyes too much with this afterword! These afterwords are usually only a page or two long and way less rambling, usually involving me talking about fetishes I like or something else weird, but TTE is a special story to me that I have a lot to talk about. Honestly, I could probably write a book alone on my entire experience with TTE and writing it over the years. So, I’ll wrap things up.

Here’s the part where I put all my usual links to things at the end of a story.

You can check out my other series, The Ascension Game, here!

Or you can check out my other other series, Lazy Dragon Queen, here!

If you want to be among the first to hear about new book releases and special offers, consider subscribing to my mailing list! You can subscribe to the mailing list here: https://acearriande.ck.page

My website is available at: https://acearriande.com/

I have a Discord here, which can also be joined through my website!

If you want to follow me on social media, you can check out my Twitter at: https://twitter.com/ace_arriande

I have a Patreon, too, with early access to advanced chapters of all of my stories which you can find at: https://www.patreon.com/AceArriande

And if you ever want to email me for any reason, you can email me at: ace@arriande.com

I also have a YouTube channel that may or may not be dead (which I may or may not come back to someday), but if you’re ever curious about that, you can check it out here: https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCGmETU0sr2AIjA0jwq-MsSQ

And now for the bonus stuff!

And don’t forget to preorder the second volume!


[Bonus Chapter #1 | Canon]: Stealing the Supercarrier

“Everybody’s ships fitted properly?” Ryouta asks. Most people in this game know him as the leader of the Divine Brigade, FluffyPups.

He always has enjoyed having silly and cute names to contrast against his deeds.

“Allll loaded up! Man, the devs really screwed up this time. Can you imagine how much salt is going to be all over the forums? Why did they think that it would be a good idea to implement a stackable chip that boosts Hacking by half a percent?” Spencer asks.

“Probably because they didn’t expect anybody to actually grind out a few thousand of them. Four months of grinding and buying them all off the market better work. You ready, Vik?”

“Da,” Viktor responds via a direct channel into their headsets. While Ryouta and Spencer are together in the hangar of their corporation’s carrier, Viktor has been on an undercover mission for the past two months. He started a new character, joined the corporation that they are about to attack, and has gained their trust. Viktor may not be the smartest man there is, but the corporation recognized his talent for intimidating people into getting what he wants as well as being a great fighter.

Right now, Viktor’s cruiser which is usually loaded up with shield tanking modules and kinetic artillery is fitted with something else.

“Alright. Spence, give the order for the diversion fleet to warp in.”

“Order sent!” Spencer says. While he may eventually become a deer-trap-thing, right now he is just a regular—if not a bit on the feminine side—human male.

Ryouta gives a few pats to the floating robot between him and Spencer. The poor thing looks like it’s about to burst at any second from how overloaded on chips it has had installed. It’s constantly fidgeting, occasionally lets out puffs of smoke, and makes concerned robot beeps and boops.

“Don’t worry, we’ll uninstall them all after this. You’re doing a good job of hanging in there – well, floating in there,” Ryouta says.

Rather than respond with beeping like usual, the bot just sort of sizzles and makes zapping sounds.

Meanwhile, several systems away, a fleet of seventy ships warps into one of Doom Squad’s garrison systems. They are one of the game’s largest corporations and are notorious for being elitist assholes.

They’re the perfect target for the Divine Brigade.

A massive citadel station within the system immediately activates its shields and fires off hundreds of station-to-ship missiles. All the other ships that were on standby are now turning to face the incoming attackers and activating their ships’ systems.

The balance of power does not favor the Divine Brigade’s fleet. Whereas they have seventy ships, the Doom Squad has a massive base and several hundred ships.

The Divine Brigade sends the first wave of ships out. They are small destroyers loaded to the brim with torpedo modules and just enough tanking modules to survive the first wave of attacks.

Normally, a few torpedo-specialized destroyers wouldn’t be an issue, especially against such a massive enemy fleet. The point-defense should be enough to obliterate any incoming missiles and torpedoes unless overwhelmed by thousands of them.

Unfortunately for the Divine Brigade, each of the destroyers only has enough time to launch a single torpedo before being blown up.

Fortunately for the Divine Brigade, each of the torpedoes has been fitted with nuclear warheads and stacked stealth modules.

Point-defense is worthless against targets that it cannot even detect in the first place.

The first wave of destroyers is annihilated shortly after deploying their torpedoes.

The rest of the ships making up the Divine Brigade’s fleet are long-range interdiction cruisers that are creating a massive bubble over the enemy fleet to pin them down in one place. However, that is not their only purpose.

Three.

Two.

One.

The interdiction bubble is replaced by one that temporarily shorts the shields of every ship in the enemy fleet. The interdiction itself was incredibly weak and only meant to fool the enemy into thinking that they were being pinned down until reinforcements could arrive. The true power of the interdiction cruisers lies in the fact that they have been min-maxed for shield dampening. They are only able to drain the shields from the enemy fleet for a few seconds before their energy grids get overwhelmed by the massive amount of raw processing required to create such a large and powerful effect, but it’s all they need.

Massive, blinding explosions erupt within the enemy’s fleet. Fifteen nuclear torpedoes explode within the enemy fleet. Over two hundred enemy ships are vaporized within seconds. The ships that are not outright vaporized get shredded into volatile debris that gets propelled throughout the rest of the fleet, tearing through hulls. The force of the explosion is enough to send ships crashing into one another. If that isn’t enough to screw over the enemy fleet, the larger ships that explode have explosions of their own large enough to damage their allies.

It is a beautiful sight for the Divine Brigade as hundreds of ships are either instantly destroyed, filled with holes by debris flying through their ships with extreme speed, crashed into by their own allies, or taken out by secondary explosions.

The interdiction ships are left defenseless without any operable systems. Their processors have been fried from overloading themselves to dampen the enemy’s shields.

Only one group of the Divine Brigade’s ships are left operational – the logistics cruisers, and their mission is to run. They are loaded with modules to prevent interdiction, but not to cloak where they are warping to.

In other words, their job is to lead the enemy away.

The logistics cruisers warp out of the system.

The Doom Squad realizes something very important that serves to really, really, piss them off.

The torpedo destroyers and interdiction cruisers are not piloted by players. They were all remotely controlled by the logistics cruisers. In other words, even if the majority of the Divine Brigade’s fleet was just wiped out, they haven’t lost a single player or any losses that they weren’t planning on.

Doom Squad’s fleet protecting the system warps after the logistics cruisers when they notice that they’ve left a trail. They figure that the trail is only left because there were not enough module slots left open to cloak it after being loaded up with modules to prevent interdiction and being able to remote control so many ships.

Sure, that’s part of the reason, but it’s also because they want to be followed.

Meanwhile, the fleet that Viktor is responsible for is called back to Doom Squad’s headquarters. The leader of Doom Squad believes that this is all just a plan to try and lure ships away from their main starbase in another system. The garrison would have been one of the first to send reinforcements in the event of an attack on the headquarters.

“Why can’t I scan your ship modules?” a voice rings into Viktor’s headset.

“Izvinite, you know I forget how to switch thing on,” Viktor replies. He enables and disables a few of the ship’s auxiliary systems. While they may recognize him as a great fighter, they all believe he’s totally incompetent when it comes to some of the game’s finer mechanics.

“Hurry up. I’m checking to make sure everybody’s ships match the fleet templates.”

“Do not rush or will take longer!” Viktor shouts into the headset. Meanwhile, he and his fleet are drifting into position alongside the rest of the Doom Squad’s fleets.

“Tovarishchi,” Viktor says on a global channel to all Doom Squad fleets, “Yob materi vashi.”

The missile pods of Viktor’s heavy cruiser open up and shoot twenty-four nuclear missiles at the nearest ships. Because he is marked as an allied ship on the fleet’s ships’ IFF systems, his missiles are not easily shot down like they would have been otherwise.

He engages his ship’s thrusters to ram full speed into the nearest carrier – the carrier of the annoying bastard always shouting orders at him.

Everybody in the voice channels can hear the Russian traitor manically shouting and laughing into his microphone. They don’t know what he’s saying, but they’re confident that every other word coming out from his mouth is an insult.

He’s maniacal like a demon.

With a cargo hold packed full of the game’s most volatile explosives and a carrier—and carriers tend to make very large secondary explosions—a fourth of Doom Squad’s present fleets is wiped out in seconds.

“Our spy fleet is reporting that their main fleet has been crippled!” Spencer reports to Ryouta. “They’re bringing in reinforcements from all garrisons and pulling back the ships chasing our logi boys. Ready to warp?”

“Make it so,” Ryouta says, a huge grin on his face as he says it.

“Are you sure that isn’t copyrighted?”

“Hey, something as awesome and classic as that deserves to be used by everybody.”

Ryouta rolls his eyes as the carrier jumps into warp.

Fifteen minutes later and the Divine Brigade’s carrier group arrives not at the Doom Squad’s main base as the enemy predicted, but at their shipyard. The shipyard is a massive structure the size of a small moon.

Automated canons in orbit around the structure immediately open fire on the Divine Brigade fleet. Their shields come online just seconds before the first wave of shots impacts them.

“Alright, Spence, you ready to steal the biggest ship in the game’s existence?” Ryouta asks.

“Aye aye, Admiral!” Spencer says, his voice full of excitement.

The fleet engages with the shipyard’s automated defenses. There are still a few enemy ships garrisoned to provide defense, but right now, most have left to protect the headquarters.

“They really bought into all that false intel. I mean, come on, did they really believe a bunch of corporations who hate us were going to team up with us to take them down?” Spencer asks.

“Of course they did. They’re just so egotistical that they think our other rivals would team up with us just to take them down,” Ryouta explains.

Volleys of kinetic shells, lasers, and missiles are exchanged between the Divine Brigade fleet and the shipyard’s defenses. Some of the Divine Brigade fleet is shot down, but they are all ships specialized to tank and controlled remotely. Ryouta doesn’t want to give his enemy the satisfaction of killing even one of his players.

“Admiral FluffyPups!” a voice says over the headset.

Hearing that always makes Ryouta smile.

“Their defenses are neutralized, you’re safe to go! ETA fifteen minutes before enemy reinforcements arrive.”

“Huh, that’s slower than I thought. Guess they’re too mad to think straight,” Ryouta replies. “Alright, let’s get going.”

Ryouta’s fighter squadron takes off from the carrier’s hangar. Sure, he could pilot the big ships if he wanted to, but that isn’t as fun as flying through space in a ship that looks like an ant amongst elephants.

The voice sounds over the headset again. “Dampening facility’s shields in five… four… three… two… one… they’re offline!”

Ryouta, Spencer, and the rest of the squadron push through an opening in the shipyard’s shields just seconds before they come back online.

“We’re in! Get back to base, we’ll see you there,” Ryouta commands.

“Good luck, Admiral FluffyPups!”

That always makes him smile.

The facility is massive enough that their fighter craft are able to fly through its sections with ease. Their target is the supercarrier in one of the facility’s construction tubes.

It takes them a few minutes to find it, but something so massive can’t stay hidden forever.

“Biggest damn ship in the game. Look at her,” Ryouta says, impressed by the insane size of it. The supercarrier utterly dwarfs regular carriers in size. While a normal carrier could sortie hundreds of fighters, bombers, or troop transports, a supercarrier can handle tens of thousands of them at once.

This is the first supercarrier to ever be constructed in the game’s history. It took years of saving up, farming, and building to complete it. Nobody else has even gotten close to finishing one before.

To construct a supercarrier is essentially to beat the game. The only way to ever hope of defeating one is with another one. At least, that’s what players fear. Every other attempt at constructing one has always been interrupted due to other corporations banding together to take down whomever was trying to construct a supercarrier. Fortunately for the Doom Squad, they were able to keep it secret until enough defenses were built to support it.

Unfortunately for Doom Squad, all of those defenses are only just now warping into the system.

“Everybody land on the walkways and run for the supercarrier!” Ryouta commands.

Vertically landing all of the fighters on the runways isn’t a problem thanks to how long and wide they are.

“Infiltration squad, you’re up!”

A group of players rushes up to the side of the supercarrier’s hull with a heavy-duty plasma cutter to cut through the ship’s entrance. With a hole cut, Ryouta and the rest of his fighter pilots charge in. His robot is right by his side the entire time.

“Set explosives to collapse the halls, hack the bulkheads shut, and form defensive positions!” Spencer commands. Their soldiers salute them and get to work.

Ryouta and Spencer head for the ship’s bridge. It is located deep within the center of the supercarrier where it is safest.

“Cover!” Spencer shouts.

The two men hide behind a wall as red beams from energy blasters fly down the hall. Spencer peeks his head around the wall and sees a sentry turret hanging from the ceiling. “Toss an EMP grenade down there,” Spencer suggests.

“Got it.” Ryouta takes one of the grenades off of his belt and tosses it down the hall. The sound of sizzling electricity can be heard after a small explosion.

Ryouta waves his arm out from behind the wall. Nothing happens.

“We’re good, come on. They’re going to be trying to take their ship back at any—”

Ryouta is cut off by the sound of gunfire coming from above decks. “They’re mad.”

“So mad,” Spencer says.

There are a few more defense turrets between their position and the bridge, but nothing they can’t handle.

“You’re up, Robot,” Ryouta says, giving the floating robot a few pats on the head as he brings it to a command console.

“You really suck at naming things. If you ever get a girlfriend are you just going to call her ‘Girlfriend?’” Spencer asks.

Ryouta gives him a thumbs-up. “You know it.”

The robot gets to work hacking the ship’s systems. The supercarrier is supposed to have such extreme firewalls that it should be literally impossible for anybody to hack past without breaking the game. It is simply impossible to get a high enough Hacking ability to break through its defenses.

That is, until the developers went and added in a stacking half-a-percentage booster that could be installed in robots.

All of the bridge’s systems come to life. A tactical map showing the system and galaxy map is displayed above a holotable in the center of the room, there are systems for fire control, navigation, communication, energy and resource consumption – everything can be controlled from this room. And now, it is all under Ryouta’s little robot’s control.

“So, the shields on this are supposed to be active even during warp, right?” Ryouta asks.

“We’ve already come up with the plan. Why are you asking me about it and acting like you don’t know?” Spencer replies.

“Because it’s for dramatic effect. You know, the cool guys in sci-fi movies always come up with plans on the go and ask questions to hint to their crazy plans. It makes the audience more excited.”

“Our only audience is a robot, and even Robot already knows the plan.”

“You sure do like to take the fun out of things for being a hedonist.” Ryouta sighs. “Robot, warp to System NLO-PD2, within one hundred kilometers of the starbase there. Oh, and don’t forget to turn on the shields.”

Robot beeps and boops. The next thing they and everybody else hears in the ship are the shield engines humming to life. Then comes the warp countdown.

The supercarrier is torn out from the shipyard and transported into the debris field caused by Viktor. Repair and salvage ships are already busy at work, but they all stop when they see a ship rivaling the size of the starbase itself appear.

“You think the warp destroyed the shipyard?” Ryouta asks.

“Definitely. Something this big warping inside of a structure? It probably imploded,” Spencer asks.

“Good enough. Now then, Robot. If you would be so kind as to go and launch every single remote bomber we have, arm all missiles, prepare all batteries, and destroy every single thing in this system, that would be greatly appreciated.”

All of the green dots on the system map turn red.

“I wish I had an epic one-liner to say right now.”

“Don’t worry, Admiral. There’s always another ship to steal. Oh! Look who it is,” Spencer heads over to the communications station and pulls up the one pinging them.

“Is that you, FluffyPups?” a really pissed off voice askss.

It still makes Ryouta smile. He has no idea how anybody could say his name so seriously.

“The one and only! What’s your name again?” Ryouta asks. Of course he knows who it is, but he also knows how this man reacts when somebody treats him as if he’s irrelevant.

“I will fucking find you and kill you, FluffyPups! You think you can just go and fuck over everything we’ve done because you want to?! You have no fucking idea how much work we’ve put into this! You’re going to get banned for whatever you did – you have to be fucking hacking!”

“Technically, yes.”

“Fucking cheating scum! I know people who can find who you are and where you live. You really want to fucking do this?”

“Eeeee’yup.”

“You fu—”

“Listen, do you really think swearing is going to do anything? Come on, what if I’m actually an underage kid? You could be corrupting my pure, innocent, childlike mind right now. What would your mother think?”

“Fuck you! Fuck you, you fucking piece of—”

“Alright! I’m sorry, okay? I’ll make a deal with you.”

“What?”

“If you upload a video of you jacking off and moaning ‘Admiral FluffyPups’ for everybody to hear and see, I’ll give you your ship back. Oh, you also have to wear a diaper on your head and put whipped cream on your nipples. Deal?”

“Fuck you! Fuck you - you fucking piece of fucking—”

"Annndddd cut comms.”

“Aye aye, Admiral,” Spencer says, holding back his laughter as best he can. “The nipples part was a nice touch.”

“I’ve learned from the best hedonist there is,” Ryouta flashes Spencer a thumbs-up. “Alright, Robot, you can start destroying everything now.”

It’s possible that the Doom Squad just might have stood a chance if it had all of its fleets at full strength in addition to the starbase’s defenses, but without all of those at full strength, the supercarrier’s extreme force overwhelms its opponents with ease. Thousands of automated fighters and bombers lay waste to every ship smaller than a battlecruiser, the ship’s missiles and turrets make short work of everything else, and finally is the starbase itself. “Concentrate all shields on the bow.” All shields are focused on the bow. “Full speed ahead.”

The supercarrier plows through the center of the starbase as if it’s nothing. While tearing straight through it, the ship’s cannons and missiles fire directly into the now-exposed base’s interior. The starbase is cut very, very messily in half with each of the two major halves drifting off in opposite directions. Secondary explosions are ensuring that nothing will be left of the base.

“Man, this girl is really something. Shame that we’ve got to put her down. She’s just too OP,” Ryouta says. “Plus it’s going to really piss off that asshole.”

“He won’t even be able to dream about getting the ship back,” Spencer says. A massive smile has been on his face ever since the ship first opened fire, and it won’t be going away anytime soon. “Too bad Vikkypoo isn’t here to watch this.”

“It’s a miracle we got him to come on at all since his in-laws are over. Anyways, Robot, set course for the system’s sun, and then full speed ahead right on into it.” Ryouta looks at Spencer. “Give the order for everybody to get to the hangars and abandon ship. They should have dealt with the bastards who made it on already.”

“Aye aye, Admiral.”

Everybody, including Ryouta, Spencer, and Robot, head for the hangars after the ship sets its course for the sun. In one final, ultimate “fuck you,” the most powerful and largest ship to have ever existed in the game is being flown to its death.

“Let’s get all of these chips out of you,” Ryouta says to Robot as Spencer pilots the transport craft they’re in away from the supercarrier. When he opens Robot’s storage unit, hundreds of small chips fly out of it! “Sorry, had to really cramp them in there. You feeling better now?”

Robot lets out a few happy boops and beeps.

“Admiral, sensors are picking up a small ship speeding for the supercarrier. Its ID matches that asshole’s. Should we send some of the fighters after him?” Spencer asks.

“Nah. Let him watch his glory get melted by the sun. He’ll probably die from getting too close anyways.”

Surely enough, just as the enemy leader’s ship reaches the supercarrier, its shields are beginning to fail as the sun strips its hull away. There is no epic, glorious explosion. There is no final, heroic attempt to board the ship and try to change its course. There are no final last words nor epic one-liners.

There is simply an oversized ship flying into the sun.

The final disrespect to his enemy is letting his pride and joy die in naught more than a pathetic little whimper.


[Bonus Chapter #2 | Canon]: Killing the Streamer

Before Fantasy Tales Online and after Eternal Space was another fantasy game that the Divine Brigade took part in, and it is the final game that the Divine Brigade had a serious presence in.

“This is going to be way too easy,” Ryouta says, staring at a castle in the distance from behind a tree line. The castle is huge, elaborate, and very well designed as far as aesthetics go. When it comes to actually being defensible and fulfilling the purpose of a castle, it is horribly designed.

“This is why you do not let girls design things,” Viktor says. Always choosing to play the brutish races in games, his current avatar is a hulking beastman with massive horns and boar-like tusks. It would be fair to compare him to a minotaur.

“Not all girls fit the stereotype. Don’t be too sexist now,” Ryouta says. His words make Viktor roll his eyes and grunt.

Their last major plan featured Viktor joining the enemy to betray them. This time, Spencer is the one going behind enemy lines and gaining their trust. He makes a very entertaining friend for their target to show off on stream. In fact, many of their target’s viewers have been asking for more Spencer and less of the host!

“And in her defense, it’s not like she has to worry about getting attacked by most players. Guys are obsessed with her, and they like her more than other girls, so she doesn’t have to worry about them taking some other girl’s side over hers. You know, it’s the cleavage effect. The more cleavage you show, the more faithful a bunch of virgin white knights are going to be to you,” Ryouta explains.

“She has huge tits, is nice looking at,” Viktor says.

“Don’t let your fiancée hear that.”

“A man must look at huge ones when stuck with washing board.”

“If I never hear from you again, I’ll understand why. Rest in peace, Brell,” Ryouta says, "Brell" being Viktor’s name in this game. They have other players around them whom don’t know any of their real names, so they’re sticking to their in-game aliases.

There are two main reasons as for why they are targeting this streamer: one, she’s gotten on Ryouta’s bad side by targeting and harassing a bunch of non-sexualized girl streamers by having her thousands of horny male viewers go after them out of jealousy and pride; and two, she thinks that she’s untouchable because she’s dating the game’s richest player, Ultimatum. Everybody but Ultimatum knows that she’s only dating him because of his wealth. She gets real money from flashing her cleavage on stream for a bunch of boys and gets in-game money by pretending to actually like the game’s richest player.

It helps that Ultimatum himself is an egotistical and annoying prick. So not only does Ryouta get to feel like he’s doing the right thing by killing one of the most toxic members of the game’s community, but he gets to piss off one of the game’s most annoying guys – her boyfriend. It makes it even better that he’s promised to never let anybody kill her.

Neither she nor her boyfriend expects one of gaming’s most manipulative and strategic spies to infiltrate their ranks.

A bright light is shone their way coming from the sewer system beneath the castle. All castles have sewers by the developer’s design choice. They’re to give players more than one method of attacking fortified castles.

Most players get around this security flaw by building another fortified position around the sewer’s entrance, this girl is too cocky to do such a thing.

“Alright, mages, put up a stealth field over us,” Ryouta commands.

A squad of four mages circle Ryouta, Viktor, and the rest of the infiltration squad. Each one of them raises their staves into the air and cast the same spell.

They are not turned totally invisible, but they are transparent enough that they won’t be spotted from a distance – from the few guards patrolling the castle’s walls.

They slowly make their way across the field between the castle and the forest.

A petite girl dressed in pretty, frilly clothes with a couple of cat ears sitting atop her head stands at the entrance of the sewer. She’s holding her dress up so that the bottom of it doesn’t hang into the sewage water. “Took you long enough to get over here!” she says. Her voice is high-pitched and just as cutesy as her clothes.

Ryouta gives her a pat on the head. A cat-like smile forms on her lips as she presses her head up against his petting hand. “Good job, Veya,” he praises her.

“Can we please do this now? I’m so tired of hanging around her, and I really want to reveal it to her viewers already,” Veya says. Ryouta and the rest of the Divine Brigade are the only ones who know Veya’s secret: she’s a he, and he’s Spencer.

“We’re in now, so let’s get to it.”

Ryouta doesn’t understand why more guilds don’t expect to get spies. Eternal Space is the only game they have ever played where corporations are constantly looking out for spies, and even then, they weren’t looking enough. The unwillingness to check players out for being potential spies is the number one reason why the Divine Brigade is able to pull off so many of its infamous plans.

Then again, their willingness to dedicate themselves to long-term spying—essentially living double lives for months—is also why people call them sociopaths and pathetic.

Spencer leads them through the sewers to stairs that will lead them up into the main castle. “She spends almost all of her time in her grand dressing room just trying on different titty outfits and talking to her viewers, and I’ve got permissions to enter the room, so all we have to worry about are the guards between here and there,” he explains. “Well, that’s all you would have had to worry about if I didn’t tell all of them she wants them to wait in the throne room for her.”

“I’ll get you some catnip when we’re done with this,” Ryouta says.

“You just want me to go nya for you, don’t you?”

“No, I really don’t. You’re already confusing my sexuality enough with this character.”

The hallways of the castle are clear. Viktor takes the members under his command and forms defensive positions between the grand dressing room and where the guards currently are in case they get discovered. There is a line of tanks, supporters to boost the tanks’ defense, casters and ranged behind them, and then a backline of healers. This formation is almost impenetrable against anything other than overwhelming force.

A smaller group of Divine Brigade members split off from the main force and head for the castle’s top floors with buckets of paint and brushes.

There is a group of six guards wearing elaborate armor outside of the entrance to the target’s room.

Spencer strolls right on up to them by himself.

“Hey, Veya, here to see the lady?” one of the guards asks Spencer.

Spencer goes full trap mode. “I am! Buuuutttt, I was thinking. She’s busy in there streaming right now, so… what if we all just go into the barracks and have a bit of,” he bites his lower lip, “fun there?” He runs one hand up his torso to his chest while his other slips down between his thighs. He’s even going so far as to flutter his eyelashes and everything. “You big, strong men are always having to play as guards, so how about you be the masters for once? I’ll do any.~ Thing.~ You.~ Say.~” Spencer leans up on his tiptoes, whispering into the ear of the guard he knows who fancies him the most while resting a hand on his chest.

The guards, of course, all believe he’s a she.

They are more than happy to let Spencer seduce them.

Unfortunately for the guards, they aren’t very happy when they are led into the middle of a trap that paralyzes them all and makes killing them child’s play. Though, before the final blows are dealt, Spencer has a gift for them.

He lifts his dress up for them.

A bulge.

Five of the men look horrified, but one of them looks like he’s even more in love with Spencer than before. As a final act of fanservice, Spencer blows them a kiss before using shadow magic to violently tear their souls out from their bodies.

“That one guy looked way too happy,” Ryouta says.

“You know what they say! As long as the dick is feminine,” Spencer teases.

There is nothing else between them and their final target now.

Spencer heads in first.

“Marly! I’m boooorrreeeedddd!” Spencer whines, playfully skipping up to her. He wraps his arms around her neck and hops up onto her, nuzzling his face against her own.

He knows that Marly absolutely hates this, but she knows that her viewers love the supposed girl-on-girl play. “What am I going to do with you? You’re such a clingy cat,” Marly says, her voice feminine yet seductive.

“You could just let me play with these!” Spencer says, hopping off of her to grope her breasts from behind. They look like they barely fit inside of the bikini armor that she’s wearing.

Anything for views.

Marly wants nothing more than to cringe from the groping, but the chat window floating in her vision is going wild as donations pour in.

“Nngh.~ Stop that, you’re getting me much too excited,” Marly says, rolling her head back and playing along.

“Hey, Marly, remember all those sluts who were trying to take your viewers away?” Spencer asks, whispering into her ear.

“Hmm? Why would I bother remembering them? They’re just insignificant little sluts who’ll suck any cock they see if it means getting more views. They’re not worth remembering.”

Marly has always referred to other girl streamers of this game as sluts no matter how modest and non-sexual they are.

“Weeeelllllll,” Spencer presses his lips against her ear, “Cast: Mind Shackles.”

Marly’s eyes go wide as she finds herself unable to move. “You – what are you doing? Are you playing another prank on me, Veya?”

“Oh, not this time.” Spencer turns to face the entrance. “You can come in now!”

Ryouta walks in followed by a group obstructing their faces with hoods.

Marly looks at Spencer with seething rage. She immediately recognizes Ryouta’s character and the white cross of the Divine Brigade. “You piece of shit! After everything I’ve done for you, this is how you repay me?!”

“After everything you’ve done for me? Don’t you mean after everything I’ve done for you? I mean, are you forgetting how many of your viewers only watch you for me? They totally like me more than you. Guess they like dick more than tits,” Spencer teases.

“What the hell are you talking about?”

Spencer lifts his dress again. Marly looks down and immediately sees it, as do all of her viewers.

A bulge.

“You fucking pervert!” Marly screams, desperately trying to break free from his control, but all she can do is just barely move her fingers.

“Don’t worry, your tits are gross. Like, what, did you just use the slider to make them as big as possible? They look like they should be on a cow or something.”

“I’ve got to agree with him. They’re way too big. Oh, and why do you always have to be showing them off? You know, I bet more guys would pay you if you’d wear sweaters. Us men like mystery,” Ryouta chimes in.

Marly directs her glare at him now.

“The hell does Divine Brigade want with me? What did I do to piss you pathetic no-life virgins off? What, are you mad you can’t get girls like me? Boo-fucking-hoo,” Marly shouts.

“Oh, gods no. Sorry, but you’re not my type at all. I like cute and innocent looking girls. Sure, I like looking at boobs as much as the next guy – though I am more of a thighs man, wait, I’m getting off point. My point is that you’re too… what’s the word… slutty for my taste,” Ryouta says, staring her directly in the eyes. That is something most men can’t do.

Ryouta may not be the type to discriminate against how sexually open a girl is, but he knows that being called a slut is something that she despises.

“By the way, those girls you had harassed?”

The hooded figures around him reveal their faces. They’re all girls, and Marly recognizes them as the “sluts” she’s had harassed and bullied.

“There’s just one final thing I have to do before I let them get their revenge,” Ryouta says, walking up to Marly and pulling out a pen from his bag. He draws a rather large and hairy dick that reaches across her whole face. “Your castle is getting a paint job right now to match your new look. Hope you enjoy the gift from us.”

The members who went to the top of the castle are currently rappelling down the sides to paint massive cocks all over its exterior walls.

“Alright, while we let the ladies get their revenge, let’s destroy all her shit.”

Marly’s victims surround her just as Spencer’s control wears off. She tries to fight back, but one girl against a dozen whom are all armed and very pissed off doesn’t end well for her.

After that day, Marly’s viewership plummeted from Spencer opening a temporary streaming channel himself just to put the final nail in the coffin, players from all over the game’s world came to take screenshots and video of her famous castle covered in bright pink cocks painted onto its walls, and she broke up with Ultimatum for failing to defend her and her castle despite him being on vacation. He made a massive blog post begging for her to come back that went viral as it showed off just how pathetic he was, but she refused.

Some of the girls who partook in killing Marly went and restarted their own streaming careers, but there was a problem with that. They all believed that Ryouta and the Divine Brigade were going to be friendly to them since they helped them get revenge.

The Divine Brigade had a reputation for only being allies with itself. The girls were only involved because it made Marly’s demise all the sweeter. Without that common cause uniting them, they were put in their places and shown that the Divine Brigade has no friends nor allies. They only have themselves.


[Bonus Chapter #3 | Non-Canon]: The True Talk Show

This program is brought to you New Realities Incorporated. Fantasy Tales Online headsets are available starting at seventy dollars and will transport you into a world beyond your wildest imagination! Live the fantasy life that you have always wanted to live. Kill monsters, raid epic dungeons, fight against other players in massive wars, sail the high seas and climb the tallest mountains, or just live an average life as a farmer! There is a world full of possibilities awaiting you!

The audience claps.

“And now for our hosts… Rock and Oleander!” the announcer’s booming voice introduces the trap and the dog, stage lights shining down on them.

“Hello, hello! Welcome to The True Talk Show!” Oleander greets everybody with a wink. His costume looks like something of a mix between a tuxedo and a frilly dress.

Rock barks and lifts one of her paws to “wave.”

“Let’s jump right into it, shall we?” he looks down at Rock whom replies with an approving bark. “Introducing our first guest, Fenrir!”

The curtains peel back to show Fenrir sitting behind a booth. He’s trying his best to look calm and confident but starts blushing the moment the spotlights shine on him.

“Fenny! The audience is just dying to know, what’s up with your legs? We get so many questions asking about them!” Oleander asks.

“Oh, that? Well, in real life, I—” Fenrir starts answering.

The camera switches over to Rock playing with a cannonball by rolling it around the stage and growling at it just loudly enough to drown out Fenrir’s response.

“Huh, I see. I wonder how the audience is going to react when they figure that out! So, which of the girls is your favorite so far?” Oleander asks.

“Rock.”

“So quick! What makes Rock better than Serra and Cass?”

“Rock is a cute puppy. Everybody knows dogs are better than girls.”

“What about better than cute boys who totally make you question your sexuality?”

“Yeah, dogs are pretty much just better than everything and everybody.”

Rock runs to Fenrir, jumps over his booth, and crashes into him out of a show of appreciation for her master!

Oleander doesn’t look nearly as excited about his answer, instead crossing his arms and pouting. “Just don’t let our next two guests hear you say that!”

Fenrir’s face turns gloomy as he gets back up. “Are they… here?”

The screen hanging above the center of the stage reveals Serra and Cassiel sitting on a couch behind stage looking very displeased.

“I – I mean… in terms of dog standards, Rock is definitely the best girl there is,” Fenrir tries correcting himself, but it doesn’t work.

“What if Serra and Cass wear dog ears and a collar for you? Look, our viewers have sent in some kind fanart to illustrate what I mean!” Oleander announces. The screen switches away from Cassiel and Serra to show pictures of them both with floppy dog ears and collars around their necks.

The camera pans back to a blushing Fenrir and a growling Rock.

“What’d’ya think? Eh? Ehhhh?” Oleander questions.

“…can you send me those pictures after this is over?” Fenrir asks.

“Wow! No shame showed by our first guest! I wonder how the two ladies backstage are reacting to this!”

The screen switches back to the girls. Serra is sitting with her face hidden in her hands, but it looks like her blush is shining right through her hands! As for Cassiel—

“Wait, Cass, where’d you get that sword at? There’s no weapons allowed in the studio!”

There is no audio feed to hear what Cassiel is shouting, but she’s definitely shouting something.

The camera refocuses on Oleander. “Alright, now then! I have another question for you, Fenny. It is one that many of our viewers are curious about. Are you a furry?”

Fenrir immediately raises his arms in an X shape in front of him. “Why does everybody think I’m a furry just because I have wolf ears and a wolf tail?! Hasn’t anybody ever heard of inumimis?! Are nekomimis furries? No! And an inumimi is just a dog version of a nekomimi!”

“I think you’re going to start losing our audience if you bring up a bunch of your Japanese terms. Don’t forget that most of our audience isn’t as hardcore of a fan of anime as you are.”

“But it’s important! Look!” Fenrir picks up a pen on his booth to draw on his screen. The stage’s screen switches to show what he’s drawing.

On the left is a regular girl. In the middle is a girl with dog ears and a dog tail. On the right is a girl covered in fur with an elongated snout, ears, and tail. Above the left girl, it says “human,” above the middle says “inumimi (me),” and above the right says “furry.”

“So, in other words, you’re halfway to being a furry?” Oleander asks with a teasing smile on his face.

“There’s a difference! I have no interest in being a furry! I mean, I don’t have any problems with furries, I just really like anime!”

“So, how come you didn’t just make a cute catgirl or something if you’re so obsessed?”

“Because there is a great imbalance between stuff like catgirls and catboys, or in my case, dog girls and dog boys. You know what? Now that we’re on the topic, there’s a huge imbalance between cats and dogs in general. Why are there so many catgirls in anime? Where are all the other kinds of girls? There are some foxgirls every now and then which I appreciate, but where are all the dog girls at?!” Fenrir looks directly into the camera. “Oi! Artists and anime studios and other people with more artistic talent than myself! Draw more dog girls, and more animal guys in general, but mainly more dog girls! And draw them in sweaters! I want to see more dog girls wearing sweaters, especially ones that are too big for them and starting to slip off to show just a bit of skin!”

“Fenny, this is a talk show, not a platform for you to beg for more fap material.”

“That’s not even why I’m begging! I just want to look at cute, sweater-wearing dog girls regardless of whether it’s for sexual reasons or not!”

The camera pans over the audience in the studio. They’re all looking at Fenrir with disgust or judgment.

Even Rock looks disappointed in him.

Fenrir sinks back into his chair and hangs his head.

“I think all the shame has caught up to him. An-y-ways! Let’s go onto our next guest!” The curtain behind the next guest booth is pulled up. “Serra, the totally cute pirate girl!”

Serra blushes and offers a small wave to the camera and audience.

“So, Serra, what do you think of the story so far?” Oleander asks.

“It’s fun,” Serra says with a thumbs-up. “I get to shoot cannons.”

“But we all know you really just want to shoot Fenny’s cannon.”

Serra blushes, but it doesn’t stop her from giggling.

“Not many people have picked up on it, but you’re a total perv when it comes to sexual jokes, aren’t you? Just look!”

The stage screen shows several clips of Serra. Each clip features Serra either snerking or trying to hold back giggling after somebody says something sexual whether they meant to or not. It also puts on display the flirting session between her and Fenrir which really makes her blush. The final clip is one shown of an upcoming scene where Fenrir is requested to show somebody his “tail,” and she’s giggling once more despite it actually being completely innocent.

“What do you have to say for yourself, Serra?” Oleander questions her, tapping his foot with crossed arms.

“Sex jokes are funny,” she answers in a hushed voice, face still red.

“And that’s why I like you so much!” Oleander says, switching his tone and posture to a happy one rather than a displeased one. “By the way, about that little stalking session of yours.”

“I – I wasn’t… I wasn’t stalking you guys! I was just… you said you were going to that place and it made me hungry for it, so I went… too?” Serra tries explaining herself.

Nobody is buying it.

Serra hangs her head just as low as Fenrir is.

“Two down, one to go! Come on out, Cass!” Oleander beckons her. The curtain is pulled up to reveal… an empty booth. “Eh? Where’s Cass at?”

The stage screen shows a transparent tank full of water and hungry sharks. Above it is a man hanging by a thin rope tied around his body with a cloth gag in his mouth. Cass is standing next to the rope with her sword ready to cut it.

“Cass! What did we tell you about bringing weapons into the studio?!” Oleander shouts.

Rock whimpers when she sees the sharks. She doesn’t know why Oleander is only questioning the sword and not the sharks, but she’s not exactly able to question it herself.

“This is the bastard who drew that picture of me!” Cassiel shouts back at him.

Oleander looks into the camera. “Alright, commercial break!”

Please come visit the New Charleston Zoo! The grand aquarium exhibit has recently opened. Experience sea life in person that you won’t get to see anywhere else! We have sharks, manta rays, turtles, jellyfish, and more!

“Alright, we’re back!” Oleander announces. The camera pans over to Cassiel being tied down in her chair. “We had a bit of technical difficulties there, and may or may not be facing a lawsuit now, but we’re back! So, Cass, why do you like thrusting your pole inside of Fenrir so much? Are you into femdom? Do you want to peg him?”

Cassiel’s face burns the brightest red that anybody has seen it yet. She is desperately struggling against her bonds to try and break free so that she can kill Oleander.

“Just kidding! We all know you’re tooootally the secret submissive type, aren’t you?”

“I’m killing you as soon as I get out of this, you bastard!” Cassiel shouts at him.

“You know, I bet that brutish personality of yours is why your relationships keep on failing right away. Maybe if you tried acting nicer and more feminine around the guys you like, you’d keep them longer!” Oleander explains.

His words pierce her core.

Cassiel hangs her head down just like Fenrir and Serra still are.

“Wow, that was a lot easier than I thought it would be. Anyways, it looks like that’s all for us this week! Do you have anything you’d like to say, Rock?” Oleander asks.

The camera focus on Rock’s face.

She barks.

“I agree! Alright, until next time everybody! Don’t forget to tune in daily at six PM Eastern Standard Time for new episodes of The True Endgame! I’ve heard from the author that some pretty exciting things are going to start happening! Fish will be caught, feels will be felt, and poles will be thrust! One of his favorite characters is being introduced soon, too! But he wants me to let you all know that she is not going to be joining Fenny's harem of cute girls. He even told me that I'm not allowed to make any sexual jokes about her or else he'll fire me! Anyways, until next time!”

Credits roll on the screen as the outro music plays. It’s a very happy and cheerful tune, but the despaired expressions of Fenrir, Serra, and Cassiel completely take away from how it sounds. Oleander tries cheering up Serra and Cassiel while Rock places a single paw on Fenrir’s back.


[Bonus Chapter 04 | Canon-ish]: The Pig and the Monkey

“That is a splendid idea!” Thelmes says to his friend, taking her hands into his own and hopping up and down in excitement.

“Just think of the possibilities if it works! We could create our own dungeons full of monsters of our own creation! Minotaur slimes, pig monkeys, eagle spiders!” his friend, Velmes, says. Velmes is another half-goblin, but unlike Thelmes whom has the lower body of a feline, she has the lower body of goat.

Thelmes’ eyes go wide. “Did you say eagle spiders? Flying spiders? Just imagine the power we would have if we could create such a thing! We’d be able to truly ascend beyond all players if we could have an army of flying spiders!”

“Flying spiders that bind people up in webs and lay eggs in them!”

“Hmm. What would the purpose of the egg-laying be?”

Velmes leans in to whisper something into Thelmes’ ear.

“My, my, you always have been the erotic one. Unfortunately for you, I do believe we should just stick to flying spiders.”

“First, monkey pig!”

“It’s slow today, so go ahead and do your experiments. I’ll handle the clients.”

Thelmes and Velmes part ways.

Near the back of the Hermetic Scholars’ office is Velmes’ personal laboratory. The inside of it looks more like something out of a mad scientist’s lair than the experimentation room of a fantasy scholar. There are various scientific tools scattered about, cages with various animals and insects inside of them, and one wall is lined with cabinets full of ingredients and tools.

Of course, no matter how scientific it may all look, the game is still a fantasy one. In the center of the room is a magic circle drawn on the floor with chalk. There are several types of plants and miscellaneous ingredients decorating it as well.

“Mr. Pork, Mr. Banana, today’s the big day! You two are going to be combined into one!” Velmes says to the caged pig and monkey.

They look very, very concerned.

Velmes lifts up one cage at a time to place in the center of the circle. “This spell should be able to liquify your bodies to transport you out of the cages and then recombine you into one being without ever touching the cages,” she explains.

The pig and monkey look extremely concerned.

“You know what I heard earlier? Some adventurers decapitated an immortal lich boss, took his head with them, and have become friends with him! I mean, if I only ever become a head, I would probably try to befriend whoever is carrying me around as well. I wonder what a pig monkey head would look like. I wonder if you’ll have two brains or just one. I have no idea what’s going to happen! Isn’t it exciting?” she asks the test specimens.

Their concern intensifies.

Both of the cages have been placed in the center of the circle now. “Now then! Just a splash of this,” she pours a vial of purple liquid into the center of the circle, “a bit of this,” she sprinkles some sort of crushed, blue herb between the two cages, “and one of these!” she says, placing a rainbow-colored crystal in front of the cages.

“Are you two ready to have a new and exciting life?” Velmes asks, practically jumping up and down from how excited she is. They don’t respond. “Great! Now, let us begin the spell!”

Velmes stands outside of the circle and raises her hands. Her eyebrows furrow in concentration as mystical energy flows from her hands into the chalk circle. The circle begins glowing. Where once was only chalk is now a purple light shining upward from the floor around the cages.

Despite what happens next, it does not look nearly as gruesome as she thought it would.

Both the pig and monkey have their bodies reduced to a liquid goop that forms puddles in the bottoms of their cages.

Velmes starts reciting a chant that pulls both of their goopy forms into the crystal that she set down. They are supposed to be absorbed into the crystal and then get released as a combined being.

Everything is going as planned.

The entirety of their goopy bodies gets sucked into the crystal. “Now to stabilize the process,” she says to herself, focusing her magic on the crystal to prevent the combination from failing. The more magic she feeds into the crystal, the more powerful it will be, the more likely the chance of success is.

“And now for… now for… I forget, what comes next?” Velmes asks, looking around and hoping that somebody or something would have an answer for her.

Alas, there is no answer.

She turns her head back to look at the pulsating crystal. It is growing larger and more powerful by the second. “I… may have put too much magic into it.”

The crystal is sucking her mana forcibly out of her now.

“Thelmes! Thelmes! I may need some help here!” she shouts.

However, when she looks at the door to the room, she sees that it’s closed.

Of all times for him to be considerate.

An explosion shakes the building! Volatile magic does not just destroy but disintegrates everything inside of Velmes’ lab. Naturally, she’s included in this.

Everything from the walls and ceiling of the room to the door trying to hold back the explosion is just… gone. Fortunately, the explosion is not too large and only scorches the walls outside of the room.

Shortly after the explosion, everybody in the city hears a horrifying roar unlike anything they have ever heard before. It sounds like a monkey howling, but at the same time, it sounds like the squealing of a pig! It is almost as if there are two different monsters fighting over which gets to release its monstrous roar.

Next, those within the office experience what feels like an earthquake. Tremor after tremor can be felt growing weaker and quieter.

Thelmes rushes to the back of the building with a few of the adventurer clients that were waiting for cards.

All that is left of Velmes’ room is – well, nothing is left. Not a single vial, tome, nor goblin-goat-thing is left.

Thelmes drops to his knees, clutching his heart and screaming into the heavens as tears run from his eyes. “Velmes, you fool! We still had so much to do! How could you leave me behind like this!” he cries out.

One of the adventurers behind him places a hand on his shoulder. “You know she’ll be able to log back on in a couple of days, right?” the adventurer asks.

“It won’t be the same!” Thelmes shouts before looking down at the ground. There are massive footprints in the shapes of monkey and pig feet.

Thelmes looks up at the adventurers. “Help me cover these up before the guards get here,” he orders, his voice serious and completely different from how it was just moments ago.

“Weren’t you just… shouldn’t we report these to the city guard?” the adventurer asks.

“Your cards will be free if you help me.”

The adventurers help him.

By the time the guards eventually do arrive at the scene, every footprint has been covered up by brushing some dirt or leaves over them.

“What happened? The whole damn city heard an explosion and then some crazy monster sound,” a guard asks Thelmes.

The waterworks begin again. “A-ah… my – my friend… my dear friend, she… she was performing an experiment with a pig and monkey, trying to combine them, but it disastrously failed. That sound you heard was the combined soul of the pig and monkey returning to the abyss,” Thelmes explains, rubbing the tears off of his cheeks.

“What?”

Thelmes looks the guard in the eyes. “Don’t worry about it. It’s fine.”

“Are… are you sure? Did any of you other folk see or hear anything?” the guard asks some of the adventurers.

They all shake their heads.

Thelmes gives them a thumbs-up behind his back.

“Alright… just making sure you scholars didn’t go and create another weird monster thing. That last one which went around covering all the girls in the city with some clothes-dissolving white stuff was enough,” the guard says.

“Ah, well, my late friend is to thank for that one. No worries, no crazy pig-monkey hybrid monster has been created that escaped somewhere into the jungle behind the city. We’d let you know if anything like that ever happened!” Thelmes says.

“Give me a free card update the next time I need one or I’m reporting this,” the guard threatens.

Thelmes said too much and gave himself away. “Fine. Just… you might want to send some adventurers into the jungle to track it down before it finds its way back here.”

“Don’t make Blackstache replace you all again. The last group of scholars caused enough trouble. He doesn’t want to replace you. Again. No more experiments creating monsters, you hear?”

“Not… not even flying spiders?”

“Hell no.”

Thelmes groans. “Fine, fine. No more experiments creating new monsters... for now,” he says that last part under his breath.

"What was that?"

"Nothing! Nothing."


[Bonus Chapter #5 | Canon]: Meeting the Russian

Naturally, as soon as virtual reality became advanced enough to simulate feelings both physical and mental, social applications developed bars and other establishments where users could come together and get drunk.

Ryouta, despite being underage at the time, was able to use an exploit in his old virtual reality headset to allow him permission to play games or engage in activities reserved for legal adults. This includes going to virtual bars and getting drunk.

He never drank before in real life since he was too much of a goody-two-shoes, but in virtual reality, who was going to stop him?

The “bar” that he finds himself in is accessed through the world’s leading social platform. While Ryouta isn’t the type to partake in social media, he had no issue creating a fake profile so that he could partake in these activities.

There is a row of people sitting at the bar and nearly every table in this lobby is full. There is only one table left open.

Ryouta walks up to it and sits down.

Another man sits down at the same time as him.

Ryouta and the man look at each other.

“Want to share?” Ryouta asks.

The other man shrugs and finishes getting comfortable in his seat.

A woman walks up to them a few minutes later and sets menus down on the table in front of them. “Hi there! What can I get for ya?” she asks them. Her outfit is pretty stereotypical of these kinds of places as far as Ryouta can tell. She’s wearing short shorts that tightly hug against her and a tank top that leaves little of her bust to the imagination.

“Hi, uhh, umm, what do you recommend? I’ve never had anything to drink before,” Ryouta stutters out. He realizes that he’s going to need to force himself to act more confident if he doesn’t want to raise any suspicious flags. Unfortunately for him, given that he’s still in the phase where he wants to look at every pair of breasts that he sees, it is very difficult for him to act calm and confident with her standing so close.

His situation grows even worse when it turns out that she’s the type who loves cherry boys like himself.

She bends over right next to him. Her vast valley of cleavage tempts him to jump straight into it uncaring of whatever consequences there may be. He can’t help but think that going diving into her valley would be a great way to end the social life of his fake identity.

If only he’d discovered hentai already. He would never be in this position. Unfortunately, it is still several months before he dives into that rabbit hole to never return.

“What’s the matter? Is there something on my face?” the woman asks, pressing even closer to him.

He can feel them.

Those two giant things are now pressing against his shoulder.

A shock shoots through his spine which causes him to sit up perfectly straight and look forward at the man sitting across from him.

“I – I want whatever he’s having! Please!” Ryouta says.

His face has never felt hotter before. As great as this woman is, he’s tempted to just panic log out before he gets any more embarrassed.

And to take care of certain needs while this is all still fresh in his mind.

He is a teenage boy, after all.

“You’re too precious,” she says before turning her attention to the other man. “And what would you like?”

“Vodka,” the man says with a heavy Russian accent.

“Two vodkas coming right up,” she says, looking back at Ryouta and winking. She even shows him a little bounce of her breasts before spinning around and walking away with an exceptional sway to her hips.

Ryouta’s eyes find it impossible to tear themselves off of her.

“You virgin?” the other man asks.

Ryouta finally looks away from her. “I – uh, no! Of course not. I’ve slept with tons of hot bitches before,” Ryouta says. He has a feeling that the other guy isn’t buying it going by that cringing expression on his face. “…yes…”

“Is okay. You will lose it eventually. She does have big ones, very nice to look at.”

“Yeah, those might be the best I’ve ever seen.”

“Nyet. You must see Russian girls. Russian girls look better. Look up Russian woman tits once done here.”

“What makes them better than normal girls?”

“They are Russian.”

Ryouta doesn’t know enough about Russian girls versus everybody else to refute that logic, so he just accepts it for now.

“I’m Ryouta. What’s your name?” Ryouta asks despite the other man’s name showing above his avatar. It reads “Boris.”

“If Ryouta, why avatar say John?”

“A-ah… well, you see, I uhh…”

“You are on fake account, no?”

Ryouta hangs his head low. “Yeah…”

“Do not worry. I am same. Real name Viktor.”

“Nice to meet you, Viktor,” Ryouta extends a hand for a shake.

“How old are you?”

“Don’t tell anybody, but,” Ryouta leans over the table to whisper into Viktor’s ear, “I’m only fourteen.”

“Am fifteen. Do not worry. We are friend now, and friend do not tell secrets.”

“Sounds good to me! By the way—”

“Here ya are!” the woman comes back over, placing the two glasses of vodka down on the table in front of the boys. “Let me know if either of you two need anything else, alright?” Despite her telling both of them that, she’s focusing entirely on teasing Ryouta.

“Y-yeah, thanks,” Ryouta whimpers.

She fortunately walks away instead of sticking around to tease him.

Naturally, they both watch her leave.

“Let us drink to new friend,” Viktor says, holding up his glass.

“Cheers! I think that’s what they say, right?”

“Da.”

They clink their glasses together and get to drinking. While they would likely be gagging on the alcohol in real life for chugging it down the way they are, this app is so kind as to not implement the annoying realistic parts of alcohol. Instead, they both get straight to getting tipsy.

It takes them three drinks each before they are both wasted. Apparently, there was a “drunk” meter that they were completely ignorant of, and their “tolerance” stat is so low that the drunk meter filled up very quickly.

“Hey! You… are pretty fun! And cool! And… stuffsh… hehe, this feels funnnnnnyyyy,” Ryouta giggles out.

“Da… da, feel…” Viktor burps.

Ryouta giggles. “It shounded like you say – said, say, no… says… said? Said dada, like dad – like a babies… hey, hello, hi.”

The waitress comes back over to their table. Ryouta lights up and makes gropy hands. “Boobs! I mished you! I want to marriage you butt – no, boobs… yeah! Those! Wait… what if boobs could fly?” Ryouta suddenly has a very intense expression on his face as if seriously contemplating a philosophical concept.

“Right… you were cuter before you got wasted. Anyways, I’ll be taking these empty glasses,” she says after setting down a couple glasses of water. “Try not to cause any trouble, alright?”

“Yes sir! Ma’am! Ehehe, yes boobs! Do I have… boobs?” Ryouta gropes himself.

No boobs.

The waitress rolls her eyes and leaves.

“I think she like you,” Viktor says.

“Dude… really? Oh man, I’m toooootally gonna shmash dat boobo,” Ryouta mumbles, looking like he’s about to fall out from his chair from how much he is swaying and giggling.

“Boobo?”

“Yeah! Boobosh! Boobooboosh… booboobsh? Bobobsh? Boobs sound like Bob… do guysh named Bob come from boobsh? I wish I could… be a boob – a Bob boob.”

“Friend, I think you drink too much,” Viktor says. Despite sounding more coherent, Viktor’s face is bright red all the way to his ears as he keeps the top of his head resting down on the table.

“Oh yeah! We’re… friendsh! Now! How do I… how do I talk to you… outshit? Outshit… shit, out? Out… shit… Oh! Outshide! Yeah, that.” Ryouta bursts into another giggling fit.

“I send friend request,” Viktor says, waving his hands through the air as if he is conducting an orchestra.

“Friend request received,” a voice says in Ryouta’s head.

“Accept it! Accept, accept!” Ryouta shouts loudly enough for the entire bar to look over at him.

Ryouta doesn’t remember anything that happened after that. All he remembers is waking up the next day and panicking because he couldn’t see anything. In fact, his panic was so great that his parents burst into the room thinking something was wrong with him as he was screaming about being blind. Alas, it turned out that he had fallen asleep with his headset still on and managed to unplug it during his sleep. There would normally be a menu to look at while the headset is on, but instead, he couldn’t see anything at all.

After school that day, he came home, looked at the social media account he was logged into to try and remember what happened, and saw a direct message from some guy who he could only vaguely remember. The message was inviting him to another chat program where they could directly talk with their voices.

Ryouta accepted the invitation. Afterward, the two talked about what games they like to play and realized they played not only the same MMORPG, but on the same server!

And so, the two began playing games together every day when they were online at the same time. It was difficult given that they were across the world from one another, but they always made time for each other to cause chaos together.


[Bonus Chapter #6 | Non-Canon]: The Other Option

Ryouta was given two options when he first made his character in Fantasy Tales Online. He could have made himself a male, or he could have made himself a female. Sure, there are technically a whole bunch of other genders he could have made himself since it is the future and all sorts of genders exist in it because of politically correct reasons, but it really came down to having one set of bodily features or the other set.

Or both, but not many people actually try that to discover it is possible.

“Of course you would choose this, Onii-… Onee-chan,” Saya says as she looks Fenrir’s body over.

Fenrir is just as tall as he normally would be, only he is a she and she has a much different shape to her body even if the height is the same.

With two large breasts sitting atop her chest, a slim waist with wide hips that lead down into thick thighs that leave no gap between them, and beautifully long white hair that reaches down almost to the backs of her knees, she is a total fox – well, wolf. She still has wolf ears and a wolf tail, after all.

“Please don’t do too many things to yourself while I’m stuck in your head. I don’t want to see your degeneracy, Onee-chan,” Saya pleads.

Fenrir looks at her little sister and smiles. “No promises,” Fenrir says.

Even her voice is feminine now.

Spawning, Oleander, and Bonekraka

Fenrir already regrets choosing to be a girl when she realizes that she spawns with literally nothing. She can use her hair to cover her breasts, crotch, and rear, but it still leaves very little to the imagination.

What’s even worse is discovering how much of a pain breasts are.

Every single step she takes results in an annoying bounce of her breasts. She thought that it was going to be awesome playing as a girl, but now that she’s actually doing it, she realizes that she’s stuck in first-person point-of-view, so it isn’t like she can check herself out as she runs! In other MMORPGs where she has played as girls before, she could at least use third-person cameras to check herself out while running around. That isn’t possible here. Instead, she gets to experience all of the annoyances of being a girl without any of the sexual excitement of looking at a hot wolf girl.

This game sucks already!

Her situation only grows worse when she sees Oleander and Bonekraka.

Oleander immediately looks disappointed in her. Rather than run up to her and tackle-hug her like he normally would, he just stares at Fenrir’s breasts in depressed disappointment. “Why?” he asks her.

“I – I wanted to try something new! Don’t judge me,” Fenrir explains. Her body movement as she talks just makes her assets jiggle and bounce even more.

How the heck do girls deal with these things?! They’re just so… big and in the way! And heavy! And they bounce everywhere! She fully expects to poke her eyes out in the middle of a fight if she has to do any intensive movements during it!

What is even worse is Bonekraka’s reaction to her.

Oleander is supposed to be the one getting excited by her and wanting to climb all over her. Instead, going by Bonekraka’s perverted expression and that grotesque, green thing between his legs, it is clear that the orc wants a taste of the wolf.

“I will kill you,” Fenrir threatens, crossing her arms over her chest to try and hide herself from him. Fortunately, she remembers that she has a tail which she can use to wrap around herself to cover both her rear and crotch.

Meeting Serra

Fenrir had to get some alone time away from the guys. Oleander is just… depressing to be around right now, and Bonekraka’s lewd stares send shivers up her spine. They aren’t the good kind of shivers, either.

She gets distracted from her task of finding some good protection to wear when she sees a beautiful pond for her to fish in.

First, she must craft herself a spear to go fishing with so that she isn’t just splashing around in the water trying to catch fish with her hands. Though, given how she’s a wolf, it may be the most appropriate thing for her to do.

Alas, she makes a spear out of a stick and a rock.

She turns around when she hears something behind her, figuring that it’s just a rabbit or one of the guys. Actually, if it’s one of them – well, if it’s Bonekraka, she should probably be worried.

Instead, it is a man that she does not recognize. He is petite and much shorter than she is, has short and silvery hair that hangs down to his neck, and is every bit as naked as she is.

The two stare into each other’s eyes.

This would normally be extremely embarrassing if the genders were swapped. Instead, the boy is just looking at something he is used to while Fenrir looks at something she is used to.

“Uhh, hey. What’s… up?” Fenrir asks.

The boy makes some signs with his hands before realizing what he’s doing. He blushes and turns away from her. “Is my voice… is – is it weird?” he asks her.

“Nah, it just sounds like a voice to me. By the way, I’m Fenrir.”

The boy turns back around. “I’m Serra.”

After they introduce themselves, Fenrir tries to make some armor made out of bark for each of them. It works great on Serra where it can just hang straight down over her chest and waist, but for Fenrir, it is not nearly as effective. The sheets of bark get bulged out by her breasts and hips too much to be effective. If anything, it just makes her somehow look even more erotic than before despite its main purpose being to cover her.

She also ends up fishing and cooking for Serra since she heard the boy’s stomach grumble. As long as he doesn’t act like Bonekraka was earlier, she doesn’t mind helping this boy out.

“Let me tell you, if you ever want to try being a girl, make yourself flat. These things are a huge pain in the ass – well, I guess they’re a pain in the chest instead. I bet girls get tons of back pain from these things in reality,” Fenrir explains to the boy as he more or less gropes himself out of frustration.

Serra looks down at his own chest. “I wouldn’t know,” he says and shrugs.

When the two of them meet up with Bonekraka and Oleander, it is Fenrir hiding herself behind Serra to protect his assets from Bonekraka. She ends up having to crouch down due to the height difference which just presses her breasts right into the back of Serra’s head.

Serra looks unbothered by this. He’s either gay or has the self-control of a god.

Meeting Cassiel

Fenrir is busy fishing by herself along a small stream that she has found when something happens that no girl ever wants to happen.

Somebody has taken a large, hard pole and thrust it right into her from behind without her consent!

Sure, it’s going through her abdomen instead of somewhere else, but Fenrir now knows what it feels like to suddenly be assaulted by hard poles being thrust in her.

She drops to her knees.

“Got you, you bitch! Too bad you’re too far from home to call for help!” a voice shouts from behind her. It is masculine yet soft despite the vulgar language and situation that they are in.

“This is what you get for trying to farm me for respawns! You think I was going to give in just because a village full of desperate women wanted to farm me? Die!” he shouts, withdrawing his pole from Fenrir’s behind and readying to thrust again.

Fenrir uses the opportunity to spin around, draw his sword, and slice the man’s shaft right in half!

“You bitch! I spent all my money on this!” he shouts.

The fight continues. No matter how desperately Fenrir tries to tell the pretty boy of an assaulter that he has the wrong girl, he just won’t listen to her.

Then, right before Fenrir is going to be finished off by the blond man intent on killing her, something comes to her defense!

Fenrir struggles to look at just what it is, but it eventually walks closely enough for her to get a good look at the small creature.

It looks to be made out of rock and in the shape of a puppy… but when she looks at the end of its snout, it looks like it has… a mustache made out of rock?

Fenrir’s brave defense of the rock-like, mustachioed puppy manages to still her opponent’s blade.

She learns that her opponent is a man named Cassiel, and he bears a grudge against the village that Fenrir has stolen some clothes and leather armor from. Cassiel thought that Fenrir was with them because of their logo on her—

Ryouta’s eyes shoot open. He’s covered in sweat.

“What just… what? That – that was a dream, right?” he asks, looking down at his chest. There aren’t two giant orbs hanging from it.

Just to be safe, he slips on his virtual reality headset and immerses himself in the game.

He is Fenrir once again, but fortunately, he is the male version of Fenrir.

Everything is right in the world.

Though, now he really wants to get Rock a mustache.


[Bonus Chapter #7 | Canon]: A Bittersweet Dream

“How was school, Ryouta?” Ryouta’s dad asks.

“Boring!” Ryouta shouts as he kicks his shoes off.

“Lower your voice when indoors. I’ve told you before not to shout so much.”

“Relax, dear. He’s a young boy. It’s alright to be loud every now and then. Are you forgetting when…” Ryouta’s mother says, leaning over to whisper something into her husband’s ear that makes him straighten up with a soft blush on his cheeks.

As intimidating as Ryouta’s father can be at times, his mother is always able to tame him and fluster him.

His dad may know how to be scary by raising his voice and sounding mean, but his mother knows how to be terrifying by talking in a sweet, gentle voice while making her demands.

Both Ryouta and his father are wrapped around her finger.

As intimidating or scary as his parents may be, they are good parents. He couldn’t ask for better.

“Show me your report card,” his mother requests. Well, it sounds like a request, but he knows that it’s a demand. There is no escaping this room alive if he doesn’t show her.

Ryouta takes off his backpack and pulls out a sheet of paper with his grades on them.

“A, A, A, B, and A. Great job, Ryouta!” his mother congratulates him, setting the card down to pat him lovingly on his head with one hand while her other hand comes out from behind her. In it is a large, round cookie with gooey chocolate chips stuck in it.

Ryouta gets a huge smile on his face when he sees it! Naturally, he wastes no time to devour it and get melted chocolate all over the bottom of his face from just how large and gooey the cookie is.

“What was the B in?” his dad asks.

“It doesn’t matter, does it, dear? Your son did a good job. Be proud of him,” she says.

Ryouta can hear his dad grumble before finally congratulating him, “Good job.”

Ryouta shrugs at his father’s praise. “Can I play games?” he asks his mother.

“Only until dinner, and then you have to study. Alright? I’m happy you only got one B, but let’s try to turn that into an A,” she says.

“Fiiinneee.”

Ryouta goes upstairs to his room.

His dog, Hero, is lying on the bed asleep. Hero is a large, black dog covered in hair that likes to get on everything—especially white clothes—and leaves a giant puddle of drool wherever he’s lying. That puddle of drool is currently on Ryouta’s pillow.

“Hero! What’d I tell you about getting my pillow wet!” Ryouta whines, pulling the pillow out from underneath the dog’s head.

Hero’s eyes shoot open as his body jolts upward. Though, as soon as he sees that it’s just his young owner, he lies back down and closes his eyes.

Ryouta tries grabbing onto Hero’s body to pull him off the bed, but the dog is just too big and heavy to move.

“Come! On! Move! Already! Ugh! Why do you never listen! Stupid dumb dog,” Ryouta whines some more.

“Quiet down and be nice to the dog!” Ryouta’s father shouts from downstairs. He is much louder than Ryouta ever is.

Hero rolls over onto his back and sticks his legs up in the air.

“You suck,” Ryouta pouts.

Surrendering to the dog and allowing him to stain his bed with drool, Ryouta hops up onto his chair and turns on his computer.

He may only be a child, but his favorite type of games are grand strategies and deep RPGs with insane levels of character customization options. All the other kids his age are just playing Call of Honor: Modernized War 9. They make fun of Ryouta for playing “boring” and “serious” games.

There is one person who loves to make fun of him and tease him more than anybody else.

Ryouta looks over at his window when he feels a breeze brush against him. “Who opened my window? I don’t want bugs getting in here,” he whines some more.

Something stops him as he tries walking over to it.

Somebody stops him.

Ryouta lets out the most terrified, girly squeak of a scream that he has ever made.

Sticking out from underneath his bed are two petite arms now reaching over to hold his ankles.

Whoever is underneath his bed, they can’t stop giggling at the sound he made.

Then he sees her.

She crawls out from under his bed and stands up, still giggling.

“I got you! Why do you always scream? Don’t you know it’s always me?” she asks him.

Ryouta, of course, immediately recognizes her. With brown eyes and medium-length brown hair that perfectly hangs down around her face as if framing it, she is none other than his best friend and biggest bully: Aiko.

Aiko has always clung to him since their dads are close friends and business partners, and his dad always talks about how he wants him and Aiko to marry when they’re older since they’re both Asian. Of course, it’s hypocritical since his dad is married to a Swedish immigrant whom is anything but Asian.

While Ryouta doesn’t care enough to think about marriage yet, given that he's only a little boy, Aiko makes sure to let every other girl he knows know how she’s his future wife.

“Ai! Stop it! I keep telling you not to sneak in here! It’s creepy!” Ryouta scolds her.

“You can stay for dinner, Ai!” his mother shouts from downstairs.

Ryouta grumbles and smacks his face down into the palm of his hand.

Hero also gets up from his spot and gives Aiko a big, slobbery lick on the side of her face.

“But it’s fun scaring you! What’s wrong? You pee yourself?” Aiko asks him with a grin on her lips.

“I didn’t! I don’t pee myself!” Ryouta shouts.

“Quiet down!” his father shouts at him now.

Ryouta grumbles and pouts. He feels like everybody is working against him.

Meanwhile, Aiko is standing there trying to hold back her giggling.

“What do you want? I want to play games before I have to eat since mom said I have to study after eating,” Ryouta explains.

“To spend time with you! Duh. Why else would I be here?” she asks.

“Go spend time with one of your other friends!”

“What other friends?”

She’s got him there. “Go make some other friends!” he orders her.

“I’m happy just being friends with you.”

Ryouta feels like tearing the black hair right out from the top of his head from the frustration that this girl causes him.

“Hey hey, Ryooooouta, let’s walk Hero! He’s getting chubby,” Aiko suggests, poking Hero’s belly. He lets out a pathetic whimper.

“I just want to play games though. Come oooonnnnnn.”

“Pleeeeaaasssseeeeee? I wanna walk him with you! Plus your parents won’t let me walk him alone.”

“Can Ai walk Hero alone?!” Ryouta shouts downstairs.

“Be! Quiet! And no!” his dad shouts back.

“Ugh! Fine, but it’s just going to be a quick walk, okay? I really want to play games before dinner!”

“Yay! Thanks, Ryooooouta,” Aiko says, leaning forward to place a quick kiss on his cheek before pulling away with a giggle. She loves how red he turns whenever she does that.

She also loves how his brain short circuits. It always turns him into a stuttering, mumbling, blushing mess who can’t decide between shouting at her, shouting for his mom, or running away and hiding before she does it again.

She does it again, this time on the opposite cheek.

“I hate you,” he whines.

“I love you too, Ryoooooouta!”

Surrendering for the second time, he walks downstairs with Aiko and picks up Hero’s collar and leash. Hero always comes running downstairs whenever he hears the metallic jangling of his collar. Every dog loves a good walk, no matter how chubby and lazy they may be.

“You’re holding onto him. He’s been a jerk to me lately,” Ryouta says, handing her the leash after latching it onto Hero’s collar.

“Okay! I’m not going to let you drag me around this time, Hero! I’m stronger now!” Aiko tries saying, but nobody believes her.

“Ryouta, make sure to stick close to her and take the leash if she’s having any trouble,” his mother says.

“I know, I knooowwww,” Ryouta replies. “Are there more cookies left?”

“Yes, but no more until after dinner and studying.”

“Pleeeaaaassseeee can I have one before I study?”

“Only if you promise to study super hard for me.”

“I do! I promise!”

“Good boy. Now, go on your walk.”

“Okay!” Ryouta is energized by the thought of eating another one of those delicious cookies after dinner. “Come on, Ai!” He figures that the sooner they walk Hero, the sooner time will pass, and the sooner it’ll be time for his cookie!

He opens the door for Hero and Aiko.

Hero takes off running! Aiko is pulled right out through the door as she struggles to stay on her feet. “Sl-slow down, Hero!” she tries ordering the dog, but he refuses.

Ryouta closes the door behind him and runs off after them. Despite his desire to only play video games and be lazy, he’s somehow the fastest kid in his grade. He’s able to catch up with his friend and dog in no time.

“Aiko!” Ryouta shouts.

He opens his eyes and clutches his shirt over his heart.

A bead of sweat rolls off his forehead.

“It’s been a while since I’ve had that nightmare,” he says, looking up at the swishing blades of his ceiling fan.


[Bonus Chapter #8 | Non-Canon April’s Fools]: FWW

“We must weaponize the waifus, Fenrir,” Thelmes says from behind his desk, resting his chin on his hands as he puffs his cigar. “Think of the possibilities.”

“But is such a thing possible?” Fenrir asks.

“Did you ever hear the tragedy of Zarth Denseius the Protagonist?”

“No?”

“I thought not. It’s not a story the normies would tell you. It’s a harem legend. Zarth Denseius was a Harem Protagonist of the Trash, so powerful and so hung that he could use his weeb powers to influence the overseer and create waifus. He had such a knowledge of the weeb side, he could even turn the waifus he cared about into weapons.”

“He could actually weaponize the waifus?”

“The weeb side is a pathway to many abilities some consider to be trash.”

“What happened to him?”

“He became so trash… the only thing he was afraid of was losing his shit taste, which eventually, of course, he did. Unfortunately, he taught his apprentice everything he knew, then his apprentice killed him in his sleep and cucked him by NTR’ing his harem. Ironic. He could weaponize his waifus, but not himself.”

“Is it possible to learn this power?”

“Not from a normie.”

Thelmes leads Fenrir into a secret, underground room of the office.

Inside of the room is a mermaid girl swimming around in a large tank of water.

“You must weaponize her, Fenrir,” Thelmes says.

“But how?” Fenrir asks.

“First, you must gain her trust.”

“I know what I must do now.”

Fenrir approaches the tank and starts talking about cheesy shoujo mangas with high school girls whom fall in love with older men such as their teachers, senpais, or school janitors.

The mermaid girl’s eyes light up as her pupils turn into pink, glowing hearts.

Of course a mermaid girl is going to be obsessed with shoujo.

“Splendid, my apprentice, splendid. You shall become a Trash Lord in no time,” Thelmes praises him.

“What now, master?” Fenrir asks, turning his back to the mermaid.

She’s smacking at the glass wall of her tank to try and break free to glomp Fenrir and ask him if she’s kawaii desu uguu~.

“Now it is time for the final test, my apprentice.”

“I am ready.”

“Grasp your new waifu and activate her.”

Fenrir reaches into the tank, grabs the mermaid by her tail, and pulls her out. He performs kancho on her to activate her, causing her to freeze in a straight line and make a “pssshhew” sound with her mouth. When he swings her around, she goes “wooom, wooom,” and “ffffkkshzzzwooom,” and when she’s not being swung around, she makes a passive “nnnnn” noise.

“Splendid,” Thelmes says as he strokes his green chin. “Now, attack the normie.”

A curtain is pulled up to reveal a completely average looking noob with only a loincloth over his crotch. He’s tied up to a wooden pole.

“Are – are you sure, master?” Fenrir asks.

“Do it.”

Listening to his master, Fenrir approaches the normie, readies his fish waifu weapon, and begins smacking her face-first against him!

He smacks, and he smacks, and he smacks! The fish waifu weapon makes various clashing and wooshing sounds as she’s swung around, though she gets interrupted every time her face crashes into the normie.

And then he feels it.

“I did it! I felt it! I felt the power of the fish waifu weapon unlock within me!” Fenrir excitedly says to Thelmes.

“Splendid. You now have a five hundred percent damage boost when using fish waifus as weapons. Now, finish him.”

With a crazed lust in his eyes, Fenrir faces the normie, prepares his fish waifu weapon, and goes for the normie’s neck!

His head is smacked right off of his body and is sent flying onto the ground, rolling around with convenient black bars covering up any potential blood and gore.

“Splendid, splendid. From here on, you shall be known as Zarth Wolfius, and together, we shall conquer this world of waifus and normies.”

Fenrir kanchos the mermaid again to deactivate her, making her body go limp as he tosses her onto his shoulder.

Donning a black robe and mask, Fenrir and Thelmes walk off to dominate the in-game world.

Then comes reality.
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