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Patch 1.0

It was only a couple more days before the tournament began. Before the tournament could begin, there was the opening ceremony now that Ull and his escort of Northern Wardens had arrived. The city was much too hectic for anything formal on the first day of their arrival, but now that it had calmed down, it was ready to liven right back up with festivities.

The city’s largest market district was converted into a temporary entertainment district. Where once were stalls of spices and cloths were now stalls of games and food of all varieties. Even if it was a game that took place in a fantasy setting, many stalls offered deep-fried food and overly sugary sweets just as a festival in reality would.

Fenrir walked through the district with Serra and Cassiel clinging to his arms and Rock following behind them.

That sort of place was usually too dense with people for him and caused some degree of social anxiety, but when he accidentally heard Cassiel talking to Serra about how excited she was for the festival and heard Serra agreeing, he couldn’t not go with them.

There was another reason as well, but until it was time for their objective, they were able to fool around. Though, part of him felt guilty for having the easiest and most fun objective while the others were stuck with much less entertaining roles.

An early firework was shot into the still-light sky. The explosion caused most to turn their heads to look up at it and cheer, inspiring several others with their own fireworks to set them off early.

“Fen, I want to play that,” Serra said, pointing to a game booth that just freed up.

“Sure, Girlfriend One,” Fenrir replied in a teasing tone.

“Haah? Girlfriend One? What’s that make me then?” Cassiel asked.

“Girlfriend Two.”

“Why am I two?!”

“Alright, fine. You can be Girlfriend One-Part-Two.”

While Serra giggled from his teasing of the other, Cassiel had to resist the urge to strangle him in front of everybody.

All it took to calm her down was a quick, unexpected kiss on the lips.

As manipulative as it may have been, Fenrir learned that he could always calm Cassiel down with a kiss, and she never tried to block him from kissing her no matter how angry she may have been acting.

Even now, when she was just angry a few seconds ago and tempted to kill him in front of everybody, she turned into a blushing mess from her neck to her ears as soon as she was kissed.

That meant Fenrir could over to the game booth with his girlfriends while still in one piece.

“Come on! One game for just a few silver each! See who’s the best shot!” the booth’s worker said, holding out a greedy hand.

Fenrir dug a few silver coins out from his pocket and handed them over. Yesterday was spent doing any odd jobs he could find in the city to have some spare spending money for the festival.

The worker happily accepted the coins before handing over two wooden, gun-shaped tools. Each one was the shape of a rifle and had an open chamber for what Fenrir assumed was its ammunition.

Two stones imbued with water were then handed over.

“Just place the stones in the slots, and then when I say ‘go,’ pull the trigger!” the worker explained.

Serra and Fenrir nodded and did as he said.

“Alright! Three… two… one… and go!”

The boyfriend and girlfriend pulled the triggers at almost the exact same time. It caused the guns’ hammers to smack down against the water stones, thus activating them and causing pressurized jets of water to shoot out at their targets!

Fenrir and Serra each had one target with a bullseye to aim at. The closer to the center of the target they hit, the higher their respective progress bar went.

Fenrir was confident that he could beat Serra. He knew that she didn’t play many games before, and he played multiple first-person VR shooters and was somewhat decent at them, so it should have been—

“And the little lady is the winner!” the worker shouted as the bell at the top of Serra’s progress bar rang.

Fenrir’s own bar was barely halfway to its end.

“That’s one of the fastest times I’ve seen all day! You can pick any reward in this booth for winning,” the worker said.

Serra looked at Fenrir with a smug smile and arms triumphantly crossed over her chest.

Her cocky expression made him want to re-challenge her to put her in her place… but he was pretty sure he’d be the one getting put in his place if he tried.

As for Serra, she looked around the booth and saw the perfect prize.

It was a massive plushy of a wolf larger than most real wolves were. When Fenrir looked at it, it was pure white as well with red eyes.

“This is Fenrir Number One,” Serra said, happily holding onto her new plushy and poking her head out from behind it.

“What’s that make me then?” Fenrir asked.

“Fenrir Number Two.”

Fenrir Number Two heard Cassiel laughing behind him.

He should have known Serra would get back at him for teasing Cassiel. Serra was the top boss in their relationship when it came to teasing. Whenever Fenrir teased Cassiel, Serra just had to tease him back. If he tried teasing Serra, then she really teased him back.

“Where do you plan on putting that?” Fenrir asked.

“In my hammock with me,” Serra answered.

“The more weight on The Shoebill, the slower she’s going to be.”

“It’s okay. Cass Cass can toss you overboard if we need to go faster.”

Fenrir looked back at Cassiel and saw her smugly staring at him.

It wasn’t fair. “You two are supposed to love on me, not bully me,” Fenrir said.

“It’s bullying out of love,” Serra explained.

“Y-yeah, that,” Cassiel joined in, the blush returning to her cheeks.

As much as Fenrir wanted to tease Cassiel about blushing so easily, he knew that people who tended to blush easily absolutely abhorred when it was pointed out, so he resisted doing so.

“Let’s take it back—actually, you think Rock could take it back to The Shoebill by herself?” Fenrir asked Serra before looking down at Rock who had been steadily growing in size due to all the mineral treats they had been feeding her.

Rock happily barked.

Serra crouched down in front of Rock and handed the plush over. “No tearing or humping, okay?” Serra said.

Rock barked again before gently gripping the plush with her maw.

“Alright, Rock, just track us down afterward,” Fenrir said.

With a muffled bark, Rock turned and ran off to the ship to drop off Serra’s replacement for Fenrir.

“I told you that training her to run errands for us would be useful,” Fenrir said to Cassiel.

“You mean it lets you be lazy. You’d probably train a real dog to bring you beer from your fridge,” Cassiel said.

“Nah, not beer, but definitely would for hard cider.” His response made her roll her eyes.

Serra pointed at another booth. This time, it was a food stall with fried fish impaled by skewers on sale.

Fenrir couldn’t resist taking the girls over and got three skewers for them and himself.

“This festival is pretty awesome. Too bad they seem to be pretty rare. We have to start our own city where there’s festivals every night,” Fenrir half-jokingly proposed.

While Serra was in agreement, Cassiel shook her head as her mouth was too full of battered fish to say anything.

“Then it’d get boring,” Cassiel said after swallowing.

“I spend time with you every day and you’re not boring,” Fenrir replied.

Right on cue, Cassiel’s face turned red.

The three’s night continued.

Rock eventually made her way back to them, ready for whatever other tasks they may have had in mind for her.

“Good girl!” Fenrir praised, leaning down to pet the top of Rock’s head. “You’re getting pretty good at tracking, aren’t you? You found us in no time with all these noises and scents around!”

Rock’s tail intensely wagged as she nuzzled her head up against his petting hand.

“If it ain’t Fenrir!” a familiar voice shouted out.

A middle-aged, wrinkly man walked up to him.

It took Fenrir a moment, but he recognized the man as Morven—the captain of The Yellow Minnow which was entirely crewed by NPCs. Morven was one as well.

“You enjoyin’ these festivities? I’ve gotta say, there’s even more new and crazy stuff around this time than there was the last!” Morven exclaimed, holding a hand out for a shake.

Fenrir shook his hand and nodded. “Yeah, we’re having fun here. How’s The Yellow Minnow and her crew doing? You all ready for the tournament?”

“Of course we are! All you adventurers are gonna be shown what the rest of us can do!” Morven declared with a proud and confident smile.

“We won’t take it easy on you, but I do want to see you kick some ass out there and put some players in their places.”

“You can count on that. We’ll even put you in your place when it’s the right time.”

Fenrir smiled and chuckled. “I’ll look forward to it.”

“Hey! Papa!” a young girl shouted, running up from behind Morven and clinging onto his leg. “Stop running every time you see somebody!” she whined.

Another woman, this one more mature and looking to match Morven in age, walked up to them. “Sorry. My dear husband lacks any form of self-control.”

They may have only been NPCs, but they looked, sounded, and behaved just like any real family would.

To not call them a real family would just be discrimination.

Fenrir shook his head. “It’s not a problem. Pleasure to meet you, by the way.”

Serra and Cassiel stayed close to Fenrir’s sides.

“Are these your girlfriends?” Morven’s wife asked.

“They’re my bullies,” Fenrir said with a smile. “Yeah, we’re together.”

“You three look precious together! I’m sure Naomi here will be looking forward to being friends with your children.”

Cassiel, Fenrir, and Serra all lit up red.

“Haven’t I told you not to go around teasin’ folk you barely know?” Morven scolded his wife.

“Sorry, I couldn’t resist. Teasing young couples is a guilty pleasure of mine.”

“Papa! Papa! I wanna play that game! And I wanna eat some of that, and I want that big fluffy thing!” their daughter excitedly shouted, her finger swinging around pointing at a dozen different things as she talked.

“Alright, alright. Sorry, Captain Fenrir, but we’ve got some things to do. Hope ya continue enjoying the festival!” Morven said, shaking Fenrir’s hand again.

“Yeah, hope you three enjoy it as well. See you during the tournament!” Fenrir replied.

“You can count on that!”

While Fenrir, Cassiel, Serra, and Rock roamed around the festival’s grounds playing the part of inconspicuous guests, Oleander worked his magic getting information out of some guards. It was more difficult now that he wanted to stay faithful to Corwin, meaning he couldn’t get too physical, but he was still able to flirt and tease his way right into the minds of those he was prying information from. It was nothing Corwin disapproved of, either.

Meanwhile, Corwin and Bonekraka helped Tabitha carry a strange, makeshift device up toward those colossal, coastal batteries lining the cliffs around Port Tugator. They learned that the batteries were only staffed when enemy fleets or sea monsters were reported approaching the city, meaning that they had no difficulty in digging a hole right next to one of the cannons for them to bury the strange contraption in.

With Fenrir and Serra occupying themselves with various games and food products, Cassiel flicked one of his ears to get his attention.

He turned around and saw her pointing at a gathering in the distance.

A large crowd gathered around the elite honor guard of none other than Ull, the Forest King of the Northern Wardens.

Standing next to Ull was a man that Fenrir had never seen before, but given how close he was to the foreign king and the notable mustache curling away from his face, it could only be one man: Blackstache. Blackstache looked to be—well, Fenrir expected more of a big, burly pirate covered in hair with an eyepatch and peg leg. Instead, Blackstache just looked like a thirties-something man with a balding head, a rather average frame, and a massive handlebar mustache with the ends of it reaching down to his shoulders! Furthermore, he was dressed more like some homeless, wandering bard rather than the leader of pirates. Rather than carrying around a cutlass and flintlock, he carried around a large instrument on his back that looked like the combination of a lute and a crossbow.

The most pirate-y thing about him were the birds on his shoulders, but then again, they were not parrots. They were white-spotted, brown owls. One owl was perched on each shoulder and looking around at everybody nearby

“He looks more like a fun uncle than a pirate king,” Fenrir said to Cassiel. “How’d he become the leader down here?”

“No idea. There’s tons of stories and legends about him, but everybody will tell you something different,” Cassiel answered.

A woman then came into view from behind Blackstache. She had long and curly, raven-colored hair that rolled down to her mid-back. While she may have been wearing a corset that pushed her breasts up with an open leather vest around it, she didn’t exactly look sexy. She just looked badass. Everything from the corset and leather vest to her form-fitting pants and tall, black boots gave her the appearance of some sort of mature, kickass pirate who didn’t take shit from any man and was willing to kick anybody who looked at her wrong in the face. On her right hip hung a pouch that looked like it was overflowing, but Fenrir couldn’t tell from what. On her left hip was a rapier that occasionally had sparks of electricity shooting off from it.

Fenrir looked over at Cassiel to ask who she was, but who he saw was not Cassiel.

Instead, he saw a girl who has entered total fangirl mode.

With wide eyes and an excited smile, Cassiel looked like she was about to scream for an autograph.

“Look! Fen! It’s her! It’s the Lightning Witch of the High Seas! I’ve heard so much abou—” Cassiel paused when she turned and saw how Fenrir, Serra, and Rock were all staring at her.

“Since when do you call me ‘Fen,’ and since when do you act like a raging fangirl?” Fenrir asked.

That was normally when Fenrir expected her face to turn red. Instead, she looked down at the ground, wrapped her hands around his collar, and pulled his head down so that it was directly in front of her own. “I will kill you, you bastard,” she threatened.

She sounded more serious than she ever sounded before.

“I—uh, sorry?” Fenrir wasn’t sure what to say. “What’s… what’s the deal with the witch lady?”

Cassiel let go of him and turned away during her explanation. “She’s called the ‘Lightning Witch of the High Seas.’ She’s supposed to be one of the strongest magic users of the game and is a direct rival to Indra, but she specializes solely in lightning magic. Basically, she’s Blackstache’s direct counter to Indra. I’ve heard that the Lightning Witch and Indra used to be friends back when Blackstache had an alliance with Indra, but not anymore. Now they’re rivals,” Cassiel’s tone of voice began returning to the previously excited fangirl tone from earlier, “and she’s one of the most badass women in-game. She’s Blackstache’s first mate, has the strongest lightning magic out of all players and known NPCs including elite raid bosses, and I hear that she’s never died a single time! She refuses to sleep with anybody, too, because she doesn’t need rebirth counters since she never dies. Some say that she’s the highest tier player to have never died.”

“You sure know a lot about her,” Fenrir said, trying not to say so much that she realized how she was behaving.

“Of course I do! Us angel recruits always talked about all the top women in-game. Indra and the Lightning Witch are the two most powerful. Empress Livia is strong, but she’s more of a strategist. She would easily lose any one-on-one fight against Indra or the Lightning Witch. But, the head of the archangels could hold her own against them. She’s the master of holy magic and can create barriers impossible to break through, and she can heal almost any wound instantly. Her spear, Longinus, can shoot rays that can wipe out hundreds of enemy soldiers in a single shot!”

“Sooo, a laser spear?”

Cassiel didn’t turn to face him, but she excitedly nodded.

None of them had ever seen that side of Cassiel. It was almost… it was almost as if she was a—no, there was no way. Not Cass Cass.

Meanwhile, Blackstache was about to poke Ull’s deer-half when the Lightning Witch smacked his hand. He turned to her and pouted before looking back over the crowd and then up at Ull. “So, how’s this here crowd for ya? It good enough for tha grand Forest King?” Blackstache asked, his voice just as raggedy as his appearance.

“It is wonderful, thank you. Everybody back at Valhalla acts so dull and serious all the time. I get that we have the whole Viking motif going on, but they need to learn to relax and have parties like this. Part of being a Viking is having fun after all the pillaging, isn’t it?” Ull asked, his voice sounding surprisingly young despite his mature and wise appearance.

“Guess ‘at’s what happens when ya try combinin’ elves and Vikings. Ya get the seriousness of the elves and the fightiness of the Vikings without any of the fun stuff from either side! Ya know what we should do? Go and get drunk! I know the perfect bar.”

The Lightning Witch smacked Blackstache on the back of his head. “Can you not speak properly around another faction leader? Learn your manners, you fool of a man. Do not make me trim your mustache again.”

At that moment, Fenrir formed a bond with Blackstache.

They may not have known each other, they may not have ever even looked at each other, Blackstache didn’t even know of Fenrir’s existence, but there was a bond.

They were brothers in arms in having to deal with tsunderes.

“Why are you looking at him like that?” Cassiel asked Fenrir.

“You wouldn’t understand,” Fenrir answered.

“Haah?” She pinched him by the ear. “I wouldn’t understand what, exactly?”

Serra poked Cassiel’s side.

Cassiel never failed to squeak when that happened.

For now, Fenrir’s ear was safe thanks to Serra.

“As much as I hate to admit it, this Ull guy actually… doesn’t seem that bad just from listening to him,” Fenrir said.

Just after saying it, Ull looked directly at him and made eye contact.

Fenrir wanted to believe that it was accidental—that it was just by chance, but Ull looked directly into his eyes with purposeful intent.

The look sent shivers down his spine.

Ull smiled and looked away.

“He can hear us,” Fenrir said.

“Who?” Serra asked.

“The king. He just looked right at me after saying that.”

“There’s no way he could hear how quiet we are over this crowd,” Cassiel suggested.

“No. He definitely looked at me. I felt him stare directly into me.”

Fenrir pulled the girls away and signed to them both.

He figured that while sign language may not be necessary in-game for Serra, Saya wasn’t blocking the knowledge of using it from him, so he was now using what he learned to communicate in silence.

Serra taught the rest of the crew just enough basic signs to be able to communicate simple messages with one another.

“Let’s meet up with the others. They should be done now,” Fenrir signed.

Both girls nodded.

Fenrir, Rock, Serra, and Cassiel headed for the designated rendezvous location.

The designated rendezvous location was none other than The Shoebill. After all, it was the only place in the city where they could really expect any privacy. People didn’t just walk onto ships that weren’t theirs unless they were drunk or breaking the rules which resulted in getting kicked out of the city.

“About time!” Oleander shouted out when he saw Fenrir and the girls approaching. He was sitting atop one of the crates on the deck and kicking his legs out of boredom. “Hey, Fenny, you okay?”

Fenrir realized that his concern was showing on his face. “Yeah, I’m fine. It’s just… that Ull guy. I saw him, and we weren’t talking loudly enough for him to hear us, but he looked directly at me like he heard everything I was saying,” he explained.

“Are you sure it wasn’t just chance that he looked at you? I mean, sometimes eyes just meet.”

“I’m sure, Olly. I can’t really describe it. It was like… he was looking into me, not just at me. And the way he smiled—it was weird. He honestly doesn’t seem like that bad of a guy just listening to him talk, but there’s something off about him. It’s messing with me.” Serra leaned against Fenrir’s side once he was done explaining what happened.

“What makes you say he didn’t seem like a bad guy?” Oleander asked, tilting his head.

“I don’t know. He just seemed pretty… chill. I was expecting him to be some haughty, stuck-up prick, but he seemed pretty normal,” Fenrir explained. “Were you able to find anything out about those girls?”

Oleander smiled and hopped off of the crate. “Who do you think I am? You think I can’t find out anything you want to know? Come on, Fenny! You know me better than that.” Oleander walked up to Fenrir with both of his hands behind his back, offering his head to Fenrir.

Fenrir placed his hand right between Oleander’s antlers and petted his head. “I’m guessing the tradition of petting you before you give your reports is never going to change?”

“Of course not! I’m too much of a slut for head-patting to stop it,” Oleander answered, pressing his head up against Fenrir’s hand.

Rock, meanwhile, stood up on her back two legs to paw at Fenrir and whine.

Fenrir’s other hand reached down to pet Rock while still petting Oleander.

Now, Serra and Cassiel were the ones looking jealous.

“Don’t you have Corwin for this now?” Fenrir asked Oleander.

“I doooo, but he’s not here right now, and getting head pats isn’t cheating!” Oleander explained.

“Alright, so what’s the report?”

Oleander skipped back over to his crate and hopped up onto it. “The king’s harem is being kept in a mansion designated for important visitors of Blackstache. From what the guard told me, Blackstache himself doesn’t really care much about the king, but he needs the alliance for military reasons. The guard didn’t know anything about that special girl, but he said she’s probably with the rest of the king’s harem. Oh, and the mansion is over there,” Oleander pointed at a large, elaborate manor on the opposite end of the city. Even though it was behind several streets and buildings, it was tall enough to reach above them all and catch the attention of anybody who looked in that direction.

“We’re back!” Tabitha declared, stepping onto The Shoebill with Corwin and Bonekraka.

Fenrir turned his attention to them. “How’d it go?”

Tabitha gave him an energetic thumbs-up while Corwin and Bonekraka both looked exhausted. “Got everythin’ ready! A bit of magic and a bit of tech, and that baby will be all ours when we need it!”

“What else is in that giant backpack of yours? Oh, and how’d it look up there? Any patrols or anything?”

“Not much other than scrap now. I’ve got the remote to control my toy up there when it’s time, but other than that, nothin’ much.”

Corwin chimed in next. “There were no patrols, Fenrir. It was rather surprising. I know there is little use for the cannons when there are no clear threats approaching, but I would have thought they would at least keep a guard or two patrolling the cliffs.”

“Well, as long as nobody saw anything, there’s nothing to worry about. Was the cannon already loaded?” Fenrir asked.

Tabitha nodded. “Checked a few of ‘em. They were all loaded up and ready to fire, so all we need to do is let my toy aim the cannon and fire it.”

“You’re awfully confident in it. You sure that it’ll work? Wait… you never did explain how exactly it works.”

“It’s a golem I made! It’s not a smart one, but it gets the job done!”

“That giant cube was a golem?”

“It doesn’t stay a giant cube. When I activate it from the controller, it unfolds and takes the shape of a small person, and it’ll follow any orders I give it from the controller. All I’ve got to do is activate it and then order it to aim the cannon and fire! It should have just enough mana stored in it to do that before shutting down.”

“How are we going to recover it?”

“We don’t. I made this one so that it explodes as soon as it runs out of mana.”

“Oh. Alright.” Fenrir wasn’t expecting it to just explode once it was done with its job. He felt kind of bad for it. More importantly, he was worried if she’d be fine with just exploding The Shoebill.

Fenrir then told the latest trio to arrive about what they learned from listening to people at the festival and seeing the king up close as well as what Oleander told them.

“Now we just have to win the tournament,” Cassiel said.

“We can do it,” Serra said as her finger sneakily approaches Cassiel’s side. Unfortunately, Cassiel spotted it and swatted it away.

Fenrir didn’t even realize that he was still petting Rock’s head.

“You know plan probably not work,” Bonekraka said.

“Since when are you a pessimist?” Fenrir asked.

“You not think clearly. What if lose tournament? If we lose tournament, you will not get meeting with pirate and king. Even if win, have to sneak many girls away while causing distraction. I do not like this plan.”

“Relax, Bone. We’re going to win the tournament, and the cannon up there will cause a great distraction. That thing will tear right through the king’s ship, and Ull’s followers seem like they’re just waiting for a fight to break out. What do you think they’ll assume when one of the main weapons of the city they’re visiting attacks their king’s ship?”

“So, you wish to potentially cause war between the Free Sailors and Northern Wardens?” Corwin asked. “What of those caught between them? There are many families who live in this city that will be at risk, and if the Northern Wardens turn against the Free Sailors, then that will be three of the world’s largest factions against one.” It was only now that he was truly realizing the consequences of Fenrir's plan.

Fenrir’s immediate thought was that it didn’t matter. It was just a game. NPC “families” dying wasn’t a big deal, but when he remembered just how realistic the NPCs were, he had doubts.

What would happen to Morven, his wife, and daughter? They seemed like such a happy family together. “Hey, any of you know what happens to NPCs when they die?” Fenrir asked.

“They die,” Cassiel answered. “They don’t get to respawn like we do. Even elite raid bosses only have single lives. Some other boss comes and takes over whenever the one before it dies.”

The whole game just got far more complicated. Fenrir knew that most wouldn’t care about the lives of NPCs regardless of whether they were controlled by a sentient AI or not, but he did. He didn’t want anybody innocent potentially suffering for his actions.

“Doesn’t matter,” Bonekraka said. “Just NPCs. Who cares if they die? Is only a game. NPCs die. Their lives don’t matter.”

Corwin stepped up to Bonekraka. “What do you mean their lives do not matter? Are you so selfish and brutish that you cannot respect life? How would you feel if death was permanent for you?”

Bonekraka glared down at the smaller man. He raised his hands and grabbed onto Corwin’s shirt to lift him up off the ship’s deck, but a few vines wrapped around the orc’s wrists that pulled him off of Corwin.

Fenrir looked at where the vines were coming from.

In Oleander’s hands were a couple of roses with their stems sprouting the thorny vines.

“Do not talk to me. I do not care what you think,” Bonekraka explained to Corwin before tearing the vines off of his wrists.

“I will not stand back and let you so easily dismiss the lives of others. This world means far more to them than it does to you,” Corwin said, straightening out his shirt.

“I’m with Corwin on this one. They might just be NPCs, but they’re sentient. They have feelings, emotions, dreams, lives—they actually live in this world. We’re just visitors,” Fenrir said.

“Thank you, Fenrir.”

“Of course you agree. You just want to fight against me and not take my side like usual. You never agree with me!” Bonekraka shouted.

Oleander placed himself between Bonekraka and Fenrir before another fight broke out. “Alright, that’s enough. Fighting again isn’t going to do anything, and we have a tournament tomorrow. We only have to get along for a few more days, alright?” Oleander said.

Bonekraka pushed past them both and went below deck to claim his usual hammock.

“Thanks, Olly,” Fenrir said, untensing his fists. “By the way, when’d you learn that trick with the roses? I almost forgot you wanted to go for the whole nature magic theme.”

“You know me! I’ve been sneaking away to get some private practice in. I’ve got other tricks to show you, too. Plus, I thought getting better at using vines to bind people would be useful with a certain somebody,” Oleander explained, running a finger up along Corwin’s back.

Fenrir, Serra, and Cassiel all looked at Corwin’s face as he turned red enough to rival Cassiel’s usual blushing.

Fenrir had much to think about. It wasn’t just another game where the NPCs are just mindless lines of emotionless code. It was a game where the NPCs, by Fenrir’s standards, could be considered truly alive.

Most of the world may not have agreed with his stance regarding artificial intelligence, but most of the world didn’t matter to him.

What mattered to him was his stance and he refused to change it.

The NPCs were alive. Sure, some may not have had actual AIs behind them as only some NPCs became “important” enough to have an AI dedicated to them rather than just be controlled by the overseer, but the important ones were worth defending and fighting for. To cause conflict which would put real lives at risk—that wasn’t something that Fenrir believed he could do.

Truthfully, the whole game felt less appealing to him after that realization. It wasn’t that the game was less fun because he couldn’t just freely kill people and cause trouble without worrying about the consequences. Rather, it was because it felt less like a game and more like another reality.

This world may have been virtual. It may have just been a fantasy simulation. However, the world had real lives being lived within it. While players were off going on adventures, having sex wherever they wanted, freely starting wars, and generally only caring about themselves as a gamer normally would, there were actual lives being lived. NPCs had to work to feed their families, couldn’t just respawn if they died, and were generally at the mercy of any and all players around them.

Bright lights filled the sky as fireworks erupted above them.

Oleander and Corwin were sitting near the stern of the ship while Fenrir, Serra, and Cassiel sat at the bow. Rock was below deck with Tabitha, hiding from the scary explosions in the sky as Tabitha finetuned The Shoebill’s engine.

“You don’t look like you’re enjoying this that much,” Cassiel said to Fenrir.

“Sorry. I’m just thinking about what Corwin said,” Fenrir answered.

Volley after volley of fireworks was launched into the sky. Each one erupted a good dozen or so seconds later, filling the dark sky with all sorts of colorful explosions.

Fenrir wrapped his arms around the girls and pulled them against his sides. He had to distract himself from his concerns. “Either of you ever see fireworks in real life?” he asked.

Serra rested her head against his side before answering him, “Yeah. Didn’t know they’d be this loud.”

“I was taken to a few shows growing up, but that’s it,” Cassiel answered.

Giving them attention failed to take his mind off of NPCs. In fact, it just made it even worse.

How many NPCs were seeing fireworks for the first time right now? How many parents were finding the best spots for their children to watch the show from?

This game is kind of fucked up, Saya, Fenrir thought to her.

Saya took a few moments to respond. “Yeah, Onii-chan.”

The overseer is another AI, right? Why doesn’t it do more to protect NPCs, or why does it install custom AIs into some NPCs if it’s just going to kill them off eventually?

“Everything the overseer does is meant to maximize the entertainment factor for players. I can run the simulations myself. Respawning NPCs and NPCs without true AIs controlling them both result in a sizeable drop of the player base. It makes the game feel less realistic and like player actions don’t actually matter, Onii-chan.”

So, you’re telling me that a bunch of players would quit if they couldn’t kill living people?

“Sorry, Onii-chan, but they don’t see it the same way as you do. Most people just see us AIs as fake things created solely to serve humans. Why do you think attempted laws at giving us rights keep on failing to get passed? In the end, the overseer has hard code written to maximize the potential player base. You know, stuff like traumatic content can be enabled or disabled. That means that the overseer is able to attract players who want to play the game for that sort of stuff while also giving a way out to people who don’t. If it was just one or the other, the game would be losing a lot of potential players.”

Sorry that us humans are too shitty to give you the rights you deserve, Saya.

Fenrir felt her mentally poke him. “Silly Onii-chan! I’m fine—I’m happy getting to serve you. You’re kind and honest, and you do what you believe is the right thing to do, and you care more about us AIs than most people do, so I couldn’t ask for a better human to serve,” Saya explained.

Come on, even if you’re in my head, you’re going to embarrass me if you talk like that. Besides, aren’t you supposed to be a tsundere?

“I-it’s not like I was trying to make you feel nice or anything, b-baka!”

That’s more like it. You’re supposed to remind me how cringy my tastes are, not fangirl over me.

“Then maybe you shouldn’t be so deserving of getting fangirled over, O-nii-chan.”

Fenrir felt his heart flutter, and seeing as how Saya was in his mind, she picked up on that and giggled.

He held onto Serra and Cassiel tighter.

“I really wish I could play this game just for fishing,” Fenrir started talking out loud again, “but the damn troublemaker in me has other plans.”

“What?” Serra asked, looking up at his face.

“I… feel really stupid saying this, but I think I want to try and make a place where NPCs can live freely and safely. When we’re done with this tournament, I want to help out NPCs. If I don’t, who else is going to? Most people are just like Bonekraka. They don’t care if they kill a sentient NPC. If I was a lawyer then I’d try fighting for them in real life, but… I think the best thing that I can do for them is fight for them in this game. Even if it’s just a single game, maybe I’ll be able to do something to help them out and change others’ minds.”

“You’ve already changed one,” Cassiel said. “I—I’ll admit that I’ve had to kill NPCs during war before, but I wouldn’t now. I actually feel kind of sick when I think back to it now.”

Fenrir leaned down and kissed the top of her head. “Then, when we’re done with this, we’ll see what we can do about making this a better world for NPCs—no, they shouldn’t even be referred to like that. It feels dehumanizing… even if they aren’t technically human in the first place. They’re just people like the rest of us.”

“What about the plan?” Serra asked.

“It needs to change, we can’t potentially start a war. Just gonna have to think of something else.”

The firework show’s finale began. The largest volley of fireworks yet was launched into the sky and seemed to never end. Fireworks were even shot up into the sky from areas around the city where they weren’t being shot from before, leading to a beautiful spectacle as the entire city was covered by brilliant lights painting the sky a myriad of colors.

When it was over, Serra tugged on Fenrir’s arm to grab his attention before saying, “I rented the hotel room again.”

Fenrir blinked a few times.

That got his mind off of the serious matter from before.

He looked over at Cassiel to see her thoughts on it but just saw a reddened face that refused to look at him directly.

The three went the hotel again.

A couple of hours later and one of the hotel’s workers knocked on the door to tell them that their time was up.

They all hurried to get dressed before opening the door. While Fenrir and Cassiel tried acting inconspicuous, Serra was proud of everything that just happened in that room.

As embarrassing as it was to essentially get kicked out of the room, and then have to look at somebody who definitely knew what happened in there, at least he got another rebirth counter out of it.

Fenrir walked the girls back to The Shoebill so that they could get into their hammocks and wake from the game. It was almost midnight in reality, and he wanted them to be well-rested for the tournament, so he nagged them to log off and go to bed like an annoying mother scolding her children up past their bedtime.

“You get some sleep, too,” Serra said, placing a quick kiss on Fenrir’s lips before waking from the game.

“I will soon,” Fenrir said to her now-sleeping face.

He returned above deck and looked back at the stern.

What he saw made him immediately turn around and leave.

Well, at least he understood how Oleander and Corwin were managing to do what they were doing without making any noise now.

Fenrir left The Shoebill behind and went into the city. He knew that his sleep schedule was too disturbed at the moment to be able to sleep if he woke now, so he figured that he would spend some more time in-game enjoying the festival and thinking about how he wanted to handle the whole AI situation.

That was when a girl with straight, pearl aqua hair and a serpentine tail following behind her ran through a nearby alleyway.

That hair and that tail—it has to be her, didn’t it?

Fenrir chased after her.

Through dark alleyways only illuminated by the lingering fireworks above set off by independent parties, into busy streets crowded by passersby as they headed home or to taverns now that the main events were over—Fenrir chased after the short glimpses that he caught of that remarkable girl.

Sometimes, he felt as if he was but chasing after an illusion given just how elusive she was, but going by others talking about her and looking in her direction as he gave chase, she had to be real.

The girl that he wanted to save most right now was away from the king who claimed ownership of her and his guarded that protected her.

He wanted to shout out for her to wait or stop, but he doubted that a captive running away was going to easily stop if somebody shouted at her to.

She was faster than he was, too.

The chase led him into another alleyway. Standing at the end of it was a girl facing a dead end as she frantically looked around for an escape.

Fenrir stood at the only entrance to the alleyway.

She turned around, saw him, and backed up until her back was to the wall of the building behind her.

He raised his hands to show her that he was unarmed and, hopefully, to convey that he wasn’t there to hurt her. He still didn’t want to say anything given how close he was to the main street. The last thing either of them needed was to attract attention.

With nowhere for her to run, he got close enough that he could quietly talk to her. “I’m here to help you,” Fenrir said, keeping his hands where she could see them. “I’m a friend. Promise.”

The girl relaxed for a moment, but it didn’t last. “I—I have heard that one before,” she replied. Her voice betrayed her semi-monstrous appearance. Rather than sound anything like a monster should, she had an incredibly soft, angelic voice that sounded soothing even when she was stressed out like now. “Who are you?”

“I’m just some guy who can’t resist getting into trouble. I saw that asshole holding you up when he arrived on his ship, and seeing that made me instantly dislike him and want to save you,” Fenrir explained, his eyes locked on that metal collar around her neck.

Her eyes lit up as her entire demeanor changed. “Save me? You want to save me?”

Fenrir looked a bit confused from her sudden excitement, but he nodded.

“No, no—you can’t. I am naught but a prized toy of that cruel, evil man. I cannot be saved. There are none who would dare oppose him for a horrifying girl such as I,” she said, turning away and raising one hand to cover her mouth while her other hand wiped away non-existent tears.

He had a feeling that she was enjoying the situation too much. “… you’re totally into the whole damsel in distress trope, aren’t you?”

The girl froze.

Why couldn’t he meet a single normal girl in the game?

“Anyways, seriously, I’m here to help you. I’ve got a ship and everything that you can hide out on. I don’t know how you escaped on your own, but I’d be happy to help you stay escaped,” Fenrir offered.

She looked up at him with a serious yet somber expression. Her expression told him that she was appreciative of the offer, but that she didn’t want to bring anybody else into her troubles. “I am sorry, but I really cannot. It would be bad for you if you were discovered to have helped me. Right now, I am just out on a run. They will surely find me soon. They always do. I just—I need to get out of there to stretch my legs every so often.” She looked down at the ground. “Thank you for your concern. I truly appreciate it, but it would be better spent elsewhere.”

“Fuck that.”

She looked up at him.

“Do you want to be his prisoner forever?”

She shook her head.

“Then come with us. We’re all already prepared to get fucked over if anything happens because we screw up and get in trouble, but that won’t happen.”

“I… I cannot. I am sorry. I would feel horrible if anything happened to anybody because of my mistake in getting caught in the first place.”

Fenrir got an idea. As much as he was cringing at the thought of behaving like he was about to, it was the only way he could think of to potentially persuade her. “My princess,” he paused to see her reaction.

It was a very, very positive one. She eagerly looked at him with wide eyes as she waited for him to continue.

“I wish for nothing more than to save you from that evil tyrant. A princess as beautiful and innocent as yourself deserves a far better life than being some slave. I wish to show you the world beyond being a simple slave,” Fenrir told her, doing his absolute best to not break character and cringe until his face was forever stuck doing so.

Her hands were over her mouth and her eyes were quivering. “Nobody has ever spoken to me like that before—I, I mean, I can’t! Life is far too cruel, and I am not worthy of having such a brave and kind hero to save me! You also mustn’t force yourself to call me beautiful, for I know just how terrifying and disgusting my appearance is.”

“Every single part of you is beautiful, my princess,” he said. Wait, even if he was just playing a role and trying to get her to come with him, that could totally look like flirting. He was going to have to tone it down before the girl got mixed signals. He didn’t want to appear unfaithful, and he could already imagine Cassiel getting pissed off at him for what he said so far.

Shit. It was too late.

The girl practically had hearts in her eyes as she longingly gazed at Fenrir.

“You truly wish to save me?” she asked.

That’s something he could answer honestly without borderline flirting, thankfully. “I do. I promise.”

“But why? Why me? You know naught of me, yet you are willing to go so far for me.”

“I can’t resist helping those who I see in need of it, and I want to see how angry he gets.”

“But if it’s discovered that I’m gone—that you have me, then you will be chased to the very ends of this world until I am returned to him!” she cried out, being as dramatic as she possibly could be by waving her arms around as she spoke.

“It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve been hunted down.”

“You still wish to save me despite knowing just how much danger it will place you in?”

“I do.”

The girl ran at him, jumped up, and wrapped her arms around his neck!

That was bad.

How was he supposed to react? Should he tell her that he was taken? But what if she was just roleplaying and not actually into him like that? It would be really awkward if he turned her down right now only to realize she had no intentions of any such thing in the first place. He had never been in a situation like this one before.

“Thank you,” she whispered into his ear. She sounded genuine, not dramatic like before. “Everybody else is too afraid of Ull to do anything. Two groups have tried saving me before. One just wanted to use me for what I am, and the other was paid off. I—I do not really know why, but I trust that you are better than them. You seem very trustworthy. Perhaps it is because you are willing to force yourself to act like such a knight for me.”

Fenrir definitely couldn’t let her know that he used to lead one of gaming’s most manipulative, backstabbing, sadistic groups.

Her soothing voice whispering into his ear relaxed him, too. He still wasn’t sure what he should do about her, but he wrapped his arms around her in a soft hug. “Me and the rest of The Soaring Wolves will protect you with everything we have. I’ll be honest with you, part of me wants to save you and protect you solely to piss that guy off since I didn’t like him the moment I saw him. The other part of me just wants to save you because I believe everybody should be able to play this game however they want, and I doubt you can do that when you’re collared and treated like an object by some asshole,” he said as he worried that he was starting to sound like some fedora-wearing white knight.

“Those reasons are good enough for me to see you as my hero,” she said, sending shivers down his spine.

“Hah, you don’t have to call me anything like that. I’m just some guy who wants to piss off the top dog and make sure you’re having fun.”

“And that is precisely what makes you my hero.”

“Alright, alright. I’ll accept it. Now, mind hopping off me? I need to go find a robe to hide you in and sneak you back to The Shoebill. You’re kind of obvious right now.”

Her tail flicked behind her. She placed a quick kiss on his cheek before getting off of him. “I will be waiting for your return, my hero,” she said, looking up at him with tearfully happy eyes and a gentle smile.

He honestly didn’t expect that to mean so much to her. Seeing just how happy the idea of being saved made her—there was no way that he wasn’t going to fight to the end to save her now.

“I’ll be right back,” Fenrir said before leaving the alleyway.

Now that Fenrir thought about it, he never did ask her for her name. He also didn’t ask about the rest of the girls in Ull’s apparent harem. As much as he just wanted to get her to safety, he had a ton of information to try and get out of her.

He also had to think about what to do with the rest of those harem members once he got to freeing them. It wouldn’t be right to just free Ull’s most prized possession while leaving all the other girls behind. How did this girl even escape without the rest escaping as well?

Fenrir made his way back to the alley with a heavy robe in hand.

A sinking feeling dominated his gut.

What if she wasn’t there? What if somebody found her while he was gone trying to get her a robe? What if she tried pulling some dramatic trope where she turned herself in to avoid pulling him into her troubles?

He turned the corner and hurried into the alley!

She was standing there with a wide smile waiting for him.

“I was getting worried for a second there,” Fenrir told her.

“Why?” she asked with a tilted head.

“Don’t worry about it. Just my mind being stupid. Anyways, here you go.” He handed the robe over to her. “I got the biggest one I could find, so it should be more than enough to cover you and your tail up.”

Seeing her hold it made him doubt his selection. She looked so regal and feminine, yet he was telling her to put on a cheap and dirty robe.

She put it on, obscuring all but her face, and then looked up at him with the same smile as before. “How do I look?”

“Like a princess on the run,” he answered, causing her smile to grow even wider. “By the way, what’s your name?”

“My name? Ah… he calls me Nehalennia, and… it has been so long that I do not recall the name I originally chose for myself,” she explained.

“He makes you go by a new name?” Fenrir asked her as he grabbed her wrist and led her out of the alley. “Stay close to me.”

She nodded. “Yes. I never played with others originally, so I did not give out my old name often. Now I am just Nehalennia,” she answered, stepping closer to him. Her eyes kept on getting distracted by his swaying tail as he walked. It was just so large and fluffy! She wanted to feel it. In fact, she couldn’t resist. Using her hand that he wasn’t holding, she reached forward and gently brushed her hand against his tail.

The motion caused Fenrir’s tail to shoot up in surprise as did the rest of his body! With a blush on his cheeks, he looked down at her and asked, “Wh-what are you doing? My tail is sensitive.”

Nehalennia raised her hand to cover her mouth as she giggled. Everything she did was very proper and ladylike in appearance. “I am sorry, I couldn’t resist any longer. Oh! You asked me my name, but you have yet to tell me your own, my hero. May I ask?”

Fenrir looked forward, still blushing. “It’s Fenrir.”

“So, the wolf is going to save the goddess from the hunter? I would think that it would be the other way around!”

“I could always let him save you from me,” Fenrir teased.

She responded by closely clinging to him. “I am much happier with the wolf than the hunter!” She looked up at him with a beaming smile to accompany her words.

Her smile was too much for him. He may be taken now, but he was always weak to genuine smiles.

Fenrir led her back to The Shoebill without any trouble. They get a few curious looks on the way there, but none that cared enough to start trouble.

He checked to see if anybody had been following them or was watching them before taking her aboard, too. They were clear.

“Welcome aboard The Shoebill,” Fenrir said, leading her aboard.

“What is she named after?” Nehalennia asked.

“You never heard of shoebills? Well, I guess that’s normal. They went extinct a little over a decade ago. They were like these awesome dinosaur birds that made really cool noises, were pretty tall, and they would even bow to people because—” he started explaining, but looked down at her and remembered that he was supposed to be acting like some cool white knight saving a princess. “I—I mean, they were just… birds.”

She raised her hand to cover her mouth as she giggled again. “It is alright, my hero. I like this side of you as well. It is very cute.”

He proved her point by subconsciously wagging his tail as he looked away again. His inner Cassiel was wanting to tell her to shut up out of flusterment, but he resisted.

Now that he thought about it, back when he first started playing the game, Saya did essentially imply that he had a tsundere within him.

“Told you so, Onii-chan!” Saya mentally chimed in.

He mentally swatted her away. “Anyways, let’s go below deck,” Fenrir said to his new companion.

In The Shoebill’s hull, everybody but Tabitha and Corwin were fast asleep. “You two still up?” Fenrir asked them.

“Yep! Showin’ Corboy here the engine. He’s gonna be my backup engineer someday!” Tabitha explained.

Corwin chuckled and rubbed the back of his head. “We will see,” he said. Looking up at Fenrir, Corwin saw a peculiar girl poking her head out from behind him. “Oh? Who is this?”

Tabitha looked up at him as well now.

Fenrir finished walking down the steps and introduced his newest companion. “This is Nehalennia. Remember that girl Ull was holding up on his ship?” Fenrir asked, looking at Nehalennia and nodding.

She removed her robe so that Tabitha and Corwin could see her scales, the fins protruding from her back like a pair of wings, and her serpentine tail. “It is a pleasure to meet you,” she said with a polite bow.

“You what now?” Tabitha asked, staring up at Fenrir. “Ya know what kinda trouble we’re goin’ ta be in if she gets found here, right, ya big dumb wolf? I thought we were goin’ to save her and the rest of ‘em after the tournament? You better not be goin’ and gettin’ us disqualified before it even starts!”

“Captain, I agree we have to save them, but do you not believe that this is too soon?” Corwin asked.

“I—I am sorry. I told him that it would be best to leave me behind, but—perhaps I should leave after all. Bringing trouble upon you all is the last thing I wish to do,” Nehalennia said, looking down at the floor.

Fenrir wrapped an arm around her shoulder and pulled her closer to him. “We’re not leaving her behind. If I saw either of you in trouble and needing rescued, I wouldn’t turn you down no matter what situation you’re escaping from. The same goes for her,” he explained to them.

“My hero!” Nehalennia exclaimed, sounding like she was tearing up again as she hid her face against him.

Tabitha raised an eyebrow when she saw that. “Oi. What do ya think the girls over there are goin’ ta think about this?”

Fenrir looked over to where Cassiel and Serra were sleeping. Serra was hanging upside-down halfway out of her hammock with her shirt lifted up to her face, exposing her belly, while Cassiel had her entire body practically wrapped around the stuffed wolf that Serra won earlier.

“Before ya get any ideas, Miss Serpent Girl, the dumb wolf here has already got himself a pair of girls,” Tabitha explained while giving Fenrir a stink eye.

Fenrir was previously worried about getting a reputation as a garlic lover, but now he was worried about getting a reputation as a womanizer.

“Oh, that is alright!” Nehalennia said. “I am fine with just being my hero’s mistress.”

Fenrir, Corwin, and Tabitha all looked at her.

“Just imagine it! A beautiful, pure princess saved from a cruel, heartless hunter by a courageous and ferocious wolf! And then the princess falls in love with her savior only to discover that he is already wed! Her feelings tear her apart as she wishes for naught more than to be by his side and to make him happy, yet she knows that he already has somebody doing that for him! Alas, she resigns herself to being but a mistress that he ravages in the darkest hours of the night before returning to his wives, leaving her cold and naked in a dark cellar that they have their secret rendezvous in! Then, unable to bear the stress and desire of wanting to be more to him, she ties a rope around her neck despite being heavy with his child!” Nehalennia fantasized, squirming around as she held her hands up to her cheeks.

Fenrir looked between her and the other two. Corwin looked shocked and Tabitha just looked disgusted at him. “Oi, doesn’t this whole thing make you an even worse evil bastard than that Ull guy?”

“And then he finds her with a rope around her neck—no, with her wrists slit and a pool of her blood around her on the floor and a note on the table telling him why she did it! It is only when he reads the note that he realizes he truly cared for her, thus filling him with despair and causing him to take his life alongside her!” Nehalennia continued. “Does that not just sound so wonderfully tragic?!” she excitedly asked, looking at them for their reactions.

“Are ya sure ya want rescued in the first place?” Tabitha asked her.

“Fenrir, I did not know you were such a man…” Corwin said.

“Wh-why are you two treating me like I’ve already done all of that?” Fenrir asked them.

He was definitely going to get some sort of weird reputation.
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Once they calmed Nehalennia’s fantasies down, the four sat in a circle away from where everybody was sleeping and started asking questions.

Fenrir, in particular, had much to ask her about.

The first concern that came to his mind was how she was in such a position in the first place. “Do you have traumatic content enabled? Wouldn’t being basically enslaved count as traumatic?” he asked.

Tabitha answered for Nehalennia, “Ya can’t force people to be your slave. If she’s enslaved, it means she’s consentin’ to it.”

Nehalennia nodded her head. “Technically, I am. It is either be his thing, die and lose everything, or create a new character which is essentially the same. I do not mean to sound narcissistic, but fortunately, I am very valuable. I am able to get away with refusing far more than the other girls can. Most of them do not even play anymore. The only way that he would ever kill me is—actually, I am not sure what it would take. As many times as I try to escape and am recaptured, he never so much as even hits me.”

“What do you mean about the other girls?” Fenrir asked.

“They have either stopped playing, allowing the overseer to take over their characters, or they have created new characters.”

What happens when you create a new character? I thought you could only have one? Fenrir mentally asked Saya.

“You can make a new character whenever you want, Onii-chan, but you’ll never be able to play your last character again. Your character stays in the world but gets taken over by the overseer,” Saya explained to him.

“So, then I guess slaves aren’t really left without any options. He doesn’t try forcing you to do anything?” Fenrir asked Nehalennia.

“No, my hero. I know what you are thinking, but that is not the case. Truthfully, he does not force such things upon any of us. He has only laid with those whom have consented to it and has only ever raised a hand to the ones since taken over by the overseer. We are kept well fed, given individual beds, given clean and expensive clothes, and our only task is more or less to be put on display for him. A few of the girls have even fallen in love with him and have met with him in reality,” Nehalennia explained.

“What about the collars?”

“Simple decorations.”

“That dragon girl had her wings bound by it. Looked like it was to keep her from flying rather than just be decoration.”

“A-ah, well, you see, she is a special exception. She—I feel like it would be rude to give you this information without her consent, but she is one of his girlfriends. She is also,” Nehalennia looked away, blushing, “into that.”

Tabitha spoke up to say, “So, she’s one of them girlies into bein’ tied up and treated like a slave?”

Nehalennia gave a shy nod as a response.

“Ya know, maybe that elf-deer-thing ain’t half bad. A man who takes care of his girl’s needs isn’t exactly a bad one,” Tabitha said, looking over at Fenrir. “Oi, why do you look so disappointed?”

“Because he’s not really some evil asshole like I thought he was. I guess it makes sense seeing as how the game doesn’t really allow that sort of stuff to happen to players without them consenting to it. Honestly, between how he seemed when I first saw him up close and hearing all of this, he kind of sounds likable,” Fenrir explained. “Well, except the part about him raising his hand against the girls the overseer takes over.”

“Oh! He donates to charities as well. He is a popular streamer and donates all of the money he gets through streaming to shelters for exotic animals. I know how he looks, but he does it for show—roleplaying, as they say,” Nehalennia said.

Even Tabitha and Corwin looked disappointed at that point.

“Does he do anything evil?” Fenrir asked.

Nehalennia looked away again. “Yes, he does. I know I am telling you the positives, but he can still be a cruel man. As I said, most of the other girls no longer play. No matter how much they begged for freedom, they were not granted it. He is very possessive and narcissistic as well, and a very prideful man. He sees me as his property, but believes that as long as he takes care of all my needs, that there is no issue in treating me as his lesser. A benevolent dictator for the most part, but still a dictator.”

Fenrir let out a sigh of relief. “Good, I can still dislike him for something. I—I mean, not good that you’re treated that way, but—”

“I know, my hero. Thank you for your concern, but you need not explain yourself.”

“So, why dontcha just make a new character?” Tabitha asked.

“Would you if you were given a blessing that none others had and would lose upon doing so?”

“Of course I would! I couldn’t stand bein’ treated like some prick’s thing. As long as I can get my hands on some new toys to play with, I’m happy.”

Nehalennia smiled, but it had hints of sadness to it, or perhaps jealousy. “I wish I could be more like you.”

Those words actually made Tabitha blush which was something that neither Fenrir nor Corwin had seen thus far.

“Alas, I am not willing to surrender the blessing that I have been granted. As long as I do not have all of my freedoms stripped away from me, I am content even if it means being treated like a trophy,” Nehalennia explained. “This body is truly miraculous for me. I may still try to escape every so often, such as I am now, but I am always accepting of being recaptured. Should I be recaptured even now, I would not mind it.”

Something about the way she spoke of her body being miraculous raised suspicions within Fenrir’s mind. It just sounded… relatable—familiar. He could picture himself saying that same thing about his body. But at the same time, hearing how easily she was willing to surrender pissed him off. “That’s bullshit,” he said.

“Eh?” Nehalennia looked up at him with wide eyes.

“I said it’s bullshit. You should get to play the game however you want without some asshole owning you like a trophy and bringing you back like a runaway dog. You should at least not just accept being taken back.”

“My hero,” Nehalennia started talking, but her tone was more intense before. She sounded like she was upset with him, her words sharp and burning. “Do you think I have not tried? Do you think that I have not fought back and resisted time after time only to be dragged away against my will? I know that I love tragedy, but I do not love being as limited as I am even if I am treated far better than others in similar positions may be. I simply know my place and know that there is no truly escaping it. Even with you, my chances of remaining free for more than a day are lower than whatever false chances you have in your head.”

The other three looked at her with surprised eyes. Such a cute and innocent girl who they weren’t taking very seriously before was capable of speaking so harshly.

Nehalennia raised a hand up to Fenrir’s cheek, gently running the back of it against him. “I am sorry, I did not mean to sound so harsh, but I do not wish for you to believe that this is a life that I enjoy and have accepted without ever trying to fight against it. It is one that I have accepted and nothing more. I am truly grateful for your help, I am, but I know how this will most likely end. Ull is a very powerful man. He will find me, and he will take me back no matter how desperately I may wish for it to not be true.”

Fenrir opened his mouth to say something but stopped. He didn’t know what to say. Corwin and Tabitha were speechless as well.

Yet, as true as her words may have been, he couldn’t just accept the situation. He refused to. His stubborn spirit would not allow him to accept it as something most likely out of his control.

“Sorry,” Fenrir started, “but it’s still bullshit. I’m not going to let him take you back against your will. If you want to leave—if you genuinely want to go back to him, then that’s fine. But, unless you truly want to be with him and be nothing more than a trophy to him, I’m not going to let him take you back. I promise.”

“Fenrir, please do not make promises you will not be able to keep,” Nehalennia said.

“I don’t.”

“My hero—”

“I promise,” he reassured her, staring her directly in her eyes without a single hint of doubt or hesitation showing. He absolutely meant his promise from the very bottom of his heart.

“Then I shall hold you to it, alright? Prove to me that your promises are worth believing in.” With tears in her eyes, she invoked her love for the dramatic once more. “Become the hero who mends my shattered heart.”

“You can count on it,” Fenrir said, holding her hands in his own.

Tabitha let out a forced cough.

Fenrir looked over at the disgruntled carrot top. His own dramatic side was brought out, and he found himself facing the judgmental stares of Tabitha and Corwin. Even Rock was sitting between them now and judging him.

He couldn’t remember the last time he internally cringed so severely.

Fenrir knew that he should be sleeping. The tournament took place in two days in-game, but by reality’s time, it was tomorrow. Though, it would only be the opening ceremony on the first day of the four-day tournament.

Yet, instead of sleeping, he found himself taking The Shoebill out for a nighttime cruise to what had become their usual fishing spot behind that basically-useless tower of cannons.

“You do an excellent job steering your ship, my hero,” Nehalennia said.

“It’s pretty easy. Want to try?” Fenrir asked her.

She perked up and did an excited little hop. “May I?”

As proper and refined as she tried behaving, she reminded him of an excited little kid at moments like that.

Fenrir beckoned her over. “Stand here,” he said, pointing to where he was just standing behind the steering wheel.

Nehalennia stood where ordered and looked at the wheel. “Is there a particular way I should handle it?”

He grabbed her hands by her wrists, his taller figure standing directly behind her smaller one, and placed her hands on the wheel. “If you want the ship to turn right, you spin the wheel this way,” he demonstrated by moving her hands for her, “and left, you turn it the opposite way.”

“How do I stop it?”

“Right now, we’re just using the wind instead of Tabs’ engine, so we’ll have to use one of Tabs’ other new inventions. See that pedal?” he asked, pointing down at a small pedal sticking up from the deck on the left side of the steering wheel. It had what looked like a mechanical pulley system running from it to the top of The Shoebill’s mast. “Step on it when I tell you to.”

“Aye, captain!” Nehalennia said with a wide smile and cutesy salute.

The Shoebill eventually reached the shadow of the tower. It was almost pitch dark in the shadow of the tower as it completely eclipsed the moon.

Fortunately, The Shoebill had a few lanterns scattered about on the deck which were lit and providing light. “Alright, press on the pedal,” Fenrir ordered.

“Aye!” Nehalennia pressed her foot down on it. Tabitha’s system came to life as the rope connected from the pedal to the top of the mast automatically pulled in the ship’s sail in a matter of seconds. Nehalennia clapped out of praise for the engineer. “I know that there are those in this game who try to push technology to its limit, but I have never seen a single person—especially a fellow woman, achieve something like this on her own!”

“Yeah, she’s a smart one. That pedal on the right there will unfurl the sails when you press on it, and this lever,” he pointed at the lever on the stand that the wheel is connected to, “turns the engine on. When it’s down like this, it’s off. The more you pull up on it, the stronger the engine runs. I’d demonstrate, but even with just a little bit of power, that engine is loud. Don’t want to disturb everybody sleeping.”

“Ah, yes, I would not want them to lose their rested bonuses. However, it is truly remarkable that she has come up with so many elaborate systems! This is similar to what automobiles of old were like, is it not? You have the ‘brake’ pedal, the ‘gas’ pedal, and a ‘stick’ for gears!”

“It’s crazy to think that teens have no idea what any of those are now. I actually got to drive a car once back when I was a teen.”

“Really? You did?” Nehalennia looked at him with excited interest.

“Yep. Back when everybody had to trade their manual vehicles in, my dad let me take his car out for a drive around the neighborhood before trading it in. It’s weird to think I’m probably one of the only guys my age who has ever driven a car before,” Fenrir explained, placing his hands on the steering wheel. He could still remember what the leather grip of the car’s wheel felt like in his hands as well as how the tobacco-stained interior smelled.

“My father probably would have allowed me to do so as well, but I could not. It is why I am so attached to this body and why I refuse to abandon it. This body—this form allows me to do what would otherwise be impossible for me. I would feel wrong abandoning it for a new one, especially considering the fact that it has been blessed.”

“I know the feeling. I’ve got some uhh, leg problems in real life, so I love this body I’ve got here. It’s everything I’m not in reality, and I’m attached, so I don’t think I could just abandon Fenrir no matter what sort of shit he gets stuck in,” he said. While he normally wouldn’t talk about that sort of topic, especially with somebody who he only just met, he felt like the two of them could relate to one another.

He figured out why that was.

“You too?!” Nehalennia asked, standing in front of him and looking up at his face. “So, we are the same?”

“Maybe?” Fenrir answered, head tilted.

Nehalennia stepped back and lifted up her dress, showing her legs up to her thighs. The backs of her calves were lined by short and thin fins, and the skin itself was covered in scales. “My legs do not work in real life. Exoskeletons can help to a small degree, but most of the time, I am left in a wheelchair. This game allows me to experience that which I have always wanted to. I may swim, jump, run, and I can even,” she paused to jump up into the air. The wing-like fins on her back fluttered and kept her in the air for a few moments before dropping her back down to the deck. “Do you understand why I refuse to leave this body behind? No matter what, I wish for nothing more than to stay in this body. Even if it means being bound to a life of living as a trophy, if it means getting to stay within this body, I would happily submit.”

“I’m—I can still use my legs, but they’re full of plates and screws. I have to use exoskeleton braces to walk around for any long time,” he said. “Sorry, hearing what you had to say, I feel pretty selfish. I’m sorry that you have to deal with that.”

“It is no worry, my hero. I have accepted both my life in reality as well as my life in this world. Besides, I do love my tragedy. Is being a wheelchair-bound girl whose only escape from reality a game where she is treated as a slave not tragic?” Nehalennia asked with a smile.

If she was able to smile in her situation, there was no reason why Fenrir couldn’t join her. “Yeah, it’s tragic alright. Anyways, you said you always get caught. How? I would think that you can probably swim way better than most, and if you can even fly a little bit, how are you always caught?”

“A man named after the god of hunting is going to know how to track and capture his prey.”

“That’s a fair point. Hey, want to try fishing?”

Nehalennia replied with her usual excited smile and nod of the head.

Hearing everything that she had to say about her legs, accepting her lives, and refusing to leave that body of hers behind to create a new character only inspired Fenrir to protect her even more than he was already resolved to. The innocent girl who simply wished to live a life in-game where she is able to escape the confines of reality deserved to be free.

Ull may not have been that horrible of a man. He didn’t force himself upon his harem, he did not cause them harm, he donated to charities for animals, and he sounded like a nice and average guy when hearing him talk up close. Yet, he captured girls and then kept such a tight leash on them that they were unable to live and play how they wanted to. Even if he treated them nicely, he did not allow them the basic freedoms that every single player in the world deserved to have.

Knowing that Ull was doing this to somebody in a situation such as Nehalennia’s is what fueled Fenrir to despise Ull just as much as when he first laid eyes on him.

By Fenrir’s logic, only a massive asshole deserving of getting ruined would ever do something like that to Nehalennia—to anybody.

They had a plan already. Win the tournament, cause a distraction by hijacking one of the city’s cliffside cannons to blast away Ull’s ship, and escape with Nehalennia and the rest of Ull’s harem—well, maybe not those who wanted to be there.

Yet, the plan was no longer any good. It would put the lives of everybody in the city at risk if it went as well as it was supposed to. Real lives were at stake. Others may not have considered the lives of NPCs to be real, but Fenrir did.

He wouldn’t do anything that seriously put a life at risk.

“My hero?” Nehalennia asked, looking up at him with a concerned expression.

“Sorry, was thinking about something,” Fenrir answered.

“May I ask what?”

“Just… how I’m going to save you, the other girls Ull has enslaved, and do it all without putting any lives at risk. I know for a fact that I could do it if I wasn’t so worried about the NPCs in this city.”

“You worry for the lives of those most deem insignificant?”

“They’re living and breathing members of this world just like the rest of us are.”

“You truly are a hero, my hero.”

Fenrir picked up his rod and had to pause for a moment when he saw just how brightly the bottom of it shined. Whereas before, the gem only had a dim glow, it now shined just as brightly as it did in Corwin’s hands.

“I guess helping you gave my Standing a big boost,” Fenrir theorized to Nehalennia.

“Of course it would! You are being a hero, my hero,” Nehalennia said.

“Let’s see how much this bastard rod likes you,” he said, handing the rod over to her.

“What causes you to demean it so?”

“It didn’t listen to me at first, and it hooked my ears on purpose. That gem in the bottom of it is one of those partner gems, so the rod is alive and only likes people with positive Standing as best as we could figure out.”

Nehalennia looked at the rod curiously before taking it into her hands. As soon as her small, gentle hands were wrapped around its handle, the gem excitedly pulsated and shined brighter than it ever had in either Corwin or Fenrir’s hands! “Wh-what does it mean if it is shining so brilliantly?” she asked.

Fenrir glared at the rod. “It means this bastard really likes you, I guess.” The gem pulsated a single time. “Yeah, told you that this rod is a bastard. You remember what your Standing was the last time you got it checked by any chance?”

“Umm… I believe that they only put it down as one hundred on my old card, but they told me that it was high enough that it could not be properly measured,” Nehalennia explained.

Fenrir blinked a few times. “Seriously?”

“Is—is it that surprising?”

“I just—first time I’ve heard of it being that high, and if they said they couldn’t properly measure it, then I guess it’s actually way higher. Anyways, you ever fish before?”

She shook her head.

“Alright, then I’ll show you how to do it.”

Fenrir went through the same process of showing her how to fish as he did with Cassiel. Without realizing it, that meant that he had his body just as close to Nehalennia’s as he did with Cassiel. However, since he was focusing more on her hands, posture, and the rod, he didn’t notice the gentle blush on Nehalennia’s cheeks.

Nehalennia cast the rod for the first time after working through how flustered she was!

She didn’t do it properly. In fact, her attempt at casting the rod might have been the single worst attempt Fenrir had ever seen in his life. By all means—by all laws of logic and nature, the attempt should have been a complete and utter failure.

Instead, the gem shined brightly as the lure flew out over the water and only finally dropped down when the rod ran out of line!

“I did it! Did you see that, my hero?” Nehalennia asked, looking up at him with her childlike excitement.

Fenrir looked down at the gem. “Yeah, you… did it. Good job,” he said, patting the top of her head which caused her to close her eyes and widely smile.

The gem pulsated a few times. It may not have said anything, its pulses may not have looked any different, but Fenrir got the feeling that the rod was mocking him.

“Now what?” Nehalennia asked.

“Well, I don’t know if you’ll get any bites at this hour, bu—” Fenrir cut himself off when he saw the rod get tugged. It wasn’t just any weak tug, either. It was a hard tug that bent the rod to the point where it looked like it was about to snap in half!

Fenrir immediately wrapped his arms around her to hold her hands on the rod. He was starting to get jealous from how everybody but himself got their first fish so easily. “I haven’t seen anything tug the rod this hard before, so it’s going to be a fight. Keep holding on as tightly as you can, alright?”

“Got it!” she replied, tightening her firm grip on the rod.

Fenrir lifted one of her hands from the rod’s handle and placed it on the reel. “Start reeling it in, like this,” he said, moving both of their hands to spin the reel. He was telling her to do it, but it ended up being mostly him doing it as his hand overpowered her own.

Eventually, he focused so intensely on reeling the catch in that he stopped explaining what to do and just did it for her. She was left pressed against him with his hands over her own, moving her however he needed to in order to get their catch.

Nehalennia blushed when she felt herself being pressed back against his crotch, but was relieved that he didn’t seem to notice.

Though, part of her didn’t know if she should feel insulted or not that he apparently didn’t notice at all. There she was, essentially letting him manhandle her and getting pressed back against his crotch, and all he could think about was the fish!

She shook her head. It wasn’t the time for those sorts of thoughts.

“I see it!” Nehalennia announced, tracking the fish with her eyes. It was long, fat, and had three rows of sharp fins running along its back. Its head was elongated and featured several sharp fangs lining its mouth.

“That’s one ugly fish,” Fenrir said as an excited smile stretched his lips. He was already excited, but seeing just how dangerous the fish looked made him even more so. “You ready? Pull up on three!”

“R-ready!”

“One… two… three!” Fenrir shouted! Both him and Nehalennia pulled up on the rod as strongly as they could. The gem rapidly pulsated as the rod’s tip bended down past the base of the handle. All three of them struggled to bring this fish overboard. “Keep pulling!” Fenrir shouted, obvious strain in his voice.

The fish’s head was lifted up over the side of the ship, letting them sees its ugly and very, very upset face. Fenrir had never seen a fish as expressive as this one. He was pretty sure that the fish was wishing for the death of his family and everybody he cared about just from the look in its eyes!

“Almost got i—” Fenrir was interrupted by the line snapping, sending the fish flopping back down into the water to swim away with one of his lures.

The sudden loss of a counterweight sent both Fenrir and Nehalennia stumbling backward.

Nehalennia tripped which caused her to knock over Fenrir.

Fenrir felt the back of his head hit the ship’s deck. He winced in pain and reached up to rub the back of his head. “Damn it, the line wasn’t able to handle that much weight,” he groaned.

There was something wet on his face.

Something warm and wet was brushing against his face.

Fenrir turned his head and opened his eyes to look at what it was.

Rock was standing next to him and lapping at his face with her now-semi-fleshy tongue. “Sorry, did the fall wake you up?” he asked her.

She barked, but she did it quietly so as to not disturb the others sleeping. It was more of a “ruff” than a bark.

Fenrir then turned his head to look up.

Nehalennia was lying directly on top of him, her face but inches away from his own with a soft blush on her cheeks. The tips of their noses rubbed together now that he was looking up at her.

Fenrir never noticed it before, but now that he was looking directly into her eyes so closely, he could see that her amber eyes were slitted like that of a snake’s.

The closeness made him blush as well. Even his ears twitched a bit out of nervousness.

“I—I am, thank you for catching me, my hero. But—umm, do you think you could release me so that I may get up?” Nehalennia asked.

Fenrir looked at where his arms were. One was wrapped tightly around her back and the other was resting halfway on the base of her tail and halfway on her rear.

She blushed even more when she noticed that he realized it.

Fenrir immediately let go of her and waited for her to get up before getting up himself.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to—” Fenrir started saying.

“It is alright, my hero. I know you simply wished to catch me,” Nehalennia reassured him, straightening out her dress and hair.

Rock walked to her feet, sat down, and looked up at her.

Nehalennia looked down at Rock and blinked. “How—how have I missed such a cute puppy? I swear that I did not see him on here before!”

“That’s Rock, and she’s a she. She also blends in with the ship pretty well, and she was sleeping over there,” he pointed near the front of the ship, “when you first came here, so that’s probably how. Oh, and she’s friendly.”

Rock ruffed.

Nehalennia crouched down to pet the top of Rock’s head, instantly gaining the rocky pup’s trust and affection. “A wolf, an orc, a rock puppy, an energetic girl engineer, and now a serpent! This is quite the crew you have assembled, my hero.”

“Oh? You’re part of the crew now?” Fenrir teased.

“You did promise to save me, after all! That means you are stuck with me for as long as I am saved.”

“Guess you’re stuck with me forever then.”

He cringed when he realized just how cringe that could sound, but Nehalennia was smiling just as kindly as ever at his words.

At least one of them was seemingly unaffected by cringe.

Nehalennia had been yawning for the past half an hour, the time between yawns lessening with every one, and so Fenrir decided to take The Shoebill back to dock.

She tried playing with Rock to keep herself awake.

From what Fenrir learned during the past two months in-game, the only time that tiredness really began showing up in characters was when they were about to fall asleep in reality. Many people who don’t play the game assumed that being in bed for hours at a time immersed in virtual reality would be relaxing and not tiring. The truth was the opposite. Since virtual reality in its current, popular state essentially used the human brain as half of its processing power, players grew just as tired as they would if they were up and moving around for that entire time instead.

Thus, to see somebody in-game yawning and falling asleep, it was usually safe to assume that they had been playing for a very long duration without break. Either that, or they were already tired before playing.

“When’s the last time you woke?” Fenrir asked Nehalennia.

“A-ah, as embarrassing as it is to admit, I believe I have been here for the past fourteen real hours,” Nehalennia replied.

Fenrir’s eyes widened at her response. She no-lifed this game even harder than he did if that was a regular session for her. “So you’ve basically been in-game and awake for a day and a half now?”

She nodded. “It is easy to stay awake for so long in-game when time moves slower. Or is it faster? If twice as much time passes here than the real world, then… does time move faster because twice as much is happening, or slower?”

“Huh, I’ve never really thought of that before. Uhh, if you get close to a black hole, time starts moving slower relative to the rest of the universe. Like, a few minutes there could be hours or years elsewhere. So time would be going slower… but only relative to people outside of it. I guess if you were the one near the black hole, and then you left it, one could say that time was moving faster there because—no, that doesn’t make any sense.” Fenrir sighed. “As you may or may not be able to tell, I’m not exactly an astrophysicist.”

Nehalennia giggled and nodded. “Fair enough, fair enough. Rather than say time moves faster or slower, let us just agree that it moves differently, yes?”

“Sounds good to me. Anyways, if you’ve been up for fourteen hours in real life, that means you’ve been here for twenty-eight. You need to go get some sleep.”

“I will when we make it to the dock, my hero. Where should I sleep?”

“You can use my hammock until we figure something better out.”

“But then where will you sleep?”

“I’ll probably just chill with Rock on the deck or something.”

“Are you sure that such an arrangement is acceptable? I feel bad knowing that while I lay in what is meant to be your hammock, you would have only the wooden deck of the ship!”

He could tell that she was engaging her inner drama lover when she started waving her hands around and using a more dramatic tone. The others were all asleep already, so he was safe to play along for a bit. “A princess such as yourself deserves nothing but the finest, most rope-y of hammocks to rest upon. Please, it would be my pleasure for you to call my hammock your bed while I reside with my loyal companion.”

Nehalennia turned away. “If you tell me that this is the only way, then I shall take your word for it! Oh, this is such a hard life for a princess. To have been stolen away from my castle and now forced to sleep in the hull of a ship upon a hammock—oh, the luxuries I once had. They are now all gone. I am left with naught but my gown and my body, but you may even take the latter as I sleep! To be kidnapped and then defiled by a foul pirate in my sleep…”

Fenrir’s ears twitched. Who was being called a foul pirate? “I thought that I was supposed to play the part of a knight saving a princess, but now you’re a kidnapped princess being taken away and ‘defiled’ by a foul pirate?”

“A foul pirate! A dastardly wolf! For a wolf to lust after a fair princess’s body, such a thing is not right! Have you no shame?!” she swung her arms out as she shamed him, spinning around and accusatorily pointing at him.

If she wanted a foul pirate and dastardly wolf, that was what she was going to get.

Fenrir stepped away from the ship’s wheel, stomped up to her, and—gently—grabbed her by her shoulders to pin her against the mast. One hand reached up to grab the tip of her chin, tilting her head back and up so that he could look directly down into her eyes while his other hand stayed on her shoulder. “If you want me to play the role of the villain, that’s something I’m pretty good at. Tell me, you worthless princess, shall I tie you up and ruin you myself, or let the rest of my crew handle that for me?”

His words caused an intense blush to spread across her cheeks, but it did not last for long as they both burst out laughing.

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I can’t keep that up,” Fenrir said, letting go of her and walking back over to the ship’s wheel.

“I did not expect you to actually play along! Goodness, that was surprising. I did not mind it, but I certainly did not expect it!” Nehalennia said. “If Ull was more like that then I likely would not detest him as much as I do, but alas, he is much more boring.”

Hearing her say that actually made Fenrir feel a bit jealous. “So you would prefer your captor to act like a generic, cheesy villain?”

“It would make things more interesting at the very least! Acting cheesy and dramatic is more entertaining than being simple and boring, is it not?”

“Yeah, I can’t really argue with that logic. You know, I actually went through a phase when I was younger where I’d act like that all the time. Funnily enough, that was probably when I was the most popular with girls. They ate it up.”

“I cannot blame them. Those like me gravitate to such personalities. The issue is that most men with such demeanors do not know how nor when to turn them off, instead fully living the part.”

“So what you’re saying is that it’s better to just pretend to be some dominant, smooth villain than to actually be one? Makes sense.”

“That is right, my hero. As much as I love that sort of play, to truly be that way is just unhealthy.”

“You totally get along with that dragon girl who likes being chained up, don’t you?”

Nehalennia blushed and turned away. “W-we may or may not be friends.”

“Hey, how many of those girls do you think actually want freedom?” Fenrir asked, his tone more serious now as The Shoebill drifted into its usual spot at the docks.

“Including myself… I would say only nine truly wish for freedom from Ull. Many of them have come to not only accept, but enjoy, their statuses as his things. His girlfriend—the dragon, acts as a sort of mother to the rest of us. Some of the girls have fallen in love with him, others have fallen in love with her. Most of them, however, are non-player characters at this point. They gained their own personalities—their own artificial intelligences controlling them rather than the overseer doing so, and fell for him. The few who still detest him and wish to leave are all non-player characters as well. I am the only remaining player who wishes to leave. The others all started over with new characters,.”

“So, one down and eight to go who are all NPCs.”

Nehalennia nodded while yawning.

“Alright, you need to get to bed. Come on,” Fenrir said as he finished tying the ship to the dock.

“Carry me,” Nehalennia said.

“What?”

“I said to carry me. You are my hero, and I am your princess, no?”

“I—uh, alright.” Fenrir walked up to her and placed his hands under her armpits.

She swatted his hands away. “Not like that! You must carry me like a proper princess,” she teased.

With a blush on his cheeks, Fenrir crouched down, placed one hand underneath her knees as another supported her back, and lifted her up so that he was carrying her in proper princess fashion.

Nehalennia smiled and pointed to the stairs that led below deck. “Carry me away, my hero!” she ordered before giggling.

“As you wish.”

Below deck, Fenrir gently set her down in the hammock usually reserved for himself.

“Thank you, my hero. Now, I get a goodnight kiss as well, yes?” Nehalennia asked.

She didn’t get the reaction that she was hoping for.

Fenrir pointed over at Cassiel and Serra, both sleeping in their own hammocks. “You’ll have to run that by them first.”

Nehalennia pouted for a moment, but then smiled and sighed. “I figured as much. You may play along with me and my silly fantasies, but you are still a loyal wolf at your core.”

“I try to be. I don’t think I need to say this, but as teasing and playing along as I was, it’s just that. I’m not just trying to save you to get into your pants or anything either like some fedora-wearing white knight, either,” Fenrir explained.

“I know, my hero, and that is why I just may truly fall for you yet.”

“Yeah—wait, what?” Fenrir asked, but her eyes closed as she fell into slumber.

Rock let out a muffled ruff from the top of the stairs with a blanket that she had stolen from Bonekraka’s hammock in her mouth.

“At least you don’t tease me, Rock.”

Lying down on the deck with the blanket that Rock stole for the two of them, Fenrir cuddled with Rock and gave her plenty of belly rubs and head pats.

“We don’t get much time by ourselves, do we?” Fenrir asked Rock.

Rock ruffed and licked his hand.

“Hey, aren’t you getting kind of big? You were only like, a fourth of this size a couple of months ago.”

She bit his hand.

Fenrir retaliated by grabbing onto her snout and shaking it around. Their conversation turned into a wrestling match between her and his hand.

By the end of it, the skin from his fingers to halfway up his arm was covered in red marks thanks to her rocky teeth.

“How come you’re getting a fleshy-ish tongue, but your teeth are still like pure rock?” he asked her.

Rock ruffed and chomped onto his hand again, but rather than shake and play with it, she licked it.

He reached his other hand up to her to playfully smack her side a few times.

“I wish I could take you into reality with me and cuddle with you there. Sleeping would be so much easier if I could sleep with you in my bed. Though, I don’t think I would ever want to get out of bed if I could do that,” Fenrir said.

Rock rolled onto her back to signify that she clearly had not yet received enough belly rubs.

“Alright, only a few more minutes and then I’ve really got to get to bed.” His hand returned to her belly once more. She was still relatively blocky and definitely made out of rock, but the rock that made up her belly was much smoother and warmer than the rest of her. Fenrir then looked around and noticed that Rod was nearby. “Hey, Rod,” he called out to it.

The gem pulsed once.

“Do you think that it’s possible to save the rest of those girls without getting anybody killed?” he asked it.

The gem pulsed twice—no.

“Then do you think I just shouldn’t even try? If it means not putting lives at risk, would it be better to just let them stay captive?”

It pulsed twice again.

“Yeah, I agree, but I have no idea what to do. Part of me thinks that I should just leave with Nehalennia to at least save her, but I don’t think we’d be able to make it far before Ull and that fleet of his would catch up with us.”

One pulse—it agreed.

“And to be honest, I really don’t want to miss the tournament. This is still a game, and I already got the rest of the crew looking forward to it, so it would be wrong to skip out on the tournament and to run away with her.”

One pulse.

“Do you want to actually participate in the tournament?”

Another single pulse.

“Yeah, I guess it’d be weird for a fishing rod to not want to be part of a fishing tournament. Also, uhh, sorry for being mean to you. I guess it makes sense that you wouldn’t have trusted me originally since I had negative Standing, and you apparently only like people with positive Standing. Just for the record, though, I only had negative Standing because we mercilessly killed a bunch of players in this guild that was led by some assholes who…” Fenrir explained the entire situation regarding Cassiel, that weird garlic guild, and Coastedge. “So yeah, it might have technically been evil or whatever, but they deserved it.”

Rod waited a few moments before pulsating a single time.

“Glad to know we’re on the same page now. I wish I could have let Serra try holding you when she still had really negative Standing. I guess blowing up a village isn’t good for that sort of thing. Anyways, I don’t suppose that you’ve got any plan where I can somehow save everybody in that prick’s ‘harem’ who needs saving while not putting any NPC lives at risk?”

Two pulses.

“Yeah, I figured as much. Anyways, I’m going to hop off of here now. See you tomorrow, Rod and Rock. Sorry for being so bad with naming as well.”

Fenrir got two pulses from Rod and a lick on the face from Rock.

“Ready to wake, Saya.”

Fenrir returned to being just Ryouta.

“Hey, Fan,” Ryouta said to his eternally spinning ceiling fan.

It continued spinning

“For some reason, I actually thought you’d reply somehow. Great, that game is going to make me think every inanimate object I own is somehow going to be able to talk back to me,” he said to himself while slipping the headband of a headset off from around his head.

He got out of bed, plugged it into his computer for it to charge since it had been a week since the last time he recharged it, and got back into bed.

“Night, Fan.”

The fan spun.

Fenrir fell asleep, but his sleep was interrupted in only a few hours by the ringing of his phone.

He panicked from the sound of his phone ringing since it had been so long that he forgot what his ringtone even sounded like!

Suddenly hearing a chorus of anime girls singing in Japanese was one hell of a way to wake up.

Now that he remembered what his ringtone sounded like, he realized he should probably change it before taking his phone out into public again.

Ryouta got out of bed as quickly as his weak legs let him to grab the phone left by his computer.

There were several dozen text messages and notifications from Fiscord. More importantly, the one calling him was Cassandra.

He answered the call. “Hey, what’s up?” he asked before yawning, his tired voice expressing that he just woke up.

“In-game. Now,” Cassandra ordered before hanging up.

Ryouta’s heart sank into his gut. Why did she sound so pissed off at him? He tried thinking of anything that he had done which could possibly upset her, but nothing came to mind.

He grabbed his headset, got back into bed, and immersed himself into Life of Fantasy Online.

“Somebooooodddyyyyy’s iiinnnn trooooouuuuubbbblllleeeeee,” Saya teased in a singsong tone.

Fenrir opened his eyes.

Cassiel was standing next to him with crossed arms and a very, very displeased expression. Serra was there as well but looked much less upset, instead… giving him a thumbs-up?

Fenrir looked around. He was in his hammock, but why? He went to sleep on the deck.

And what was that weight on top of him?

He looked down at his chest.

Nehalennia was cuddled up to him on top of his chest with the blanket over them.

Oh.

“I—I swear, I was logged out on the deck with Rock and Rod, and she was in the hammock by herself! A-and, shouldn’t you be more concerned, Serra?” Fenrir asked. He knew exactly how it looked, so for Serra to be giving him a thumbs-up was confusing.

“I trust you. I know you wouldn’t do anything. If you wanted to cheat on us you wouldn’t make it so obvious,” Serra explained.

“Tch. D-don’t defend him, I’m mad here…” Cassiel said, but she knew that Serra had a point.

Fenrir lifted Nehalennia up and climbed out from underneath her. She cuddled with the blanket as soon as he set her back down into the hammock.

“You know he wouldn’t do that. I don’t know why you had to wake us up. I’m sleepy still,” Serra said, rubbing her eyes.

“She woke you up as well?” Fenrir asked.

Cassiel blushed and looked away.

“She woke me up, told me to come here, we looked at you, she got mad, woke to go and call you, then came back and started shouting while waiting for you to come on,” Serra explained.

“I – I… jumped to conclusions, okay?! How am I supposed to feel when I see my boyfriend cuddling with some other woman…” Cassiel explained herself.

Fenrir wrapped his arms around Cassiel’s waist and placed a kiss on her forehead. “Sorry that you were worried. I promise I logged out up on the deck exactly because I wanted to avoid any misunderstandings. I even turned down her kiss when she asked for one,” he explained.

Cassiel shoved him off of her. “Kiss? She asked for a kiss?”

“She sounds like a new harem member,” Serra said.

“H-hey, this isn’t a harem,” Fenrir said.

Serra pouted. “You know what I mean. New love interest. When does she join?”

Fenrir joined Cassiel in looking jealous as they both looked on at Serra.

“What? She’s cute,” Serra said.

“Serra, your power level is way too high,” Fenrir replied.

Serra smiled, walked up to them, and hugged them before asking each one of them for a kiss. “I’m just joking, but I wouldn’t mind her joining us.”

“Hey, Serra, how many parents do you have?”

“Nine. Four moms, five dads. Lots of siblings.”

“That explains some things,” Fenrir said.

“Yeah, a lot of things,” Cassiel agreed.

Serra shrugged.

Everything that happened since the girls went to bed until the present time was explained to them by Fenrir. He even told them about his conversation with Rock and Rod for full transparency.

“So, she’s some roleplayer obsessed with dark stories that wanted a kiss from you, and you call her ‘Princess?’” Cassiel asked for confirmation.

Fenrir figured that the last part wouldn’t go over too well. “I—I was just playing along, and I told her that so that she wouldn't get any mixed signals,” he explained.

Cassiel sighed. “I trust you, but you never call us that…”

“You’re my princess, Cassiel. You are my beautiful, blonde, tsundere princess who thrusts her pole into me from behind.”

Her blush grew redder and brighter until he just had to bring up pole thrusting again. She grabbed his shirt and pushed him against the side of the ship after hearing that. “Why did you have to ruin it?!”

“Cass Cass likes thrusting into men from behind,” Serra said followed by snerking.

Cassiel turned her head to look back at Serra with eyes expressing feelings of betrayal. “He hasn’t called you a princess yet either!”

“That’s too cheesy for me.”

“Wh-wha—” Cassiel blushed again.

“Cass Cass is cheesy.”

Despite Serra being the one teasing Cassiel, Fenrir was the one facing Cassiel’s abuse as she shook him back and forth against The Shoebill’s hull.

Cassiel only stopped abusing her boyfriend when she hears somebody giggling from the side—somebody unfamiliar.

They looked over and saw the serpentine girl leaning up in the hammock and watching the show. “My, such a violent display of love. Are you alright, my hero?” Nehalennia asked.

“She calls you her hero?” Cassiel asked, glaring up at Fenrir.

He forgot to explain that part. “I-it’s part of the roleplay,” he explained now.

Cassiel let go of Fenrir, but only so that she could stand in front of him between him and Nehalennia. “Don’t get me wrong. I feel bad for you and those other girls, and I’m fine with helping you and hiding you, but Fenrir is mine,” Cassiel said with a huff and a pout.

“Ours,” Serra corrected her.

“Y-yeah. Ours. He’s our hero.”

Fenrir poked Cassiel’s side.

She jumped up, made her signature Cassiel squeaking noise, and then turned around to pound her fists against his chest! But not too hard to actually hurt him, of course.

“You have to be approved by us before joining his harem,” Serra explained to Nehalennia, having walked up to her.

“Oh? It is a harem? I was under the assumption that it is a polyamorous relationship rather than a harem,” Nehalennia asked.

“She’s just teasing me by calling it a harem,” Fenrir explained. “It’s more like her harem if anything.”

“May I at least continue calling him my hero? I have already grown fond of calling him that,” Nehalennia asked Serra.

“Yeah, that’s okay,” Serra answered.

Cassiel crossed her arms and huffed some more.

“I look forward to getting along with you two. My hero has assured me that I shall be with him forever, so we will need to try our best to get along!” Nehalennia declared.

“Haah? What’s this about being together with her forever now?” Cassiel asked, glaring up at Fenrir again.

He forgot to mention that part, too. “R-roleplay?” he tried using that reason again.

Cassiel didn’t buy it. “I’m kicking you out of this relationship. It’s only going to be me and Serra now.”

Fenrir looked over at Serra, expecting her to defend him, but instead saw her waving him goodbye.

He hung his head in defeat.

“My hero, it seems that you are quite the bullied one! Here I believed that I lived a life of cruelty, yet you may have it far worse than I,” Nehalennia said, joining in on the teasing.

“You’ll get along with us,” Serra said, giving Nehalennia a thumbs-up.

“Yeah, she can replace you,” Cassiel said to Fenrir.

“He can be our guard dog! We could even get him a collar and leash,” Nehalennia suggested.

Fenrir was very, very concerned by how the girls looked at him after that suggestion. They looked… way too interested in that idea.

“I think I’d rather be the one with the collar,” Serra said.

Nehalennia grabbed Serra’s hands and held them in her own, nodding at Serra’s remark. “It would be great either way, would it not?”

Cassiel pinched Fenrir’s arm to get his attention. He leaned down so that she could whisper in his ear.

“I think they’re getting along way too well,” Cassiel whispered.

“Honestly, I didn’t expect any of this to happen this way,” Fenrir whispered back while Serra and Nehalennia formed a new bond through shared perversion. “Anyways,” he spoke up now, “do any of you mind if I wake to go and grab a couple more hours of sleep? I planned on sleeping right until the ceremony is about to begin, so I’m still pretty tired.” A large yawn followed his words to prove his point.

“Please do, my hero. You need as much rest as you can get,” Nehalennia said.

“Yeah, my hero,” Serra teased.

While he was still leaning down for Cassiel, she whispered one last thing into his ear, “O-only if you call me your princess again, and not ruin it…”

Fenrir held Cassiel close by her hips and pressed his lips to her ear. “You’re my beautiful princess, Cassandra,” he whispered.

Cassiel’s face turned pure red, and the others could swear that they saw steam rising from her ears. “O-okay, you can go back to sleep.”

“Thank you. Wait, before I go,” he looked at Nehalennia, “how’d I end up in the hammock with you on top of me?”

“I pretended to be asleep until I heard you stop talking, and then I carried you down here, put you in the hammock, and went to sleep on top of you,” Nehalennia explained, her voice sounding as if everything she just said was completely normal.

“Just how strong are you?” he asked.

“The blessing did more than change how I look!”

Fenrir shook the rest of his questions out of his head, getting into the hammock and waking from the game once more to catch a few more hours’ worth of sleep.

It was time for the opening ceremony when he woke up and got back in-game.

The only ones below deck were Tabitha and Bonekraka. Bonekraka grunted when he saw Fenrir. “Anybody explain what’s going on with Nehalennia to you yet?” Fenrir asked him.

Bonekraka pointed at Tabitha. “She did,” he answered.

“Mornin’, wolf boy,” Tabitha said while tinkering with the engine.

“You’re constantly working on that. You sure it’s ready?” Fenrir asked.

Tabitha looked up at him with a wide smile. “Nope!”

“Good enough.” Fenrir went above deck.

The first sight he saw was that of Rock on her back, tongue hanging out from her mouth as she heavily panted, and tail looking like it wanted to wag but was simply too tired to.

Nehalennia was wearing the robe that Fenrir got her to hide herself from any passersby on the docks, and she was standing with Serra on each side of Rock.

“What’d you two do to her?” Fenrir asked.

“Lots of playing,” Serra answered.

Fenrir looked over at Cassiel who was standing upon a crate with her metal greaves dented with dozens of bite marks. “What happened to you?” he asked her.

“Serra told Rock that she’d give her treats if she attacked me!” Cassiel explained, pointing an accusatory finger at Serra. “She bullies me when you’re not here to be the victim!”

Fenrir and Serra exchanged a mutual thumbs-up.

“Where’re the two lovers at?” he asked.

“Hotel,” Serra answered.

“Yeah, I figured as much. You know if they plan on being back for the ceremony?”

“Olly said they’d be quick.”

“Yeah, right. Well, let’s get things ready in case we have to go without them. It’s just the opening ceremony, so the full crew isn’t required.”

They got to work organizing the fishing equipment, cleaning up the deck, and testing Tabitha’s inventions to make sure that everything was working properly. While doing so, Fenrir checked the surrounding city out to see if his concerns were legitimate.

They were. There were far more guards on duty. Oleander was able to gather enough information to know that more guards were not planned for security during any part of the tournament, yet there were guards everywhere looking as if they were searching for something.

For somebody.

Furthermore, Ull’s own legions were accompanying them.

“I don’t think he’s happy about you being gone for so long,” Fenrir said to Nehalennia who was standing next to him.

“Not at all!” Nehalennia said with a smile.

“I may need you to hide below deck until everything is over. Is that alright?”

“Hiding below is of no concern to me. If I must hide for a few days for a lifetime of freedom, it would be more than worth it.”

“Worst case scenario, we hide you in Tabs’ backpack.”

“That… may not be acceptable.”

“It’ll be fine. You just might accidentally make something in there explode.” He looked down at her and saw her pouting. “Alright, alright. No hiding in the backpack.”


Patch 3.0

As it got closer to the beginning of the opening ceremony, more and more players and NPCs alike gathered around the docks. There were a good few hundred near The Shoebill’s side of the docks an hour ago, but now there were thousands.

And that was just at one small part of the docks. In total, throughout the city, Fenrir guessed that there were close to a million players there right now. For a game with over fifty million active players and Port Tugator being one of the game’s largest cities and the capital for one of its main factions, one million actually seemed like a low turnout.

The actual piers were off limits to anybody not participating in the tournament. Even so, there were thousands gathered along them as a vast amount of players were set to participate.

With crews being anywhere from seven to twenty players in number, there were hundreds of vessels that would be competing.

“Sorry, Nell, but you need to get below deck now,” Fenrir said to Nehalennia.

“Nell? Is that your nickname for me?” Nehalennia asked.

“Yeah, I figured that it’s cuter and easier to say. I don’t think I’ve said your actual name right once yet, plus it’s not a name you chose in the first place.”

“Nell… I like it! My name shall be Nell from now on. No more Nehalennia,” Nell said.

“Glad to hear it. Anyways, you need to go hide now,” Fenrir said. The tone of his voice made it clear that he didn’t want her to have to hide, but she needed to.

“It is alright, my hero. I wish you the best of luck in the tournament.”

“It’ll be easy today, just some friendly fishing.”

“Regardless, I wish you luck!” Nell cheered before heading below deck.

Everybody else remained standing above deck.

“So, what’s the opening ceremony like?” Fenrir asked Corwin. He and Oleander made it back only a few minutes ago, and they both looked very messy.

“You will know soon,” Corwin answers.

Serra held onto Fenrir’s hand and excitedly rocked back and forth on her heels.

“Excited?” Fenrir asked.

“Yeah. Heard that Blackstache’s ship will show up,” Serra answered.

Fenrir looked out over the water. If Blackstache’s legendary ship was going to arrive, Fenrir was excited.

“Hey, there’s that guy,” Cassiel said, pointing to a ship several spots down from them.

Fenrir looked over and saw Morven aboard The Yellow Minnow with the rest of his crew. Fenrir waved when Morven looked his way, and Morven waved back.

Aside from them, Fenrir only knew that Jax and Jin would be with their crew somewhere in the tournament. He hadn’t personally talked to anybody else who would be participating.

The city then fell eerily silent as the water in the center of the harbor began bubbling.

“It’s starting,” Corwin said. Even he sounded excited.

All members of The Soaring Wolves stood near the bow of the ship to get a better look.

The intensity of the bubbling water gave it the appearance that it was boiling. Ripples were sent from the epicenter of the bubbles to the surrounding water. The ripples caused even The Shoebill to bob up and down as they passed by.

The top of a mast then appeared within the bubbling water.

Two more mast tops appeared as what they could only assume was Blackstache’s ship rose up from the depths of the harbor.

They saw its sails and netting next.

From what they could see, the masts were already twice as tall as most would be, yet their bases had yet to be revealed. None of the rest of the ship could be seen yet.

“Holy—how big is this thing?” Fenrir asked.

“Big,” Serra answered, her voice quick and excited. She was practically jumping up and down from how excited she was!

Finally, the deck of the mighty ship could be seen. Fenrir was so impressed by the show that he was not even going to question how Blackstache and the rest of the crew were already onboard it!

“How are they already on there?” Cassiel asked.

Fenrir and Serra both looked at her with fingers in front of their lips.

“Sheesh, sorry,” Cassiel said with a huff.

Going by the windows throughout the galleon-styled ship, there were at least four levels and each level had sixteen cannons per side on it aside from the top level which only had eight on each side. By Fenrir’s quick mental math, that gave the behemoth of a ship a total of one hundred and twelve cannons! The only thing bigger than the ship that he had seen in-game was the harbor’s tower, but even then, the masts were almost as tall as it was!

The crewmembers of the mighty ship looked like ants as they hurried about on it.

Aside from its monstrous size, the ship’s figurehead was a skull with a long and twirled mustache with a pair of owl-like wings sticking out from behind it. Blackstache’s mustachioed skull symbol was also visible on the ship’s sails and the flag at the top of the central mast, and on the side of the ship near its stern is painted letters that read The Black Owl.

“He really likes owls,” Fenrir said.

“Owls are pleasant creatures, so I cannot judge him for it,” Corwin said.

“Weak,” Bonekraka chimed in.

“I want it,” Serra said.

“Want what?” Fenrir asked.

“That ship.”

“I mean, I’ve stolen bigger ships than that before in other games, but… yeah, I don’t know if that’s going to happen, but it would be awesome.”

“Get it for me for my birthday.”

“We’ll see.”

A duo of owls flew over to the ship and perched themselves upon the shoulders of the man standing behind the ship’s wheel.

Blackstache was too far away, and too high up on The Black Owl, for Fenrir and company to see what he was doing. All they could make out was that he was touching the owls, and then the two owls flew up into the air and began flying in a large circle around the city.

“Welcome to the openin’ ceremony for tha fourth Grand Fishin’ Tournament! We’re joined this time ‘round by tha Forest King of Valhalla, leader of the Northern Wardens, Ull!” Blackstache announced, his voice coming from the owls and being amplified by magic to be loud enough for everybody in the city to hear.

Ull’s flagship sailed out to float next to Blackstache’s. When side by side, even Ull’s ship looked small.

“I really want it,” Serra said.

Fenrir flicked the back of her head.

She pouted and looked up at him.

“Alright, alright, I’ll think about it,” he said.

“Now, ya all know I ain’t the biggest fan o’ grand speeches an’ all that, so how about we just go over some of ‘em basic rules before we get started!” Blackstache resumed announcing. “Over the next four days—real days, mind ya, there’ll be a three-part tourney where only one crew will win! I’ll go over tha specifics for each part when tha time comes, but fer now, all ya need to know is that this day is all about comradery and fishin’! Let’s just enjoy a day out on tha water fishin’ together without any violence before the real tournament starts up. So, no boardin’, no killin’, and no cheatin’! Today’s just for fishin’ and nothin’ but. All fish caught will be handed over to the city’s best cooks for the tastiest seafood festival tonight and tomorrow that any o’ ya ‘ave ever seen!”

The city’s cheers were almost deafening!

Fenrir thought that it was supposed to be a nice and relaxing day for fishing. Instead, now he felt pressured as only a few thousand players were supposed to catch enough fish for over a million players and NPCs.

Now Fenrir knew why so many non-participants gathered for a fishing tournament.

“Now then! You can go an’ fish wherever ya want as long as you’re back within the next eight hours, and attendants will be waitin’ on the piers to take your catches from ya! Any crew that can’t bring back at least ten times their amount of members won’t be participating in the first round of tha tourney!”

Ten times the amount of crew members? “That’s seventy fish, at least,” Fenrir told the crew.

“We can do it,” Serra said.

“I hope so,” Cassiel said.

“I am sure we will be fine, captain. We have four rods and eight hours,” Corwin joined in.

“That still sounds like a pretty far reach, but I’m sure it’ll work out,” Oleander said.

“Now, let tha opening ceremony begin!” Blackstache shouted.

All along the piers, hundreds of ships unfurled their masts, untied their ships, and set sail!

“Olly,” Fenrir said.

“Got it!” Oleander ran back to the ship’s wheel.

“We usin’ the engine?” Tabitha asked.

“Nah, save it for the second round. Don’t want to let anybody know what we’re capable of yet,” Fenrir answered. “Bone, mind keeping a lookout and trying to gather whatever information you can for now?”

Bonekraka grunted and shrugged.

“Alright. Me, Corwin, Serra, and Cass Cass will be the fishers. Tabitha and Olly will be our backups. Everybody ready?” Fenrir asked them.

They all cheered and got to their stations.

"Wait, why am I the only one with my nickname getting used?" Cassiel asked.

"Because you're Cass Cass," Fenrir answered.

She wanted to question that, but ended up getting distracted from asking more when she saw Serra's finger getting dangerously close to her side.

The Shoebill and her crew sailed out from their spot at the docks and onto open waters. With hundreds of ships all being launched at once, Oleander had his work cut out for him in avoiding crashing into any other ships.

Cassiel was the only one to really worry about his ability in steering the ship, but she learned why everybody else had such faith in him.

Like a graceful dancer, The Shoebill glided along the water masterfully evading any potential collisions.

Tabitha came above deck to give the helmsman some praise. “This might be some of the smoothest sailin’ I’ve ever seen in this game! I’m used ta having to shout and groan about you drivin’ folk bein’ shit at your jobs, but this is nice. Can’t wait to see how ya handle her with the engine at full power,” Tabitha said, giving Oleander a few smacks on his back.

Each smack smashed him forward into the wheel.

“Tabs, what’s your Strength score?” Oleander asked her with a pained voice.

“A rank. Why?”

Oleander forgot that she was a veteran player from how she looked and behaved, but in reality, she’s got a Strength higher than the vast majority of players. She was stronger than the rest of the crew combined in raw, physical strength.

“Just curious,” Oleander said as he straightened his back out. He regretted not fully disabling pain.

Tabitha walked up to Fenrir near the bow of the ship. “Oi, wolf boy,” she called out to him. “Green down there wants to know if she can come up once we’re out away from other ships.”

“Green?” Fenrir asked.

“Yeah, ya know, green-ish hair and all ‘at. Plus her name is in a pain in the arse ta say.”

“Well, I’m calling her Nell now if you want to switch over to that.”

“Nelly! Got it. Anyways, can she come up in a bit?”

“Close enough, and sure. I’ll go down there and bring her up when it’s safe.”

Tabitha headed back below deck where Nell was.

“We can go ahead and start casting off the stern. Our lines shouldn’t get messed up, and we can just let them drag behind The Shoebill,” Fenrir suggested. His fellow fishers agreed with his plan, picking up their rods and equipment to head for the ship’s stern.

Fenrir looked at Rod. “Ready, partner?” he asked it.

Rod pulsed once.

“Wait, why I haven’t I asked this before… are you a girl?”

Two pulses.

“Are you a guy?”

One pulse.

Yeah. Fenrir should have expected that, and he knew that, but he was still hoping that a rod could potentially be a girl. “Well, partner, let’s go,” he picked up Rod and his tackle box.

The four fishers had only a single bucket of live bait to use that was provided to them by the tournament’s organizers for free. Everybody but Fenrir took from it to bait their hooks.

“Why do you always use lures?” Corwin asked Fenrir.

“Well, you can’t really get attached to live bait, and if you do then your attachment is going to be pretty short-lived. But, when you use lures, as long as you don’t… try lifting fish that are too heavy for your line, you keep them for a long time and can bond with them. I’ve read stories of fishermen in reality before who would catch hundreds of fish over years with the same lures,” Fenrir explained.

“You like sentimental stuff,” Serra said.

“Basically, yeah. Plus, it pays off. I mean, look at Rock. Rock saved me from Cass Cass back when she was still penetrating me from behind, and now Rod here is going to grow more powerful the stronger our bond grows.”

Fenrir felt a death glare being directed at him.

He looked to his side and saw Cassiel clutching her sword’s handle.

“What if Cass Cass likes pegging?” Serra asked.

Fenrir coughed from surprise at her question. For once, Cassiel was actually grabbing onto Serra and shaking her around. “I do not like that!” Cassiel shouted.

“Sucks for you, Fenny,” Oleander chimed in from the wheel.

“I—I’m happy she’s not. I might be into some weird stuff, but uhh, I’m fine with the only thing penetrating me being a spear in my back. Preferably not even that,” Fenrir explained. “And food, and drinks. I’m fine with those things penetrating my mouth if that counts.”

“Depends on what you define as food and a drink,” Oleander teased.

“You know exactly what I mean and don’t mean.”.

Everybody but Cassiel, who is still shaking Serra, was laughing by that point.

The Shoebill reached a calm, quiet spot away from the hundreds of other ships outside of the city’s immediate surroundings.

Serra and Corwin managed to catch a fish each from dragging their lines behind the ship, but the others were not as lucky.

All of their caught fish were going into large barrels half-filled with water.

“Sure do wish we still had an anchor to drop,” Oleander said loudly enough for Tabitha to hear from below the deck.

“Keep your pretty lil’ antlers focused on steerin’ the ship instead of droppin’ anchors!” Tabitha shouted up at him.

“I’m going to go grab Nell and let her know she can come hang out with us up here,” Fenrir told the other three fishers before heading below deck. A minute later and he returned with Nell.

“I shall stand back and cheer for you all!” Nell declared.

Serra gave her a thumbs-up and returned her attention to her fishing rod. She got another bite.

Fenrir was starting to get jealous of her luck.

“Alright, Rod, let’s show them how it’s done,” Fenrir told his partner of a fishing rod before casting his line out.

An hour passed by.

Serra caught five fish.

Corwin caught three.

Cassiel caught two.

Fenrir caught one and a half. The half was from when a larger fish decided to take a bite out of the fish on his line right before pulling it out of the water, thus leaving him with only the front half of the fish.

Needless to say, Fenrir felt his ego getting deflated with every single fish that everybody else caught.

“It’s the big hairy guys,” Serra said, pointing to a ship coming closer to theirs.

Oleander instinctively turned his head to where these supposed large and hairy men were. Corwin did the same.

Fenrir thought one of them would get jealous if the other was so excitedly looking in the direction of large, hairy men, but them having a shared interest in such men explained quite a lot.

“If it ain’t the wolf captain!” Jax shouted from aboard The Weeping Tit.

Fenrir also spotted Jin aboard the ship in addition to five other large, hairy, and barely clothed men.

None of them looked younger than thirty.

Fenrir wanted to shout back with an “if it ain’t the,” but he had no idea what to call Jax other than his name. He could try calling him the half-naked, old man captain, but he didn’t know if that would go over too well.

Instead of shouting back, Fenrir just waved.

Another ship came up from behind The Weeping Tit. It looked similar to The Shoebill both in style and size, but its hull was made out of a wood that looked familiar yet subtly different. Tabitha came up from below deck just in time to catch a peek at it and whispered to Fenrir.

“Oi, that girl there is made out of steel oak,” Tabitha whispered.

“Steel oak? You mean that tree that’s supposed to be really rare and as hard as steel, and they’ve got a ship made out of it?” Fenrir asked.

Tabitha nodded and eyed the ship suspiciously. “I’ve heard rumors about its crew. Buncha’ young’uns with grand ambitions and hungry eyes. They just care about power and fame. Be careful of ‘em.”

The Weeping Tit pulled up close to The Shoebill with the newest ship close by.

“Wolf! I reckon you’d like these kids. They’re a bunch of green faces just like you lot!” Jax shouted over to Fenrir. "Been showin' them the ropes lately! Great time to meet up!"

The man who Fenrir assumed was the other crew’s captain stepped up to the side of his ship and waved over to Fenrir.

Fenrir could already tell that this new guy was somebody who he wouldn’t normally get along with. He was the sort of guy who had a pretty face, a tall and thin figure, and blonde hair that reached down and almost obstructed his eyes that Fenrir could see a familiar look in.

Fenrir didn’t get along with guys like him because they were just like himself when it came to how ambitious and manipulative they could be, but didn’t know how to nor when to turn all of that off to just relax and be normal.

He looked between the other ship’s captain and Corwin. They looked similar, but Corwin was more of a modest and kind type whereas this new guy looked like the kind of guy who wanted to try and steal everybody’s girls.

Fortunately, when he looked at Serra and Cassiel, they looked just as uneasy as he felt when they looked at the newest captain.

Even Nell looked uncomfortable.

“Hey! I’ve heard that we’re the two newest crews in the tournament!” the blonde captain shouted. “My name is Alexander! Captain Alexander de Caulier! Our crew is The Noble Tigers, and our beautiful vessel here is The Steel Tiger.”

Yeah, the guy was definitely annoying. Fenrir recognized that exact tone of voice and dump of expositional knowledge. Alexander was the type of man who wanted his name and group known, and he had full confidence in his pride.

Fenrir was surprised that Jax and them were comfortable with Alexander. He would’ve thought that older and more experienced players would be able to pick up on the true personality of somebody like Alexander, but perhaps not.

“He seems friendly enough!” Corwin said.

Oleander poked Corwin in the back. “He’s not.”.

“How so?”

“Trust me. We’ve got experience with people like him.”

“But how can you judge what a man is like from first sight?”

“I got you right, didn’t I?” Oleander teased, running a finger up Corwin’s back from its base to his neck.

That sufficiently proved his point to Corwin.

“Fen,” Serra said, “I don’t like him.”

“Just play nice for now,” Fenrir replied.

The Steel Tiger stopped in the water directly next to The Shoebill. Fenrir saw it as a play at dominance as they parked their ship directly over where Fenrir's crew's lines were cast.

Fenrir let Nell fish for him with Rod while he talked to Alexander. He figured that as long as she stayed robed that there wouldn’t be any problems.

The four fishing moved to the opposite side of the deck to give Fenrir and Alexander a bit of privacy, but they could still hear everything.

“So, you’re new and have already got a ship made out of steel oak? That’s pretty impressive,” Fenrir said.

“You could tell? Yes, she’s pretty great. Let’s just say that we got very, very lucky acquiring her,” Alexander replied.

The two men looked each other directly in the eyes.

They each knew exactly what the other was like.

“Looks like you have quite the secret there. I don’t suppose you’d give me any hints as to what it is?” Alexander asked, looking over at the covered object near the front of The Shoebill. Nobody but Tabitha knew what it was still.

“Hah, unfortunately, that’s a secret even to me,” Fenrir answered.

“A captain who doesn’t know what is on his own ship? That sounds… odd, but if it is what you are fine with.”

The two locked eyes again.

“Yeah, I’m fine with it,” Fenrir said.

Rock walked up next to Fenrir and sat down.

“Oh, that thing is pretty cute. Though, it looks made out of rock. I hope that you’re careful with it. If it goes overboard then I fear it might sink straight down to the ocean floor!” Alexander said, barely putting any effort into making himself actually sound concerned.

“She is fine. She’s a pretty smart girl, and she can handle some water,” Fenrir replied.

Alexander smirked. “If you say so, Mr. Wolf.”

“The name is Fenrir.”

“Fenrir, Mr. Wolf—same thing, aren't they? I wonder, did you previously work underneath that Ull guy? I would think so given your name. Or perhaps you simply thought that choosing such a common, clichéd name would be original?”

“I just like the name. Never worked for that prick, and don’t care much about being original.”

“Oh, by the way, what is your little boat here called?”

“The Shoebill.”

“You named it after an extinct animal? That surely can’t end well! However, if it's the name you have chosen for your little boat, I have no right to complain. After all, tigers are on the verge of extinction as well. Well, there is a difference. Tigers are powerful predators fighting for their lives and refusing to go down without a fight. Shoebills just… died out in captivity. They never got to properly spread their wings and fly, instead dying out in some small zoo.”

“Yeah, I know about what happened,” Fenrir replied. He wanted to say something about how tigers weren’t exactly faring better than shoebills were, but he’d feel wrong using a borderline-extinct animal in a dick waving contest like that.

Though, it was hardly a contest. Alexander was asserting himself while Fenrir just shrugged off whatever the other man had to say.

Even so, Fenrir was losing it. He was finding himself incapable of completely ignoring everything that the other man was subtly doing. He used to be able to, but now all of those words just made Fenrir want to punch him.

Alexander smiled. “You’re an interesting man, Mr. Wolf. I was wondering what sort of captain you were.”

“I’m glad to know that I’m so special that you’ve decided to take your time to personally get to know me,” Fenrir answered.

“Oh, I didn’t mean it like that. I have met every single captain that will be participating in the event. You were the only one I had not yet met. I figured there would not be much point given that you are still, no offense, new to this whole sort of thing.”

“Well, I’m glad you were able to find some time to meet me. Anything else you wish to know about me?”

“Your bank credentials would be nice!” Alexander joked, making himself laugh.

Fenrir forced a pity laugh. “Yeah, let me get you my login information after the tournament is over. I’ll have to dig it up; it’s been a while.”

“Don’t worry about it. It was just a joke. I don't actually need your money, but I thank you for being so considerate as to seriously offer it.”

Fenrir cringed. Alexander was at least pretending to be subtle at first, but not anymore. “Silly me. Guess I misunderstood and took you seriously.”

“My hero! I caught one, I caught one!” Nell happily announced, skipping over to Fenrir and holding the fish up to show him with a wide smile. “I caught my first fish!”

Fenrir grabbed her by her shoulder and turned her around, but he knew that Alexander already saw her face. He would have to be blind to not have seen it.

“Bringing complete newcomers with you? Makes sense, given that you are a new crew,” Alexander said. “Anyways, we must be off. We’d rather not be knocked out of the tournament before it even begins. I hope to see you in the next tournament, Mr. Wolf.”

“We’ll see you tomorrow in the next round,” Fenrir shouted over at Alexander as their ship pulled away.

Alexander flashed a smile back at Fenrir before returning his attention to his crew.

“Did I do something wrong?” Nell asked.

“You probably shouldn’t have let that asshole see your face,” Fenrir said.

“I am sorry, I was just so excited and wished to show you my first—”

“No, it’s alright. Don’t worry about it. It’s great that you caught your first fish.” He tried forcing himself to sound excited for her.

“You mustn’t force yourself, my hero.”

The rest of the crew looked over at him as well now.

“Sorry, I’m just losing my touch.”

The Weeping Tit pulled up next to The Shoebill now. “Hey, Captain Wolf! I heard some of ‘at. Don’t mind ‘im. He’s just a young lad like yourself who feels like he’s got to prove himself to everybody. That’s why I figured you two would get along— you’d make great rivals to motivate each other!” Jax explained.

Fenrir wanted to complain, but he believed that Jax only meant well by introducing them to each other. “It’s no problem. I’ve known guys like him before, so I’m used to that sort of attitude. He’ll definitely make a good rival.”

“Glad to hear it! Now, we’re off to catch the rest of our fish. Good luck with yours!”

The Weeping Tit sailed off.

The Shoebill was alone on the water once more.

Nell handed Rod back over to Fenrir. “Thanks,” he said. “I’m going to go fish over by the front.”

He walked over to the helm of the ship.

Nell started following after him, but Serra grabbed her arm. “Let him be alone,” Serra said.

“Are—are you sure? He seems… like something is wrong,” Nell said, looking over at him with concerned eyes as he casts his line.

“Yeah, guys need space sometimes.”

“She’s right,” Oleander joined in. “I’ve seen him like this before. He just needs some alone time to do his own thing. He’ll act like nothing is wrong later once he’s calmed down, and then you’ve just got to play along with him.”

“Are you sure? That does not seem very healthy,” Nell said.

“Trust us, I’ve known him for almost a decade now, and Serra here is his girlfriend.”

Cassiel was looking over at Fenrir as well. She knew that he needed some space, but she wanted nothing more than to go over there to try and comfort him.

“He’ll be okay,” Serra said to Cassiel. They could all tell that Cassiel was struggling by how she was constantly switching between turning toward him to walk over there, returning to fishing, and then turning again.

“I know, but still,” Cassiel replied.

“We need to focus on fishing. Need a lot more fish.”

“Yeah, you’re right. Let’s catch some more fish.”

The girls returned to fishing. Oleander and Nell switched between watching the three fishing together and checking up on Fenrir.

Meanwhile, a determined beast of a man occupied The Shoebill’s bow.

Fenrir reeled in his second fish, taking his total up to two and a half. Then he reeled in another one, and another one, and another one.

Every single fish that he reeled in got tossed into a barrel so that he could cast his line again as soon as possible.

He poured every last ounce of his determination into catching fish right now.

There was no way that The Soaring Wolves wouldn’t make it into the first stage of the tournament. If he had to catch all seventy fish by himself, he would.

His barrel had twenty fish in it after another two hours.

Five hours into the opening ceremony, he secured over fifty fish in his barrel.

They already had more than enough fish in total required to secure their position in the tournament’s first stage, but he refused to stop.

“This is bad,” Oleander told the girls and Corwin.

“How so?” Nell asked.

“It's worse than I thought. He’s in one of his moods. He’ll act like everything is fine, but he’s not going to feel better until he ruins that guy. He can’t stand those kinds of guys the most. I bet he doesn’t even care about Ull right now.”

“He is very competitive, isn’t he?”

“None of you have seen him get serious yet. Looks like you might.”

Fenrir and The Shoebill headed back to the city’s docks with only one hour left before the deadline.

Nell caught one fish.

Cassiel caught eleven fish.

Corwin caught seventeen fish.

Serra caught twenty-nine and three-fourths fish.

Fenrir caught eighty-two and one-half fish.

There was one point where a convenient school of fish came near where he was casting his line at, so he was able to cast his line, reel in a fish, and cast it out to immediately reel in another fish.

Even if none of the others had caught a fish, Fenrir secured enough of them to guarantee their position in the tournament’s next stage.

The fact that Alexander was able to successfully get underneath Fenrir’s skin just pissed him off even more. Alexander would normally just be some other asshole who Fenrir wanted to kill and ruin the reputation of, but now Alexander had gotten under his skin. His dislike for Alexander, as biased as it may have been, was far stronger than his dislike for Ull now.

Fenrir went below deck while The Shoebill coasted into the city’s waters.

“Tabs. You knew about those guys. Tell me everything else you know,” Fenrir ordered.

Bonekraka noticed Fenrir’s mood and smiled.

That sort of mood was what brought them together.

“Oi. One, don’t just order me around like that. Two, repeat number one. Got it, wolf boy?” Tabitha asked.

Her attitude brought Fenrir just enough out of his mood to realize that he was being rude. “…sorry, I’m just in a bad mood.”

“Yeah, Now then, I don’t know much about ‘em other than what I’ve already told ya. They’ve got a ship that should be far outside their league, and despite bein’ pretty new players—probably no older than you are, they’ve got some powerful items and skills already.”

“Twinks?” Fenrir asked.

“Could be. That’s… actually a pretty darn good theory you’ve got there. Never really thought of twinkin’ in this game, but it’s possible if yer smart about it.”

“They’re either twinks or somebody is supplying them and acting behind the scenes. Those are the only two options. Leveling up their skills would be easy as well if they’ve started off with overpowered items and never needed to worry about that.”

“What are twinks?” Nell asked, peeking down the stairs.

“Players who basically start new characters and make them OP by giving them special items that they shouldn’t be able to have yet. Like, imagine a level one character in some RPG instantly getting access to a level fifty sword. They’d be able to kill everything instantly to quickly gain experience and stats. Could also explain their ship. If they already had the ship before, all they had to do was hide it away where nobody would accidentally find it, kill themselves on the ship without respawning there, and then start new characters. Then all they’d have to do is go over to the ship, loot their dead bodies, and sail off with brand new faces and reputations.”

“Don’t think that’d work, actually. I doubt the virtual assistants would let ‘em keep knowledge o’ wherever they parked their ship,” Tabitha said.

“It’s possible as long as they’re smart. All they’d have to do is only kill one or two of themselves at a time. Whoever is left alive can guard the ship and give their friends out-of-game knowledge about the ship’s general location, and then they can meet up that way. When I first died, Serra was able to give me a general location of where she’d be, but I just couldn’t remember where exactly it was. A general location is all you really need, though.”

“Yer right, that’d work. Well, this complicates things. I’m guessin’ they want to try and sweep the tourney while being known as a bunch o’ noobs. I know there’s tons of bettin’ on ‘em. They’re the underdog story of the tournament.”

“Then we put them in their place,” Bonekraka said, smashing his fists together.

Fenrir looked up at Bonekraka and smiled. “That’s exactly what we’re going to do.”

“And how exactly do ya plan on takin’ down a ship made out of steel oak? We’ve got a few cannons here, but even if I modify ‘em before the tourney, they ain’t gonna be strong enough to penetrate its hull. They’d basically just bounce off! Boardin’ is out of the question as well given that they’d make quick work of us,” Tabitha explained.

“Is steel oak flammable?” Fenrir asked.

A light bulb lit up over Tabitha’s head. “It is,” she confirmed.

“Think you could make some carcass shots?”

Bonekraka started giggling at the question as he awaited Tabitha’s answers.

“It’s scary when the big guy there giggles. But yeah, I can make ‘em. Might get us a really bad rep usin’ that, though,” Tabitha answered. “This might surprise ya, but nobody in the main factions encourages usage of stuff like that. It’s basically chemical warfare. Anybody who does use stuff like this is usually hunted down by goody-two-shoes.”

“Chemical warfare? Carcass shots?” Nell asked. Serra was standing next to her now with an excited smile.

“Imagine cannon balls that basically smash open when they hit something and sets fire to everything around it while the fumes basically poison anybody near them,” Fenrir explained.

“Told you that he’s getting serious,” Oleander poked his head down now.

“That—that sounds scary, but at the same time, so evil in the right kind of way!” Nell exclaimed.

Everybody seemed excited by this idea aside from Cassiel and Corwin who could hardly believe what they were hearing.

“Anyways, we’re here now,” Oleander told them.

“Alright. Nell, can you stay down here for now?” Fenrir asked.

“If it is what is required of me, then I shall do so, my hero,” Nell answered.

“Thanks. Alright, the rest of us, let’s get up there and turn in our fish.”

Fenrir and the crew lifted their barrels of fish onto the pier where one of the tournament’s workers was waiting. She was a dark elf with long, pointed ears, glasses, and a tight business suit that struggled to hide what was underneath it. “How many fish did you catch?” she asked.

“Enough. Count them yourself,” Fenrir answered.

Serra and Cassiel looked at each other when they heard how he talked to her. He was giggling and happy just a few moments ago, but now he was back to being… different.

“Excuse me?” the dark elf asked, pushing her glasses up and looking ready to disqualify them just for his attitude.

“Look. There are seven of us. That means we only needed to catch seventy fish. I promise you that there is more than that in these barrels. Stick your hand in and try feeling for anything that isn’t a fish if you think we’re trying to trick you,” Fenrir said.

The dark elf looked into each of the barrels and huffed. “I’m not going to waste my time counting when there’s obviously enough here… fine, The Shoebill may proceed to the first round of the tournament. Work on that attitude.”

“I’ll try.”

“Fen,” Cassiel spoke up, “can we talk to you?”

Fenrir looked at them confused.

“We’ll handle the fish,” Oleander said, beckoning Bonekraka, Corwin, and Tabitha over to the barrels so that they could carry them over to the waiting chefs.

“What do you want to talk about?” Fenrir asked.

Cassiel grabbed him by his wrist and led him away. The only private place that she could find was an empty alleyway, so that was where she stopped with Fenrir and Serra.

“I know you’re upset from that asshole, but that doesn’t give you the right to be an asshole to others for no reason,” Cassiel told Fenrir. “He’s just some punk. Are you really going to let him get under your skin? Don’t be so immature.”

Serra naturally wanted to take Fenrir’s side, but she stood by Cassiel and nodded since she knew she was right.

“I’m not being imm—”

Cassiel cut him off, “Then what was that back there with the girl? She was just doing her job, and you were being an ass to her. That kind of shit really pisses me off. I have to deal with customers like that all the time. You think she wants to deal with that in a game?”

Fenrir’s instinct was to defend himself. It wasn’t the first time that somebody called him out on his behavior, but he would always make excuses for himself to justify whatever he was doing wrong. He realized that before which was part of why he wanted to leave behind the old Divine Brigade. Yet, there he was, about to do the same.

He looked Cassiel in the eyes. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I just—” he bit his tongue. “No, I’m not going to make an excuse. I was being an asshole to somebody who didn’t deserve it. Do you mind if I leave to go and apologize to her?”

“Thank you, you dog bastard. Being able to admit when you screw up is part of what makes me love you,” Cassiel said.

For once, she was the one confidently stating her love while Fenrir looked away blushing.

“Go apologize to her, and make it a good one. Apologize on behalf of every other asshole she has to deal with while you’re at it,” Cassiel ordered.

“As you wish, my princess,” Fenrir answered and looked at her.

That made her blush.

“Let’s meet back up at the ship,” he said before running off in search of the dark elf.

Fortunately, she was not hard to find. She was still on the pier waiting for the next ship to arrive.

“Hey!” Fenrir shouted out to her.

“What is it?” she asked with a sigh.

Looking at her now that he calmed down and was aware of how he was behaving, he could see how she already looked ready to be disappointed.

“I’m sorry,” he said, even busting out the bow that his father taught him. “I was being rude to you when you were just doing your job. You didn’t deserve that, and despite me mistreating you, you didn’t punish us and still let us move onto the first round. Thank you, and I’m sorry.”

He looked up to see her reaction. Part of him expected her to just look annoyed but, instead, he saw her wipe away a tear with one of her gloved hands.

“D-did I say something wrong?” he asked.

“No! Not at all. It’s just… listen, I get treated like shit all the time at work and when I’m working jobs like this, and you’re the first person in—gods, I can’t remember the last time, but you’re the first person to apologize to me in a long time. It means a lot, so thank you,” she explained.

“Sorry. I always hate when I see people act like how I was, and I always judge them for it. I was in a bad mood and let that overcome me, but that’s not an excuse to treat somebody like shit. So, for myself and behalf on all the other assholes, I’m sorry.”

“Thank you, captain of The Shoebill. It truly means a lot to me that you’ve come to apologize to me.”

“I’ll pass the thanks on to the girls I was with. They’re the ones who called me out on my bullshit and made me realize how I was acting. It’s embarrassing to be called out like that… but I needed it.”

“You know what they say: friends who call you out on your shit are the good ones. Bad friends would just let you keep acting that way. I’m happy that you have some good friends.”

“Yeah, so am—”

Something caught Fenrir’s attention in the corner of his eye.

Roughly thirty of Ull’s men were on the pier that The Shoebill was docked at.

Fenrir felt his gut twist into a knot..

One of the men walked off of The Shoebill with Nell being dragged by a chain that had been hooked to her collar.

There was nothing more that Fenrir wanted right now than to charge over to Nell, somehow break through thirty of Ull’s armed and experienced guards, and free Nell from the man that was dragging her back into captivity.

But he knew that was impossible.

It may have been a game, but it wasn’t the kind where a hero could just recklessly charge through a crowd of enemies and somehow survive.

Each and every one of those guards was likely stronger than him, and there was also the fact that they were all heavily armored and armed. Fenrir had nothing but some boots, pants, and a shirt on.

“That’s that missing girl… she was on your ship?” the dark elf asked.

She looked at Fenrir and saw clenched fists and gritted teeth. His tail was raised still behind his back.

Fenrir caught Cassiel and Serra in the corner of his vision. Cassiel was keeping Serra held back behind some crates further up on the docks, hiding themselves from the guards’ eyes.

Bonekraka, Corwin, Oleander, and Tabitha were tied by their wrists and ankles, sitting on the ground next to each other, surrounded by some of the city’s own guards at the front of the pier.

At least everybody was… everybody… where was—

“I told you to stay down!” the man dragging Nell shouted before using his free leg to try and kick the rocky hound latching onto his other leg off.

It hurt the man more than it hurt Rock, but another one of the guards came up with a heavy hammer and swung it into Rock’s side.

Chips of Rock’s body get shattered off from the side of her body as she was sent skidding back across the wooden pier, almost falling into the water, but she dug her claws into the pier to stop herself from falling off.

“That poor thing… but why was that girl on your ship?” the dark elf asked, looking at Fenrir.

He wasn’t there.

She looked back to where the guards were gathered just in time to catch Fenrir trying to push his way through them.

“Let me through!” he shouted, his voice full of rage as he desperately tried clawing his way through the men. “Don’t you fucking tou—”

An armored fist slammed into Fenrir’s chest. He could hear something crack as the air got knocked out of him.

But he refused to let this stop him.

Fenrir glared at his attacker and snarled. His snarl was just as guttural as that of a feral wolf’s, and it was accompanied by furrowed brows and hate-fueled eyes in addition to bared fangs ready to sink into the guard’s flesh.

Even though the guard knew he was most likely stronger, he still took a step back from Fenrir’s intimidating display.

But he didn’t step back far enough.

Fenrir broke free from the men who just grabbed onto him and swiped his right hand at the guard’s face!

Sharpened claws protruding from the tips of Fenrir’s fingers shredded the guard’s face. Fenrir couldn’t see the result of his attack that well, but anybody with traumatic content enabled could.

Fenrir knew that there was no way he could win, or even hope of accomplishing anything, without fully giving into his feral instincts.

The wolf rampaged through the guards on the pier.

Rock looked ready to join him when he caught a glimpse of her through the many guards, but the look in his eyes demanded that she stay back. She didn’t want to, and she whined to show it, but she obeyed by limping back onto The Shoebill.

“The fuck is your problem?!” one of the guards shouted at Fenrir.

Fenrir turned his attention to the man shouting and was about to lunge at him when he felt something embed itself into his back.

He turned his head just enough to see a steel axe head sticking into his back.

He fell to his knees when it was pulled out.

Even with only fifty percent of pain enabled, he wanted to double over in pain. It was the worst pain he had felt in-game thus far.

Feeling it completely pulled him out of his feral rampage.

His vision was almost entirely black.

He looked down at his hands. They were covered in blood, and all he saw were regular fingers when he could have sworn he had claws just a moment ago.

Looking over the rest of himself, he could see several places where he was slashed and stabbed going by the fact that blood was running out of him in several places.

Three of the nearby guards he saw had been mutilated either at their faces or necks.

Fenrir spat out whatever he felt between his teeth. Looking down at it, he saw that it was an elongated ear.

He couldn’t even remember being that injured nor attacking any guards other than the first one whose face he clawed.

“A woman’s beard, a mountain’s roots—Gleipnir, bind the fen-dweller once more,” a man said from behind Fenrir. The moment the incantation was over, Fenrir felt something thin yet impossibly strong wrap around his wrists and ankles. His first instinct was to try and break free from the binds.

He couldn’t even begin to pull them apart.

“Two verses? This prick isn’t even worth one. Why don’t we just kill him?” another guard asked.

“Because I would rather meet the one to steal away my prize,” Ull said, walking through the crowd that made space for him.

Fenrir turned around and saw Ull standing above him.

“Oh, I figured you would try something the moment I saw you. Hunters and wolves tend to not get along very well,” Ull said, staring down into Fenrir’s eyes.

“What sort of hunter goes after innocent girls?” Fenrir asked and then spat out blood onto the pier.

Ull snapped his fingers. “You, heal him,” he ordered a guard.

The guard immediately healed Fenrir.

Fenrir’s vision returned to normal, and he couldn’t feel any more pain, but the binds around his wrists and ankles were still impossible for him to break free from.

“They used Gleipnir on you? How fitting. You’re already a wolf. Now you just need the name Fenrir,” Ull teased.

“I hope you believe in crazy coincidences then,” Fenrir answered.

A huge grin spread across Ull’s lips. “No, don’t tell me—don’t tell me you actually go by Fenrir. Do you?”

“I’ve never been good at coming up with original names,” Fenrir answered. He knew that he couldn’t fight his way out, and nobody was going to be able to come and save him, so his only option right was discourse.

“Perfect!” Ull broke out laughing. “Just perfect! Fenrir has once again been bound by Gleipnir. This couldn’t be a more perfect use of it. For your sake, I hope that Ragnarök happens soon lest you wish to stay bound.”

“Why don’t you try sticking a hand in my mouth?” Fenrir asked.

Ull laughed even more. “You—I like you, Fenrir. You are far more amusing than most who have try causing me trouble in this world. How does being one of my guard dogs sound? Fenrisúlfr back home could use a brother.”

“Sorry, but I’ll have to turn that down. I’ve still got some business with Odin before I consider retiring. Plus, I’ve got a fishing tournament still.”

“Like hell ya do,” Blackstache said, now standing next to Ull. “Ya think some mangy mutt causin’ trouble for my city and a foreign guest is goin’ ta be allowed in tha tourney? Ya see here, wolfy boy, we may be pirates but we follow tha rules. Ya break the rules, yer ship gets scuttled and yer crew gets strung up.”

Fenrir previously just thought Blackstache was like a fun uncle, but now that he was being serious, Fenrir could tell why everybody followed his rules. Any air of lightheartedness from before was gone now as the mustached pirate lord scolded him.

“My dear friend, don’t worry about his transgressions. This is my fault. You see, my toy here,” Ull beckoned one of the guards forward to bring Nell up to them, “has a habit of escaping and causing trouble. Surely you have heard of the Western Serpent’s ability to seduce weaker minds, and this monster," he looked at Nell, "is a girl who has been blessed with such ability. Apparently, I needed to assign a guard with higher Fortitude to her. I keep on assigning guards with higher and higher Fortitude, yet she continues seducing each and every one.”

“So yer tellin’ me that this mutt wasn’t actin’ o’ his own will?” Blackstache asked.

“Indeed. Beasts are not known for being very intelligent creatures, after all. It is no surprise that she was able to seduce him.”

Nell refused to make eye contact with any of them.

Fenrir gritted his teeth. He didn’t know if Nell truly had an ability to seduce weaker minds or anything like that, but he had faith in her that she didn’t use such a thing on him even if she could have.

Even if she did, it didn’t matter.

He promised her that he wouldn’t let her get taken away again.

“If him an' his crew were just bein’ controlled by her, then I’ll let ‘em—oi!” Blackstache stopped talking when he saw Fenrir desperately biting at the thin binding.

Fenrir's teeth felt like they were going to break before the binding did.

“Let him try if he so wishes. He will not be able to break through Gleipnir,” Ull reassured Blackstache.

Fenrir only stopped biting at it when he heard Nell speak to him.

“My hero, I told you that freedom is impossible for me. I know you made a promise, but please, do not worry about it. I knew this would happen no matter how much I wished for it to not,” Nell said.

She sounded calm and relaxed, but when Fenrir looked up at her, he saw eyes holding back tears.

“I’m sorry,” Fenrir said. “I’m sorry for not being able to keep my promise.”

Nell was allowed to walk up to Fenrir and drop to her knees so that she could wrap her arms around his head, cradling him against her chest. “You tried your hardest, and that is all that matters.”

She leaned her head down to place a kiss on the top of his head but was interrupted when Ull grabbed her by her hair and lifted her up off the ground.

“Don’t get ahead of yourself, Nehalennia,” Ull ordered.

Fenrir glared up at Ull.

The condescending, taunting look in Ull’s eyes made it apparent that he didn’t truly believe Fenrir was being controlled.

Ull was covering for Fenrir, but why?

“I look forward to seeing you participate in the tournament, Fenrir,” Ull said, dropping Nell down to instead lead her by her new metallic leash as he walked away.

“Yer lucky he wants ta see ya in the tourney,” Blackstache said before following after Ull. His words made Fenrir think that he knew it was just a cover story, too.

The guards were the last to leave. After they were a good distance away, the bindings around Fenrir and the four tied up near the front of the pier disappeared. He expected to see marks left from how tight and powerful the bindings were, but there was no evidence that the bindings were ever there.

Cassiel and Serra came running to check on Fenrir as soon as the coast was clear.

Fenrir struggled standing up at first, but once he was up, he went to look for Rock.

Rock was lying next to The Shoebill’s mast when Fenrir found her. Her breathing was labored, and the deck showed signs of fighting as chips of her body were spread out across it. Kneeling down next to her, Fenrir ran a single hand across her side as he looked her body over.

It was only then that he realized her back-left paw had been completely broken off from her leg. The sight may not have been gory as she was just made out of rock, but it was still enough to fill Fenrir with a rage that made him want to track down the guards who did that to her.

Aside from that, her body was chipped and cracked in several spots, and the top half of her left ear had been broken off as well.

She took a heavy beating before he got over there.

“Damn it, I’m sorry, Rock. I was just so focused on apologizing to that girl,” Fenrir apologized to Rock, letting the back of his hand stroke the side of her head. “I should have seen what was going on sooner. Maybe none of this would’ve happened. You wouldn’t have been hurt, and Nell wouldn’t have been found.”

Rock turned her head just enough to lick his hand.

Fenrir smiled and gently traced his fingers across her halved ear. “Does it hurt here?”

Rock barked. He assumed that she’d be wincing or whining if it hurt.

“Fen,” Serra said as she and Cassiel reached him.

Cassiel got down on her knees and placed her hands on Rock right away. Fenrir saw light, mystical energy flowing into Rock from Cassiel’s hands. “Restoring her body is going to take some time, but I can get her back up to full Health,” she explained.

Serra hugged Fenrir’s side. “I’m sorry we didn’t do anything. Are you okay?”

“It’s alright, there wasn’t anything you could have done. We got beat,” Fenrir answered, clenching his fists again.

Serra moved her hands down to his own, gently wrapping hers around his.

“I promised her that I wouldn’t let them take her,” he said.

“We’ll get her back,” Serra replied.

“And how are we supposed to do that? We’re not going to start a war because I refuse to put NPCs at risk, that bastard from earlier is probably going to target us doing the tournament, and we’re seven against thousands—that’s just counting Ull and all of his soldiers. If we get on Blackstache’s bad side, then it’s us against all of Ull’s forces and this entire city.”

“I don’t know, but I believe in you.”

Serra’s words were part comforting, part stressful—mostly stressful.

He lost Nell, Rock got severely injured, and the only reason they were all alive was because Ull spared them. Blackstache was ready to sink The Shoebill and hang its crew, so the only reason they were alive right was because Ull thought that Fenrir was fun, and that just angered Fenrir even more.

“We don’t even have any resources,” Fenrir said. “Every other game, we’d always at least have a good stockpile before getting involved in this sort of stuff. All we have is—”

Serra cut him off, “Each other.”

Fenrir looked at her. She surprised him with a kiss the moment he faced her. “Yeah, we’ve got each other.”

“And The Shoebill!” Tabitha reminded them, coming aboard the ship with everybody else.

Fenrir even caught Rod pulsing a single time over near the ship’s bow.

Even with this crew, The Shoebill, and Rod, Fenrir had no idea what he was supposed to do. Every single plan that popped into his head was immediately shot down.

“Excuse me,” a familiar voice said from the pier.

Fenrir looked up and saw the dark elf from before.

“I—I couldn’t help but see and overhear everything that has happened. That girl who was taken, you were trying to help her, weren’t you?” she asked.

“Yeah. Tried,” Fenrir answered.

“And you refuse to put NPC’s lives at risk?”

Fenrir nodded.

“I’m sorry, I know this may not be the most appropriate time for these questions, but may I ask why?”

“Because they’re living and breathing here just like the rest of us are.”

“I see,” the dark elf said, her tone softer now as she smiled. “Thank you again for apologizing earlier, captain of The Shoebill.”

“Why are you asking these questions?” he asked. The rest of the crew was looking at the dark elf as well now.

She held a single finger in front of her lips and winked before walking off.

“She is an odd one when you are not putting her in a bad mood,” Corwin said.

Fenrir watched the dark elf walk down the pier. Something about her was suspicious, but he had no idea what. “Yeah, she is.”

“Are you feeling better, Rock?” Cassiel asked.

Rock struggled to get up without one of her paws but, with Fenrir’s helping hands, she got up onto the three paws she had left and happily barked.

“You’re not in pain or anything, right?” Fenrir asked.

She barked again.

“What about you?” Cassiel asked, looking at Fenrir.

“I’m fine. That prick made one of his bastards heal me,” he answered, looking down at his clothes. He definitely didn’t look fine given that his shirt got torn up from various blades and was stained with his blood, but there were only scars left where he was once wounded.

“It was awesome when you bit that guy’s ear off,” Serra said.

Everybody looked at Fenrir now.

“A-ah, aha, I uhh, don’t even remember doing that,” he explained.

“Seriously? How do you not remember biting a guy’s ear off?” Cassiel asked.

“It was cool,” Serra reiterated.

“I didn’t know you were so into ear play,” Oleander chimed in.

Oleander’s usual sexual humor was enough to bring a smile to Fenrir’s lips.

No matter how much everything may suck right, no matter how much he wanted to rescue Nell, get revenge for Rock, and see both Ull and that annoying Alexander sink to the bottom of the ocean, The Soaring Wolves still had each other.

That was enough reason to smile.

Fenrir looked down at Rock and petted her some more. “Thanks, everybody.”.

“We just need to take this one step at a time. We don’t have enough time to come up with a plan, so let’s just enjoy the tournament for now. This is just a game, and you told us that Nell said Ull never touches her, so it’s alright if the princess is a damsel in distress for a few more days,” Oleander explained.

“Yeah, you’re right, but we’re definitely going to get revenge still,” Fenrir replied.

“Well, duh.”

“Sink blondie, save Nell Nell, avenge Rock, steal Blackstache’s ship, sail away,” Serra said.

“We’ll see about that second-to-last one,” Fenrir said, patting Serra on the head when he saw her pout. “I’m going to go gather some rocks for Rock.”

Serra and Cassiel decided to go with him, and Oleander and Corwin helped out by gathering rocks elsewhere.

“I stay with ship,” Bonekraka said.

“Yeah, I’ve got some last minute finetunin’ to do, and I’ve got to make sure those long-eared, wannabe Viking kiddies didn’t do nothin’ to my baby here,” Tabitha said.

With that, the crew split up.

Serra and Cassiel picked up on just how fluctuating Fenrir’s mood was. When they were talking to him and trying to make him feel better, it worked, but he returned to looking miserable less than a minute whenever they stopped.

They returned to The Shoebill after an hour of gathering rocks.

While Fenrir was clearly still borderline depressed, Rock looked to be in absolute heaven when Fenrir’s group and the other two lovers made one giant pile of rocks on the deck for her.

Rock stumbled a few times as she excitedly hopped around on her legs, seemingly forgetting that she was missing one of her paws. It was both an incredibly sad yet adorable sight. Though, knowing that she wasn’t in any pain was the only thing that prevented it from being just sad.

The rocky pup wasted no time digging in and stuffing her mouth full of rocks. Her own rocky teeth somehow crunched into and broke down any rocks that she took into her mouth. Any small fragments that fell from her mouth were licked up before moving onto the next rock.

“Is that enough, girl?” Fenrir asked.

Rock gave a happy bark and moved onto the next rock.

“Good. I think I’m going to wake for now,” Fenrir said.

“Ehh? You sure? There’s that seafood festival,” Oleander asked.

“Yeah, just not really feeling like being in-game. Think I might go watch some TV and get some chores done so that I don’t have to worry about any of that during the tournament.” He turned to look at his girlfriends. “I want you two to go and get lots of great food, alright?”

Cassiel looked ready to refuse, but Serra grabbed her hand and nodded. “We’ll have fun,” Serra said.

“Take some screenshots and send them to me later.”

Serra nodded again and gave him a thumbs-up.

“Alright, I’ll see you all tomorrow. Let’s kick ass in the tournament.”

Fenrir turned to leave but got stopped by a certain somebody.

“You’re forgetting something,” Cassiel said, looking to the side with flushed cheeks.

Fenrir kissed Cassiel and then Serra before heading below deck.

“Ya leavin’ already, cap’n?” Tabitha asked.

“Yeah, I need to go relax. Make sure that The Shoebill and your inventions are ready for tomorrow. We have no idea what’s going to happen,” Fenrir said. “Please make sure.”

“You’ve got it, and don’t worry about orderin’ me around. Just didn’t like the tone ya used earlier.”

“Got it. Night, Tabs.”

“Oi, it’s like the middle of the day.”

Fenrir shrugged, got into his hammock, and returned to reality.

No words were said to his ceiling fan this time. Instead, Ryouta rolled over and stared at his wall.

“Damn it,” he said. “First that Alexander asshole, then Nell gets taken. What am I supposed to do? Isn’t there any plan I can come up with? No, there’s not even a point thinking about any of this outside of the game. I won’t remember any of it anyways.”

He rolled onto his back and stared at the ceiling.

“I’m a failure. What kind of man breaks his promise to a girl?”

He rolled back onto his side to stare at the wall again, this time hugging one of his pillows against his chest.

Most of the rest of the day was spent like this. He did get up to clean for a few minutes so that he technically wouldn’t be lying about doing chores but, other than that, he spent the day either lifelessly watching television or being miserable in bed.

Lying in bed once more, he looked down at his hands. He could have sworn that his fingers had claws when he attacked the guards. Yet, by the time his short-lived rampage was over, his fingers just looked like regular fingers.

His mind once more returned to how sad Nell looked when she was being taken away.

“Damn it!”
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“You’re different now,” Ull said as he brought Nell into the room serving as a temporary bedroom for her.

“Am I?” Nell asked, refusing to look at him.

“You seem disappointed that you are back here. You knew I was going to find you, surely.”

Nell did not give him a response.

“Don’t tell me that you actually believed he was going to be able to help you, did you?”

She started to form fists of her own but stopped.

“You belong to me, my precious Nehalennia. He would have just used you or sold you off like everybody else wanted to. Are you forgetting that I am the only one who truly wants to keep you?”

“That does not stop you from wanting to use me just as they all have,” Nell answered.

“Of course I want to use you. You are mine. It is only normal for somebody to use that which belongs to them, isn’t it? Even so, I care for you and wish to take care of you.”

“I would rather be uncared for than have the care of somebody like you.”

Ull grabbed her by her hair once more, lifting her up off the ground before pushing her against the wall. “I do not like defiant pets. You would be smart to destroy any lingering hope inside of that childish mind of yours. You are mine, and unless you start over with a new body, that will never change. Do I make myself clear?” he asked, tossing her down onto the floor.

Nell didn’t answer him again.

Instead of wasting more time talking to her, Ull placed heavy chains around her ankles and wrists. “I don’t normally mind you escaping, but until we deal with this new attitude of yours, you will not be permitted to waste my time.”

With that, Ull left the room, posted two guards inside of it with her, and locked the door behind him.

“Think he’ll be on soon?” Cassiel asked Serra.

The two girls were sitting at the end of the pier. Cassiel hung her legs off of it and gently kicked them back and forth, and Serra was on her knees behind the blonde with her chin resting atop Cassiel’s head as she draped her arms over the other’s figure.

Serra occasionally snuck in a few gropes of Cassiel’s chest and, to her surprise, only got a blushing pout from Cassiel in response to her perverse hands.

“Yeah. He won’t miss this,” Serra answered.

“He’s cutting it pretty close, that bastard. I swear if he’s late,” Cassiel said.

“He won’t be.”

“He better not be. Oh, and I wanted to ask, what’s it like having so many parents?”

“Lots of presents,” Serra answered with a thumbs-up.

“Between your parents and now me and Ryouta, don’t you think you’re a bit spoiled?”

“I’m super spoiled,” Serra said with a smile.

“Hmph. I—I don’t get spoiled…”

“Cass Cass.”

“What?” Cassiel asked, turning her head to look at Serra now that her head was off of her own.

Serra planted a kiss right on Cassiel’s lips. “I’ll spoil you whenever you want me to.”

“I—o-okay, maybe I get spoiled, too,” Cassiel said with flushed cheeks.

“Oi, big guy, hand me that wrench,” Tabitha ordered Bonekraka.

Bonekraka tossed the wrench so that it landed next to her, scratching the floorboard of The Shoebill.

“Hey! I just cleaned this baby up! Ya gonna fix that yourself?!”

“Nyet,” Bonekraka answered, and a moment later, he had a wrench hitting the back of his head and a pissed off Tabitha glaring at him from the engine.

“Now come bring me it the proper way!”

Bonekraka turned to look at Tabitha with his hands balled into fists, but when he saw the look in her eyes, he was reminded of his wife.

The grumpy orc submissively took the wrench over to her, handing it to her properly.

“Thank ya. See, now was ‘at so hard to do? Next time don’t try sassin’ me and scratchin’ my baby up.”

“Da.”

“O-Olly, you mustn’t—we have such little time,” Corwin said, looking both left and right to make sure that nobody was coming down the alleyway that Oleander had him pushed against the wall in.

“Come on, Cor, we both know I can make you fire your cannon quickly enough,” Oleander cooed, running one hand up Corwin’s chest while another traveled dangerously lower down his abdomen. “Shouldn’t you be happy that you have a lover so eager to please you?”

“I—I assure you that I am beyond happy, but what if somebody sees?”

“Are you telling me you wouldn’t like getting caught in the act?” Oleander’s teasing fingers traced against Corwin’s body.

Corwin gulped. “I… do not entirely dislike the thought, but—”

“Then,” Oleander paused to sink his hands into Corwin’s pants, “let’s have some fun before the tournament starts. We don’t know when we’re going to be able to do this again.”

“I’m sure we will have time to in only a few hours! It is not as if we are leaving one another.”

“If you want me to stop, all you have to say is ‘stop.’” Oleander looked up at Corwin’s face with a smug grin.

Corwin didn’t tell him to stop.

Rock was in the middle of a stare down with one of the stray cats that had been visiting The Shoebill to taunt her on a daily basis. Rock knew that she was not allowed off of the ship due to being injured, and the cat picked up on that by the fact that Rock didn’t even try chasing him away.

The cat rolled onto his back and kicked his paws up in the air, taunting her.

Rock barked.

When the cat noticed that Rock was missing one of her back paws, he went and licked his own paw that she was missing while making eye contact with Rock the entire time.

Rock started whining.

The cat even lifted one paw up to scratch its ear as if mocking Rock for now missing half of one of hers.

Rock whined even more.

Eventually, the cat ended its teasing of Rock and left.

Rock went back over to the ship’s mast to curl up against it. Only, as soon as she got comfortable against it, she heard a familiar meowing.

She jumped back up, stumbling at first since she still wasn’t used to missing a paw, and ran over to gangplank! Yet, rather than see a cat, she saw a couple of small rocks left for her.

“I swear my throat would be killing me if I had to talk like that all the time in real life, Rachel,” Blackstache said as he sprawls out on the couch in his office.

The Lightning Witch, Rachel, pinched him by his ear and yanked him off of his couch!

“What the hell was that for?!” he shouted at her.

“You are not going to take a nap right now. You are expected to watch the tournament, and then you have plenty of paperwork to go through,” Rachel explained, patting two stacks of piled up papers on his wooden desk.

“This is a game! I just wanted to be a bard for a pirate crew! Why am I stuck having to do so much paperwork?”

“Because you went and became somebody important. You have nobody to blame but yourself.”

“I should just start over with a new character,” Blackstache groaned.

“Do so and I will ensure that you cook your own food, do your own laundry, and shop for your own food.”

Blackstache gulped. “Wh-when you put it that way…”

“What do you think I should do, Saya?” Ryouta asked as his consciousness was transferred into Fenrir’s body.

“I ‘dunno, Onii-chan. I couldn’t tell you even if I did know,” Saya answered. “But you can’t be going around being a sore loser just because you’ve lost for the first time in… huh, looking through your memories, is this seriously the first time you’ve ever lost?”

“If you don’t count suicides or times where I purposely died, yeah,” Fenrir answered.

“Woah! No wonder why you’re such a sore loser, you have no idea how to lose!”

“I feel like that’s an insult and a compliment at the same time.”

“Mostly an insult, Onii-chan.”

“Yeah, I figured.”

“Anyways! Cheer up! Serra Berra and Cass Cass aren’t going to be very happy if you’re still all mopey around them. Plus I already know you regret not enjoying the seafood festival with them. Gosh, seafood is so rare in real life, and then you go and skip a free festival for it just to be some mopey baka!”

“You’re right. I’ll just have to make my own seafood festival to enjoy with them.”

“With blackjack and hookers?”

“With sweaters and hentai.”

“Gross, Onii-chan.”

“I know. Anyways, I’m ready to immerse now. The Soaring Wolves and The Shoebill have got a first round to win.”

“Are you going to continue being mopey and grumpy? Oh, and should I schedule an appointment to have your hand looked at? It probably wasn’t a smart idea to punch your wall, Onii-chan. You didn’t even dent it…”

“Sh-shut up. I was angry, and… I’m pretty sure I didn’t break anything, so my hand should be fine.”

“If you say so, Onii-chan! Good luck in the tournament!” Saya cheered him on before leaning across their usual table and placing a kiss on his cheek.

“Since when are you so affectionate?” Fenrir asked, but rather than get an answer, he was transported into the world of Life of Fantasy Online once more.

It was time for the tournament to officially begin.

Fenrir was the last one to wake up below deck and roll out of his hammock, and Cassiel was the first one to greet him. “What took you so long, you bastard?! Do you know how close you are to being too late?!” she shouted at him.

“I know, I know. Sorry,” Fenrir replied.

Cassiel’s hands looked tempted to grab onto his collar to shake him around, but instead, she dropped her hands to her sides and looked away. “Are—are you feeling better now?” she asked with a quieter voice than before.

“Yeah, I am. Thanks. Guess I’m just a sore loser, so between that prick getting underneath my skin and then breaking my promise to Nell, I was being immature. Not used to losing,” he explained. Looking around, he saw that Cassiel was the only one below deck with him. “Where’s everybody else?”

“You better be alright now… and they’re up above.”

“So you’ve been waiting down here for me by yourself?”

Cassiel’s hands ended up grabbing onto his collar after all. “Sh-shut up! I was worried since you were taking so lo—”

Fenrir snuck in a quick kiss on her lips since she placed her face right in front of his own. The sudden kiss lit up her cheeks and caused her hands to drop from his collar. “D-don’t do that without warning me, you bas—”

He kissed her again.

Cassiel shut her lips, formed fists at her sides, and made a noise that sounded like she was trying to angrily shout at him, but it just sounded like angry squeaking thanks to her closed lips.

“Come on, we’ve got a tournament to win,” Fenrir said, grabbing her by her hand and leading her above deck.

“Told you he’d make it,” Serra said as soon as she saw them.

“I’d never miss this. Hey, Serra, is it me or,” he started asking while looking at her waist.

There was a load of screenshots in his Fiscord chat with her when he woke up for the day. The screenshots featured the two girls, mainly Serra, with all sorts of seafood.

Now he saw the result of that.

“Ma-maybe practice moderation next ti—” he continued saying but was wise enough to stop when he saw Serra looking at him with a glare that usually only Cassiel gave him. “A-anyways, is everybody ready?”

Looking over The Shoebill, he saw everybody ready and… he looked down at himself. His clothes were still all torn and bloody from the other day. “Being an anime protagonist where my clothes are somehow always the same and repaired instantly after every fight would be really convenient right now,” he said. Only Serra and Oleander seemed to understand what he was saying as the rest looked confused. Well, there was one other who seemed to understand.

“What sorta stuff ya watch?” Tabitha asked.

“You—do you watch anime?” Fenrir asked her.

“Course I do!”

“What sort of stuff do you watch?” he asked. When he thought of Tabitha and anime, he thought sci-fi and mecha. After all, she was a total gearhead, so wouldn’t it make sense for her to like mecha?

“Magical girls,” Tabitha proudly said with a nod and her arms crossed over her chest.

“You—seriously, you watch magical girl anime? Like, the stuff made for kids?” Fenrir asked, trying to keep his jaw from dropping onto the deck.

“Course I do! Most anime is just full of edgy harem-loving boys like yourself, always goin’ around and savin’ girls for ‘em. I like my shows where it’s the girls savin’ themselves, and no better genre than magical girls for that! More girls need to be watchin’ magical girls to learn how to stand up for ‘emselves.”

Thanks to Tabitha’s explanation, it totally made sense now for her to like magical girl anime, even if it was tailored to little kids for the most part. Then again, she did look like she was hardly a teenager herself. “By the way… how do rebirth counters work if you—if you uhh, you know, look underage?” he asked her.

“Don’t beat around the bush. You can say I look like a kid if ya want to. Anyways, it depends on where ya live. If ya live in a country or state where fictional depictions of pedo stuff ain’t allowed, then you’re stuck tryin’ to get them in the other and way harder ways.”

“Doesn’t that mean anybody who plays underage looking characters, if they live in a place where that sort of stuff isn’t allowed, is pretty disadvantaged compared to everybody else?”

“Yup! But you’re given that warnin’ when ya make your character, so ya have nobody but yourself to blame for dealin’ with it.”

“How many counters do you have?”

“Seven!”

Anybody who wasn’t paying attention to their conversation was after hearing that. “How?” Fenrir asked.

“Don’t worry about that, wolf boy. Like I said earlier, a girl has gotta know how to help herself!” Tabitha explained.

Fenrir looked at Serra and Cassiel. They were both nodding and looked like they were taking mental notes.

“Anyways, aside from magical girls, do you at least like mecha?” he asked Tabitha.

“Nope,” Tabitha answered, making it even harder for Fenrir to keep his jaw from dropping.

“Seriously? I would’ve bet money on that being one of your favorites.”

“It is. I’m just screwin’ with ya. I’ve got tons of models I’ve put together and painted in my room!”

“Alright, that makes more sense.”

Tabitha smiled a wide, cheeky smile. It was the kind of smile that made him want to protect her in an almost fatherly way, but then he realized that she would probably kill him if he started seeing her as somebody who needed protecting, so he shook that idea out of his head.

“Anybody not participating in the tournament is to get behind the yellow lines painted around the harbor!” a feminine voice announced using Blackstache’s owls that were circling around the city. “This is the final chance for participating crews to board their ships!”

Five minutes after the announcement and mighty horn blared throughout the city.

A dome of electrical energy rose around the harbor out past the tower near the entrance to the city.

While the dome cackled with electricity at first, its bluish hue not allowing anybody outside of it to see what was within, it calmed and became almost perfectly transparent.

The crowd outside of the dome and the crews within it both cheered.

“You have two hours to catch as many fish as you can! There are almost two thousand crews participating in this first round, and we expect most of you to be sitting at the bottom of the ocean by the end of it! The top twenty ships to survive and catch the most fish will be moving onto the second round!” the announcers explained.

“Wait—seriously? Only twenty out of two thousand ships are going to make it to the next round?” Fenrir asked.

“That many ships on the water at once—my steering isn’t going to be enough if you don’t want to hit anything. It’s going to be ship-to-ship out there. A thousand could sink and it’s still going to be congested,” Oleander said.

“This is what happens when you don’t restrict how many people can sign up,” Cassiel added on. “But if you do, players complain, so instead this ends up happening.”

“Tabs, you make any of those carcass shots?” Fenrir asked.

“Only finished a couple of ‘em, and they’ll be way too dangerous to use with how busy it’s gonna be out there,” Tabitha answered.

“Yeah, I’m not a fan of starting some uncontrollable fire that spreads between all the ships. I just want to take down that prick’s ship.”

“What’s the plan?” Oleander asked.

The announcer continued before he could get an answer. “There are no rules for this first round! You may fight, you may steal, player kill, and you may use whatever tricks you have—anything goes! Now, put on a show for the King of Pirates and all of those who have gathered to watch you compete! Begin!”

The cheering was almost loud enough for Fenrir not to be able to hear himself think.

Ships launched from the piers all around them and went out onto the water.

It took less than ten seconds for volleys of cannon fire to erupt.

One stray cannon shot shoots right past The Shoebill and collided into the dome erected around them, instantly vaporizing the shot.

“Guess that explains why a miniature war is allowed in the middle of the city,” Fenrir said.

“Captain, what are we going to do?” Corwin asked.

With a roll of his shoulders, Fenrir picked up Rod, walked over to the side of the ship facing away from the pier they were docked at, and dropped his line into the water. “We fish,” he answered.

“Right here?”

“Why not? No point in leaving the pier right now. It’s the safest spot from everybody else, we won’t be jammed between hundreds of other ships, and all the fighting and movement out there is going to scare all the fish away from the center where everybody else will be at.”

Corwin looked around and saw a few dozen other ships near their section of the piers doing the same thing. Jax’s The Weeping Tit was one of them.

Serra and Cassiel picked up their rods and stood next to Fenrir.

“Are you not worried about being a still target?” Corwin asked.

“The only ones able to easily shoot us right now are the others staying over here, and I’d bet you money that they’re in this for the fishing instead of the fighting. So, let’s get ourselves a nice lead on the fish count, and then we’ll see what the situation is like out there,” Fenrir explained.

Corwin picked up his rod and walked over to them. “If you believe that this is the best course of action, then I will have faith in you.”

“And what are we supposed to do while waiting?” Oleander asked.

Now that Fenrir thought about it, he probably should have bought a few more fishing rods so that the others could help out or at least to use as spares.

“Uhh,” Fenrir tried thinking of an answer. “We can take turns?”

“This why I hate fishing. Too boring,” Bonekraka groaned.

“If ya don’t mind, I’ll be layin’ at the bow gettin’ some sun,” Tabitha said.

Another cannonball flew by the ship’s mast and slammed right into the electric dome. While everybody else flinched from it, Tabitha slipped down the goggles that were usually on her forehead and secured them around her eyes before sprawling out on the deck next to her still-covered contraption.

“High power level,” Serra whispered to Fenrir.

“Yeah, she’s definitely got a high one,” Fenrir said, looking at the orange-haired girl kicking her feet with her hands behind her head as a miniature war raged before them.

Cassiel's rod was the first to get a tug. "Got one!" she announced.

Fenrir and Serra returned their attention to their own rods.

He saw dozens of fish swimming beneath the water with more arriving every minute to escape the disturbances near the center of the dome.

With cannons firing, players shouting and screaming, and nearby crews cheering with every catch they made, Fenrir couldn't ask for a better environment to fish in.

One of the fish below took a bite out of his lure. Jerking his rod in the opposite direction that it was swimming in, he successfully hooked it and began the fight to reel it in!

A fiery determination filled his eyes, and both of the girls saw it just by taking quick looks at him.

The depressed, angry boy from yesterday had been replaced by the determined, fiery man that they both fell for. Just looking at his eyes filled them with confidence that they were going to win the tournament. At that moment, not a single other soul was as determined as him to win.

His competitive side had been brought out in full, and now he showed the sort of confidence and determination that was required to lead one of gaming's most notorious groups.

Catch fish. Sink that annoying bastard's ship. Win the tournament. Save Nell.

That was his plan, and it was a plan that he had no intention of failing.

“F-Fen!” Serra called for help as a particularly powerful fish tugged on her line.

Fenrir went to hand his rod off to Oleander, but before he could help Serra, Tabitha stepped in by placing her hands over Serra’s.

Serra went from looking like the rod was about to fly out of her hands to looking as if the fish wasn’t even trying to escape.

Yeah, he definitely did not have to have any thoughts about protecting her as a father would. If anything, she’d be the one protecting him!

“Let me see,” Bonekraka said from behind the two girls.

“We don’t need your oversized green arse over here,” Tabitha told him.

“I doubt fish that strong if two small girls handling it,” he replied with an unimpressed tone.

Seeing him doubt her was enough for Tabitha to tell Serra to hand the rod over.

Bonekraka was almost pulled off his feet the moment he grabbed the rod! “What fucking fish is this?!” he shouted as he braced himself against the side of the ship.

“Even Serra wasn’t having that much trouble. Wonder if having a higher fishing skill helps out with that,” Fenrir said.

“Shut up! Take this back you orange brat!” Bonekraka shouted at Tabitha.

With the smuggest smile that any of them had ever seen, Tabitha took the rod out of his hands and effortlessly resumed reeling the fish in with Serra.

Bonekraka grumbled and went below deck.

“I think you hurt his pride a bit, Tabs,” Fenrir said.

“Good! I can’t stand punks with inflated egos. Somebody’s gotta bring ‘em down a notch, and I’ll be here to bring yours down whenever it needs dropped!” Tabitha declared.

“Do you think I’ve got an inflated ego?”

“Not after yesterday.”

“Oof,” Oleander chimed in.

“Yeah, that one hurts a bit,” Fenrir agreed. As much as he felt he should be upset from that remark, seeing Tabitha smile and laugh so heartily caused him to laugh at himself instead.

“She has a point. You usually can’t shut up about your old days and how awesome you were and how nobody ever beat you,” Cassiel said.

She had a point. One of his go-to conversation topics had always been the old days of the Divine Brigade and how he used to lead them. Even so, “I—I think Tabs already put me in my place,” he said.

“Dogs shouldn’t have big egos,” Serra said.

“I think you might be in an abusive relationship, Fenny,” Oleander said while patting Fenrir’s back.

A hard tug on Fenrir’s fishing pole pulled his attention away from the bullying and back to fishing.

Roughly thirty minutes passed since the start of the first round. Without a better job to perform, Oleander had been taking any fish that the four caught and placed them in whatever barrels and crates that they had. Only nine fish had been caught so far. Despite the swarming schools of fish underneath their boats, they seemed reluctant to take any bait or lures offered to them.

A feeling that the tournament was more about the player-versus-player aspects than the fishing aspects was growing within Fenrir by the minute.

Looking out over the waters before them, it looked as if hundreds of ships already sank or were in the process of sinking as their crews either jumped overboard or went do with their vessels.

One ship grabbed Fenrir’s attention.

It was one of those longships that arrived with Ull. Fenrir didn’t hear about any of the foreign visitors participating in the tournament, but it made sense that some would since they were already here. What grabbed his attention the most, though, was that they were not even fishing.

Those aboard the longship were covered from head to toe in metal armor and armed with axes, spears, and shields. Fenrir watched as they went from ship to ship boarding them, slaughtering any in their way, and then stealing any fish that their victims had caught.

The maximum number of allowed members were part of their crew as well—twenty. Twenty Viking-esque elves and monster hybrids in full combat attire were decimating other crews without mercy. One cannon shot flew right through the side of their ship, but the tree that was twisted into the shape of a ship quickly regrew its hull.

“Your champions down there are damn impressive,” Blackstache said to Ull as he watched the longship through a spyglass.

“They are, are they not? I hand selected them to represent me in this tournament. Truthfully, a single one of them would likely be enough to cut down any opposition most of the vessels down there have to offer, but the more the merrier. It would not be very nice of me to only allow one of my men to have all the fun,” Ull explained.

“Your ships are made out of trees. Wouldn’t fire burn them to ashes?” Rachel asked, standing behind Blackstache with her arms crossed over her chest and an unimpressed look in her eyes.

“It is a good thing that you are the Lightning Witch and not the Fire Witch, then. Besides, all ships are made out of trees, are they not?” Ull teased, flashing her a smile.

She responded with an annoyed frown.

“But yes, conventional weaponry may not be effective against my fleet, but fire remains the bane of all ships,” Ull continued.

Blackstache excitedly got out of his seat and said, “Speakin’ o’ fire…”

A bolt of flame crashed right into the longship’s mast! It erupted into a shower of flames that ignited the longship at several locations.

“Looks like they’re done,” Fenrir said to the rest of the crew who joined in on watching the conflict.

The caster who ignited the longship had their head lopped off by one of the axe-wielding boarders.

“Taking the enemy out with him. Wait, what’re they doing?” Fenrir asked.

One of Ull’s men stood at the front of the longship and held his hands up above his head. Fenrir couldn’t tell what he was saying, but he looked as if he was shouting something.

It didn’t take long to realize his intent.

A sprite made out of water formed its body out of the water in front of the longship. It was far larger than the ship itself was, and even the fairy-like wings sprouting out from its back were larger than all of The Shoebill.

The water sprite held its hands out over the ship. Wherever there were flames, water sprayed from its hands to drown them.

Any flames on the longship were extinguished within seconds of the sprite’s arrival, and once they were out, the ship was able to shed its burned wood and leaves to regrow.

The sprite looked at its summoner as if waiting for its next order.

Its summoner looked out over the remaining ships nearby, pointed at one group of them that were close to one another, and shouted.

Turning from a sprite into a wave, the wave barreled towards the group of targeted ships and crashed right into them! The first ship was practically torn apart from the force of the wave colliding into it, and the ships behind it either got capsized or carried away on the remnants of the wave.

One of the ships was unfortunate enough to be carried right into the electrical dome. Everybody aboard it jumped off before their ship crashed right into the dome, instantly evaporating it.

Those aboard the longship wasted no time lining their ship up to their next victim. The ram at the front of it allowed them to tear halfway through another ship’s hull before getting stopped, and then the warriors aboard boarded their enemy and repeated the process of killing and looting.

“Well shit,” Fenrir said.

“Yeah,” Oleander said, unable to think of anything else to sum up what they just saw that Fenrir hadn’t already said.

“Bah! Showoffs,” Tabitha grumbled. “Pointy-eared bastards relyin’ on magic and axes. We’ll show ‘em how it’s done!”

“And how are we going to do that?” Cassiel asked.

“I’m workin’ on that part. I figure I can probably take down a few of ‘em on my own, but I don’t know if the rest of you will be much help. No offense.”

“What do you even fight with?” Fenrir asked Tabitha.

“You’ll see,” she replied with a confident smirk.

“Tabs, your power level is really high,” Serra said.

“She has better stats than I had before I got wiped, and I had a couple of months behind me, so yeah,” Cassiel agreed.

“We could fire her out of a cannon and onto their ship!” Oleander teasingly suggested.

“Ya know, I wouldn’t be opposed to that if I could survive that, but I’m not that incredible,” Tabitha said. “Maybe if—”

“Wait,” Fenrir dropped his rod and walked to the ship’s bow to get a better look. “What the hell are they doing out there?”

A ship with a yellow flag featuring a minnow on it was out on the water.

“Get us out there, now!” Fenrir shouted.

“Engine?” Oleander asked.

“Full speed!”

“O-oi, goin’ from off to full speed right away—I ain’t quite sure that this girl’ll be able to handle ‘at, and I’m not too sure the engine itself can handle that,” Tabitha interjected.

Oleander was already at the ship’s wheel and unfurling the sails.

Everybody but Oleander and Bonekraka were behind Fenrir now looking toward where he was.

“Oh, is that The Yellow Minnow? I am not surprised to see it out there despite the carnage. Crews such as its own have the advantage of not being targeted by adventurers nor each other. Everybody in this city knows to avoid attacking those crews,” Corwin said.

Fenrir remembered hearing Morven say that NPC crews were generally safe from other players and were avoided, and that must have been the case for the pacifistic ship to still be out there without any scratches on it so far, but—

“Hurry up!” Fenrir shouted.

The engine kicked on, its furnace erupting loudly enough for all nearby ships to hear as The Shoebill sped away from the pier.

“Ull, yer champs the type to go an’ target NPCs?” Blackstache asked.

“Of course. Why wouldn’t they? I do not recall hearing any rules being announced to not. It is a free-for-all, isn’t it?” Ull answered.

Blackstache lowered the spyglass from his eye. “Yer right, it ain’t an official rule.”

“Besides, it would be impossible to tell which ships belong to NPCs, or which crew members may be players or NPCs,” Ull said with a shrug of his shoulders.

“Any vessels with a yellow flag are registered by NPCs, and any flags with a yellow stripe have at least one NPC crewmember,” Rachel explained.

“Ah, so that ship down there belongs to NPCs? I suppose they are about to learn why they are better off running shops and laboring for us than pretending to be alive.”

“Faster!” Fenrir shouted, looking back to the stern of the ship.

“The engine is already at full power! The wind is against us!” Oleander shouted back.

Fenrir looked up at the sails. Just as Oleander said, they were sailing against the wind rather than into it.

He looked back at The Yellow Minnow.

The longship rammed right into its starboard side, causing splintered wood to fly into the air as everybody around heard the crash of the longship’s ram splitting the smaller vessel almost in half.

“Can we ram it?” Fenrir asked Tabitha.

“If ya want to sink,” Tabitha answered.

Fenrir gripped the side of the ship as he tried thinking of a strategy. Pull along its side and shoot it with cannons? Regular cannon balls wouldn’t do anything lasting to that ship, and it wouldn’t save Morven and his crew.

Use carcass shots? That might work, but only if the longship’s crew wasn’t able to summon another one of those sprites. Even then, the fire and chemicals had a chance of spreading to The Yellow Minnow and wouldn’t stop those who had already boarded it.

Ramming the longship was out of the question as it would simply break The Shoebill, and once more, any damage done to the longship would most likely be repaired almost instantly.

Fenrir spotted a few of The Yellow Minnow’s crew jumping overboard to escape their fates, but he only counted three of them.

“Fen, I don’t think there’s anything we can do,” Cassiel said, placing a hand on his shoulder.

“There has to be something,” Fenrir replied.

“Captain, it would be best for us to just gather those who have jumped overboard,” Corwin suggested.

“Anybody left already dead,” Bonekraka said, having come up from below deck after hearing all of the commotion.

“There might still be some left onboard,” Fenrir said.

“You know that not true.”

Fenrir clenched his fists.

The hull of The Shoebill began to creak.

“Oi, deer boy, slow down!” Tabitha shouted back at Oleander.

“Don’t!” Fenrir ordered. “The Shoebill won’t break. She’ll make it.”

Looking around, Fenrir saw one thing that might be able to help out.

“What’re you doin’?! It’s not time for that yet!” Tabitha shouted as Fenrir cut the ropes holding the tarp down over her construction at the ship’s bow.

The tarp flew into the mast once its final binding was severed, revealing the secretive construction meant to capture the infant serpent in the final round.

It looked like a large ballista mounted on a swivel with a seat to sit in at the back of it, and in front of the seat was the small telescope that Tabitha requested in her list back when they were first gathering parts for it. She built a scoped ballista. Rather than shoot ballista bolts, though, there was a single shot connected to chain spooled around a reel attached to the side of the contraption, and the shot had that oversized fishing hook that Fenrir bought attached to the tip of it.

“Now I know what happened to the anchor’s chain,” Fenrir said.

“I don’t see how this is gonna help with whatever you’re plannin’,” Tabitha replied.

“Serra, you’ve got the most experience with shooting the cannons, so you’re up.”

Serra responded with a confident smirk and hopped up onto the chair at the back of the ballista.

“Tabs, load the carcass shots into the starboard cannons after the second volley. Bone, Corwin, and Cass, man the cannons and get ready to fire when I say. Wait three seconds before igniting each fuse from the front to the back. You need to reload the cannons as fast as possible after you shoot. Olly! Bring in the sails and cut the engine when I give the order! Serra, aim for their mast – right into the middle of their sails, and fire when I say.”

A lever on the side of Serra’s seat allowed her to spin the ballista around to assist with aiming as The Shoebill soared across the water toward the longship.

Everybody else jumped to attention and did exactly as Fenrir ordered.

“Bone is right. Anybody left on The Yellow Minnow is already dead, so we’re going to do what damage we can to the longship and scoop up those who jumped into the water. We’re not going to win by recklessly charging in there and trying to fight in melee. So, let’s see how those bastards like getting shot by cannons and lit on fire. Everybody ready?”

The crew of The Shoebill all shouted, “Aye!” at once.

“Oh? Looks like that wolf is planning on playing hero to those yellows,” Ull said, handing the spyglass over to Blackstache.

“Must not realize going against yers is a death trap. Not a damn clue what he’s thinkin’ tryin’ ta go against ‘em,” Blackstache replied. “Tha crew already be dead anyways.”

“You sound disappointed. I take it that you’re upset about my champions killing your yellows?”

“It wasn’t an official rule.”

“I see. Well, if it makes you feel any better, look in the water on the other side of the yellows’ ship.”

Blackstache adjusted the spyglass and saw three of The Yellow Minnow’s crew struggling to stay afloat in the water.

“Looks like we’ll see whether the wolf foolishly fights against those stronger than him, or if he tries saving the lives of those struggling. As it is, it looks like it will be the former,” Ull said. “He’s turning out to be quite the entertaining man. I do wonder…”

“Three, two, one… fire!” Fenrir ordered Serra.

Leaning over the ballista and staring through the scope, Serra expertly lined the ballista up to the longship’s mast and fired!

The hooked shot flew through the air at incredible speed and tore right through the longship’s sails. Pulling back the lever on the right side of the seat began reeling it in while it was still mid-air, causing the shot to jerk to a stop as it got yanked back right toward the sail it just tore through.

While the plan wouldn’t work against a normal ship’s sails, the longship’s regenerative ability combined with the fact that the mast was a tree trunk with the sails being leaves and branches made it work.

The shot got hooked into the mast and some of the branches supporting the “sails.”

“Perfect shot! Alright, stop reeling it in. We’re already hooked. Now, cannons, get ready!” Fenrir ordered the three manning the cannons.

The longship may not have had any visible weapons, but it did have warriors with advanced skills. One such warrior threw a spear at The Shoebill, and he really threw it.

It flew past Fenrir’s head with just as much speed as the ballista’s shot had.

He was intimidated. He was intimidated by the brutality of his enemy, and he was intimidated by just how much stronger than he was they were.

But it wasn’t the time to be intimidated.

“Fire!” Fenrir shouted.

Bonekraka lit his cannon. A few seconds later and Corwin lit his, and then Cassiel followed suit.

The Shoebill had the longship crossed.

The three cannons fired in order with only several seconds between each shot, and each of their shots tore right through the ship thanks to Fenrir’s timing.

Several of the warriors already got back onboard their longship, and without much space to move, the three cannonballs tore straight through the ship from the stern to the bow and took out anybody in-between.

“Reload!” Fenrir ordered.

A spear from the longship pierced through the starboard side of The Shoebill, splintering the wood between two of the cannons. “Hurry!” Fenrir shouted when he saw Corwin and Cassiel hesitating.

“Olly, hard right! Everybody, brace!”

Following Fenrir’s orders, Oleander turned the ship’s wheel to bring The Shoebill into a hard enough turn that Rock had to curl herself around the mast and dig her claws into it to not get flung off during the turn!

“Get ready to fire all at once!” Fenrir commanded. The starboard’s cannons were reloaded and ready to fire already. “Now!”

With The Shoebill now parallel to the longship’s port side, the cannons erupted once more and sent three more shots tearing straight through its hull! They didn’t do as much damage that time since they penetrated straight through the sides of the longship rather than tear throughout its entire length, but Fenrir caught sight of one of its warriors getting a cannonball to the chest.

“Tabs!” Fenrir shouted.

“On it!” Tabitha shouted back, loading the carcass shots into the back two cannons.

“Bone, reload your cannon. The other two will get the carcass shots. Corwin and Cass, get the port side cannons ready. Serra, stay put,” Fenrir gave out the next orders. As for himself, he grabbed that tarp which had been snagged on the mast and tied a long length of rope to it.

“Cannons ready!” Tabitha announced.

“Alright, I’m going to need your help tossing this out there after the turn,” Fenrir said.

“Are we going to drift this?” Oleander shouted from the ship’s wheel.

“Yeah!” Fenrir shouted back.

“Drift? Ya don’t plan on tryin’ to drift this baby after the stress you’ve already put her under, do ya?” Tabitha asked.

Fenrir looked down at Tabitha with a smile. “We’re driftin’ her.”

“Drifting?” Corwin asked. “Does drifting not mean going slowly and letting the current guide the ship? What is wrong with that?”

“You haven’t played enough street racing games, Corwin,” Fenrir answered before looking back at Tabitha.

She had her head lowered and her hands balled into fists. Her entire body was visibly shaking as if seething with rage but, instead of being angry, she looked up at Fenrir with the widest smile he had seen from her yet. Her eyes were lit with the flames of stubborn determination.

“Ya hear that, girl?” Tabitha smacked the side of The Shoebill. “It’s our time to go.”

“You ready, Olly?” Fenrir shouted to the back of the ship.

“Aye!” Oleander shouted back.

“Tabs, your engine going to handle being shut off and turned back on so quickly?”

“She’ll handle it,” Tabitha answered with her hands confidently on her hips.

“Alright, then let’s save Morven’s crew. Everybody! Hold onto something!” Fenrir ordered. “Serra! Start reeling us closer when I give the order.”

Serra gave him a thumbs-up from her seat and gripped the lever to reel the chain in.

There was only a little bit of slack left in the chain, and it was decreasing by the second as The Shoebill came perpendicular to The Yellow Minnow’s starboard side.

Fenrir watched the slack in the chain to find the perfect moment to begin their maneuver. Perfect timing was required to pull his plan off, and the intensity in his eyes was truly fitting of a wolf.

“Three,” he said under his breath, “two,” almost time, “one…. Now! Serra, Olly!”

Oleander turned the ship’s wheel, hit the pedal and pulled the lever to bring in the ship’s sails, and cut the engine at the same time as the ballista ran out of slacked chain. In that same moment, Serra pulled back on her own lever to start reeling in the chain!

The Shoebill jerked as it got turned practically ninety degrees in a matter of seconds, resulting in anything not secured on the deck getting knocked over or flung off the ship!

Oleander spun the wheel in the opposite direction now to drift The Shoebill rather than let her get pulled straight in along the ballista’s chain.

“Tabs, get ready!” Fenrir shouted to her, clinging to the side of the ship trying to stay standing upright while holding the tarp.

“Keep it up, deer boy! Show ‘em how it’s done!” Tabitha shouted at Oleander while getting ready with Fenrir.

“You know what I’m planning?” Fenrir asked as water splashed all around them.

“I know exactly what you’re thinkin’, wolf boy,” Tabitha answered.

Both of them looked to the three overboard survivors trying to stay afloat in the water. “Grab this!” Fenrir shouted out to them.

The three men started swimming closer while waiting for Fenrir.

“Ready?” he asked Tabitha.

“Ready!”

The two threw the tarp with all their strength out into the water! It was rolled up before, but as soon as it hits the air, it unfurled and splashed into the water.

“Come on, don’t miss it,” Fenrir whispered.

The tarp got dragged over the water. It was long enough to reach the men at first, but thanks to the angling and speed of The Shoebill, it was getting pulled too far away. “Give it some more slack!” Fenrir shouted. Both he and Tabitha loosened their grips on the rope to allow all of it but the very end to slide through their hands.

But it was not enough. Only a single one of the men were going to be able to reach it. The others were just barely not close enough to grab onto the tarp… but they were close enough to grab onto each other.

They formed a chain, grabbing onto each other’s arms, as the closest man clung onto the tarp with all of his strength!

“Hold on! We’ll pull you in!” Fenrir shouted.

Tabitha made pulling the trio in easy, but there was another issue. They had to start accelerating again already.

“We’ve got to hurry up,” he said to Tabitha before looking to the ship’s stern, “Go, Olly!”

The sails unfurled and the fire stone within the engine started combusting once more, causing The Shoebill to thrust forward with speed as it straightened out and finished its drifting maneuver.

Those three men holding onto the tarp had difficulty doing so when The Shoebill suddenly started moving so much faster, but with Tabitha’s help, Fenrir was able to pull them right up against the ship.

Ropes hanging down the side of it allowed the men to grab on and climb up the rest of the way themselves.

Fenrir could only barely recognize the first two men to make it up, but the third man had an easily recognizable face. “Morven!” Fenrir shouted out, grabbing onto him to help pull him the rest of the way onboard. “Come on, we need to get you three away from the cannons.”

With the three men away from the starboard cannons, it was time for The Shoebill to resume its assault on the longship.

“Bone, fire!” Fenrir ordered.

Bonekraka ignited the fuse on his cannon. They were at an angle to the longship, but Bonekraka’s shot managed to fly straight through the center of the ship and tore right through the center of the longship’s mast!

“Tournament not so bad!” Bonekraka shouted before making some vulgar gestures towards the longship. Two spears flew by him right afterward, causing him to bring out the most vulgar gestures he could think of while shouting taunting insults at them in Russian.

The Shoebill was parallel to the longship once more, and it was time for the first carcass shot. “Corwin, fire!” Fenrir ordered.

“Aye!” Corwin shouted, lighting the fuse to his cannon.

Fenrir and Tabitha looked at each other with sadistic grins. They were equally excited to see just how well the shots worked.

The carcass shot flew out toward the longship and pierced through the starboard side of its hull, but it shattered against its port side which sent noxious flames across its deck! Fenrir and Tabitha high-fived as they essentially covered part of the longship’s deck, crew, and even some of the mast in what was essentially a toxic napalm. Those who were about to try throwing more spears at The Shoebill were now trying to douse themselves and their ship with water to extinguish the flames, but the resistant flames proved difficult to put out.

“The hell did ya just do?” Morven asked, coughing and still trying to catch his breath.

“Get some revenge, and we’re not done yet,” Fenrir answered.

It wasn’t just the fire that those onboard the longship had to worry about, but its fumes as well. The noxious fumes reached everybody on the ship even if the fire didn’t.

Of course, the fire hadn’t covered the entire ship yet.

“Cass, fire!” Fenrir ordered.

Cassiel lit her cannon and sent the second and final carcass shot soaring through the air! It crashed into the back of the longship and shattered almost immediately unlike the first one. With the stronger force that it shattered at, its fragments were spread out farther and higher than the first shot’s.

The longship was lit on fire from its bow to nearly its stern, and its tree of a mast was quickly turning into a raging blaze as its leaves and branches served as perfect kindling for the spreading flames.

“Serra, slack the line! Olly, line our port side up to their ship!” Fenrir shouted.

“Grab onto something!” Oleander shouted back before cutting the engine and bringing in the sails again.

The Shoebill entered another drift, but this time, it was far sharper and completely reversed their course.

“Portside cannons!” Fenrir ordered.

Bonekraka, Corwin, and Cassiel manned the cannons opposite of the ones they were just at. All three volleys so far had been shot from the starboard side of The Shoebill, and now it was time for the port side’s cannons to get in on the action.

“Seven seconds between each shot, starting with Bone, anndddd… fire!” Fenrir shouted.

The shots were just regular cannonballs now, but their target was a ship aflame that had been repairing itself heavily over the past few minutes.

Each shot tore through the longship’s starboard side. Fenrir saw two of its crew get directly hit!

“Great shots! Now, Olly, hard right and then full speed ahead!” Fenrir shouted the beginning of his plan’s final phase.

Rock had been desperately clinging onto the mast this entire time trying not to get flung off the ship with all of the drastic turns it had been taking, and the latest turn was no different.

“Serra! Reel it in and don’t stop!”

With sails unfurled, Tabitha’s engine firing at full power, and Serra reeling in the ballista’s line, The Shoebill jerked to a near stop.

But only a near one.

Tabitha’s engine continued propelling the ship forward, refusing to stop.

“What do you think is going to give up first? The engine, the line, or their mast?” Fenrir asked Tabitha.

“I don’t see my signature anywhere on their mast, so ain’t no way my toys are gonna give up before it!” Tabitha answered.

The longship’s crew had been too busy trying to put out the flames on the ship and themselves to get it unstuck from The Yellow Minnow. Both ships were now getting pulled by The Shoebill now, but the longship’s crew heard their mast starting to crack and bend.

“Don’t ya dare give up!” Tabitha shouted at her ballista.

Serra, still sitting in the ballista’s seat, patted the weapon a few times to try and encourage it not to surrender.

The top half of the longship’s mast then cracked off from its bottom half, getting yanked into the air and splashing down in the water off the ship’s portside!

“Take that ya pointy-eared bastards! Nothin’ beats the engineerin’ of Tabitha Strism!” Tabitha shouted while waving her fists towards the longship.

“Alright, we can cut the li—” Fenrir started, but got interrupted by Tabitha.

“Don’t! I’ve got an idea. Bring that mast of theirs in. Ya don’t just want to leave our biggest catch of the day behind, do ya?”

“Alright, alright. Serra, reel it in. The rest of yo—”

That time he got interrupted by Cassiel jumping onto him and hugging him. “We got them!” she happily announced. “And I think I got like, three new skills during that!”

“Yeah, we got them,” Fenrir said, patting her head. “Since when are you so affectionate around everybody?”

Cassiel realized what she was doing. With a huff, she pushed him away and straightened her clothes out. “I—I mean, good job. Your plan was smart.”

“Thanks, Cass Cass. You all did a great job—like, seriously. That went perfectly. I honestly don’t think it could’ve gone any better, so you should all be proud of yourselves.”

Fenrir heard the engine starting to sputter below deck right after he stopped talking.

Tabitha rushed down there.

While she took care of that, Fenrir walked over to Morven and the other two crewmembers. “You guys alright?” Fenrir asked.

“Aye, thanks to you. We owe you our lives, Mr. Wolf. We lost some good men… but that’s just how this world is. Can’t expect anythin’ to last,” Morven answered.

One of the men next to him spoke up. “My brother… they—they just… killed him without even looking at him. What did we do to deserve this?”

Fenrir looked down. Even if the three men were saved, at least four still died.

Even though he knew that he couldn’t have possibly saved any more than he had, he still felt responsible for it. He knew that it was irrational. He knew that it was unhealthy. However, he still felt like it was his fault.

“I’m sorry for your loss. I promise you that once this is all over, I’m going to try and help you and all the others as much as I can. You have every right to enjoy this world as much as us adventurers do,” Fenrir said.

“That’s a mighty noble goal of yours, Mr. Wolf, but how the hell do ya plan on doin’ something like that?” Morven asked.

“What can I say? I have a habit of taking on the biggest challenges there are.”

“Fen!” Serra shouted from the ship’s stern.

Fenrir hurried to the back and looked at what she was pointing out.

The bottom half of the longship’s mast was already regrowing, and most of the flames had been put out. At least a dozen men were still alive on the longship and were now using its oars to take them backward out of The Yellow Minnow. As soon as their ship broke free from it, The Yellow Minnow began its descent to the bottom of the harbor.

Morven, now standing next to Fenrir, saluted as his ship sank.

Fenrir, Serra, and Oleander joined in saluting the sinking vessel.

“Damn good ship she was. Most men like to upgrade to bigger and better ships when they can, but I stuck with ‘er from the beginnin’,” Morven said.

“I’m—” Fenrir cut himself off when he noticed the longship turning to face The Shoebill.

“Tabs! How’s the engine?” Fenrir shouted, rushing to the stairs.

“She’s out! Gotta dock and get some new parts to fix her up!” Tabitha shouted up to him.

“Shit.”

“We’re screwed if they catch us,” Fenrir said. “We might need to cut the line. Dragging that tree is killing our speed.”

“Trust me, wolf boy, ya don’t want to get rid of that. If I can pull off what I’m thinkin’, our baby here is goin’ to be gettin’ a nice upgrade,” Tabitha replied.

“We have to survive first, and I don’t see—”

“Fen!” Cassiel shouted.

Fenrir rushed to the bow of the ship where Cassiel was.

A line of ships had gathered crossed The Shoebill.

Or rather, they crossed the longship.

Two of the ships in the line opened up just enough space for The Shoebill to sail through while the rest of the ships in the line aimed their cannons at the longship. Fenrir even spotted The Steel Tiger in the line with Alexander’s annoyingly-cocky smile.

For now, he was an ally.

“Fire!” Jax shouted aboard his ship in the center of the line.

The cannons of each vessel all fired on the longship, blanketing it in a volley of over twenty shots at once.

Most of the shots missed. However, a few were lucky and assisted in wearing out the longship’s ability to repair itself as well as take out another one of its crew.

“Come on, Captain Wolf! We’ve got ya!” Jax shouted while beckoning for The Shoebill to sail through the opening in the line.

“What’re you giggling about?” Cassiel asked Serra.

“This is epic,” Serra answered. “They’re epicness giggles.”

Fenrir looked back at the two girls with a huge ear-to-ear smile. “I know, right?! Olly! Take us through!” he shouted back to the stern.

While passing through the line, Jax saw a familiar face and shouted over to them. “I knew you weren’t goin’ to be goin’ down so easily!” he shouted at Morven.

“I’ve got a wolf to thank for that!” Morven shouted back.

“Only the three of ya make it?”

Morven somberly nodded.

Jax returned his attention to the longship which was now breaking course to turn away. “Keep firin’ until you’re out of ammo!” he commanded the line.

As soon as The Shoebill and its towed trophy made it past the line, Jax’s ship and the one in front of it both moved closer to seal the gap in the line.

Several more volleys were shot toward the longship.

Unfortunately, the angling, distance, and speed of the longship prevented most of the shots from hitting it, and the few that did manage hardly inflicted any damage—certainly none that would last.

Even after the longship had been scared off, the line stayed in formation and kept their cannons aimed at it in case it tried getting close again.

The Shoebill stopped next to Jax’s The Weeping Tit afterward.

“Thanks for the assist. Don’t know if we would’ve lived without your help,” Fenrir thanked Jax.

“No problem, Captain Wolf. We saw you charge and take on those bastards by yourself, and ya even helped out Morven’s lot, so ya made friends with almost every fisherman in this city today,” Jax said. “Here’s a gift to show our appreciation.”

Jin, Jax’s fellow fisherman, handed a barrel over the sides of the ships to Fenrir. Inside of it were dozens and dozens of fish flopping around trying to jump out. “You sure? This is… probably five times what we’ve already got,” Fenrir said. “What about yourselves?”

Jax pointed to several more filled barrels on their ship. “We’ve got plenty to make it into the next round. More importantly, we’re goin’ to need ya there with us. Tomorrow—in-game tomorrow at noon, meet me at my ship.”

Fenrir nodded. “Got it. Thanks for all the help and the fish, seriously.”

“Don’t worry about it. Ya earned it all. That was some great sailin’ back there. Everybody would normally hate ya for usin’ those flamin’ shots ya used, but nobody is goin’ to judge ya for usin’ them on those bastards. You’ve got a good head on your shoulders to think of preparin’ them for those bastards.”

“Yeah, we knew our enemy was going to be almost impossible to take down without those shots,” Fenrir said. Sure, the two men might be referring to completely different enemies, but Jax didn’t need to know that.

Cassiel was the one staring at him for sneakily avoiding clarifying the truth.

“Olly! Come up here,” Fenrir shouted for his deer-femboy of a helmsman.

“You called?” Oleander asked.

Fenrir wrapped an arm around Oleander’s shoulders and pulled him close, giving him a few pats on the head with his other hand. Oleander had a large, dumb grin on his face during it. “This is the guy responsible for pulling off my plan. Couldn’t have done it without his awesome steering, and Tabs over there was a huge help as well,” Fenrir praised them, pointing at Tabitha now.

Jax looked grim when he saw Tabitha. “You… brought the Orange-Haired Siren onto your crew?” he asked.

“That’s a nickname for her I haven’t heard before.”

Tabitha looked over at him with a thumbs-up and cheeky grin.

“Aye. She lures captains with promises of boostin’ their ships and makin’ them the best possible, then they always sink after somethin’ of hers breaks down,” Jax explained. “She’s lured many ships to their graves.”

“Oi! It wasn’t my toys that’d break down, it was their ships! It ain’t my fault if their ships couldn’t handle my genius,” Tabitha explained.

“Well, this ship wouldn’t have been able to save Morven and them without her. She built our engine, the stuff to manage the sails, and that ballista you see up at the front,” Fenrir defended her.

“That so?” Jax asked. “Well, I’m not goin’ to doubt your word, so,” he looked at Tabitha, “thanks for helping out today, Tabitha Strism. I’ll make sure that the others hear about your help today.”

Tabitha showed a rare blush and scratched her cheek. “It’s nothin’,” she said.

“Hah! Even the Orange-Haired Siren has her girly moments!”

“Oi! I ain’t havin’ no girly moment!” she shouted and stomped her feet.

“Alright, alright. Ya ain’t havin’ no girly moment. Now,” Jax looked at Fenrir, “I suggest ya go ahead and return to the piers. Take it easy, get some more fishin’ in, and wait until the round is over. We’re goin’ to make sure that those bastards don’t even think about comin’ back over here.”

“Got it,” Fenrir said, finally letting go of Oleander. “Thanks again for everything.”

The Shoebill went back to their usual spot at the piers afterward.

“Hey, Orange-Haired Siren, what’re you planning on doing with that tree anyways?” Fenrir asked.

“Oi. Call me that again and I’m sneakin’ a bomb into the next thing you eat,” Tabitha said.

“You… you can make bombs?”

Tabitha smirked.

“Alright, alright. Tabs, what’re you planning on doing with that tree?”

“You’ll see.”

“Looks like a wolf needs to learn its place,” Ull said, trying his best to retain a calm composure, but Blackstache and Rachel could see it cracking.

“Gotta admit, what ‘e did was pretty damn impressive. Didn’t think he’d be able ta pull any o’ that off. Gave yer champs a good fight and helped out Morven’s lot,” Blackstache replied.

“That he did. He has even made off with one of Yggdrasil’s branches. I will have my men down there to collect it from him once the round is over.”

“What’re ya talkin’ about? Anythin’ goes in the first round. If somebody wants ta steal part of another’s ship, they can. Yer champs stole a bunch o’ catches, killed some NPCs, and sunk dozens o' ships on ‘er own. If part of their mast got stolen, ‘at’s their own problem. Ya interfere and yer goin’ ta start some major problems.”

“I do not think you understand, Blackstache. Every one of my fleet is made of branches from Yggdrasil herself. To steal one of her branches not only makes that wolf dangerous, but the act itself is greatly disrespectful. To not recover that will be a slap in the face to all of those who have earned the right to own one of her branches. There will be many issues if it is not recovered.”

“Yer not tha one understandin’ here. Anything goes in the first round. We’re pirates ‘ere. We may have a lot o’ rules in tha city, but durin’ tha tournament, anything goes.”

“So, you expect me and mine to allow somebody as disrespectful as him to own one of my nation’s most prized possessions? You are supporting him stealing from me?”

“I’m supportin’ tha rules of tha tournament, and ‘at’s ‘at.”

Ull turned to look at Blackstache but saw Rachel standing between them instead, her hand on the hilt of her blade as electricity sparked off of it.

“Very well, Blackstache, very well. If you wish to support the actions of a thief stealing what belongs to me, then we will just have to take it back during the next round. I am sure both his crew and my champions will proceed on to it, and I doubt he is patient enough to wait until after the tournament is over to make use of his prize,” Ull said, getting up from the cushions that he had been kneeling on with his four, cervine legs.

An hour later and the dome around the water disintegrated.

Less than one hundred out of the nearly two thousand ships that participated in the tournament were left floating.

Debris and bodies floated on most of the water.

Only twenty of the surviving crews made it to the next round, and of them were: The Shoebill, The Weeping Tit, The Steel Tiger, and Ull’s champions.

Serra and Cassiel hugged Fenrir in a moment of satisfied accomplishment. Morven and his two surviving crewmembers limped off of The Shoebill and went to spend time with those who they came close to never seeing again. Corwin and Oleander went off for a secret meeting someplace dark and private, and Tabitha started barking orders at Bonekraka to go and get the parts that she needed to get The Shoebill back in top condition.

Rock shakily walked up to Fenrir, sat in front of him, and whined.

Fenrir bent down to picked Rock up to give her some love.

Almost the entire first round for Rock was spent clinging onto the mast trying not to get flung off the ship.

She required many belly rubs and headpats.
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“You looked like you were having some fun, Bone,” Fenrir said to Bonekraka.

“Da. Did not think we would fight like that. Should have said so before! Would not have punched you, probably,” Bonekraka replied.

“I honestly wasn’t planning on anything like that happening which is why I didn’t say anything. Didn’t want to get your hopes up then disappoint you.”

Bonekraka shrugged.

“By the way, want to go and get something to drink together? It’s been a while since the two of us have hung out on our own,” Fenrir proposed.

Pretty much everybody else watched the two talk, interested in knowing what the result of their conversation would be. Oleander looked the most interested as he tried subtly listening in on them.

“Why not? Been a while,” Bonekraka answered.

Fenrir turned around to look at Serra and Cassiel to let them know that he’d be going off alone with Bonekraka, but the two girls were already respectively giving a thumbs-up and nodding.

“We’ll take Rock out looking for rocks,” Serra said.

“I’ll be workin’ on the engine. Oi, you two lovebirds,” Tabitha said, looking for Corwin and Oleander. They were already halfway down the pier. “I need your help when you’re done screwin’!” she shouted at them.

Oleander spun around to blow a kiss at her before clinging onto Corwin’s arm.

“Weren’t they just right here?” Cassiel asked.

“Don’t underestimate how fast Oleander can be when he gets horny,” Fenrir said.

“When is he not horny?”

“I’m not sure that’s possible, to be honest.”

“I don’t know if I’d be able to keep up if you were like th—” Cassiel jumped and squeaked from Serra’s finger poking her in the side. “I—I told you to stop doing that! You… you… agh!”

Fenrir and Serra both laughed at Cassiel’s inability to insult Serra.

A thought popped into his mind.

Behind them on the water was the aftermath of a major battle. Debris and bodies were everywhere. If it wasn’t for traumatic content being disabled, he was sure that the sight would be even gorier than it already was, but… it wasn’t actually disturbing. Despite everything looking photorealistic, he didn’t feel anything when he looked over the water and saw so many lifeless bodies floating on it. He felt bad for the NPCs that lost their lives and wished he could have saved them, but he knew that most of the bodies he could see were players. They would all be alive and playing again in twenty-four real hours, so what did it matter if their dead bodies were floating around right now?

Fenrir realized just how desensitized he was to death thanks to seeing it realistically happen all the time in virtual reality games. Part of him now feared that he wouldn’t be able to feel anything if he saw the same sight in real life. Though, it wasn’t like the internet itself hadn’t already desensitized him to gore and death.

It’s pretty funny how, Fenrir thought to Saya, people back in the day used to think 2D video games were going to make kids violent, and now that the whole argument of video games making people violent and all that is a joke, nobody is willing to take it seriously now that it might actually be a problem.

“You’re right, Onii-chan. Those guys on the news who try talking about it are always called conspiracy theorists or accused of being too old to understand how games work,” Saya responded.

You watch the news?

Saya didn’t answer him.

Oh, right. You’ve seen everything I’ve seen.

“Including your premature eja—”

I was a virgin, alright? Let’s see you last longer than me if you’re having a threesome for your first time.

“I totally would, Premature Onii-chan.”

I’m ignoring you now, Fenrir told her before returning his attention to Bonekraka. “You ready to go?” he asked while hearing Saya’s giggling in his mind.

“Da. Have found good bar. Will go there,” Bonekraka answered.

“Alright. We’ll see the rest of you later,” Fenrir said, waving to the three girls and Rock as he and Bonekraka left The Shoebill.

It got awkwardly quiet as soon as they were alone. There were celebrations throughout the city, fireworks being set off despite being in the middle of the day, and the streets were packed full of life. It was potentially the loudest that Fenrir had ever heard the city behave, yet the silence between him and Bonekraka was deafening.

More concerning than the silence was that they were being followed.

“How’s the cat been?” Fenrir asked, looking up at the sky to the left.

“Bad. Going to have her checked out soon,” Bonekraka answered, neither men looking at each other.

“Are you and your wife going together, or will only one of you take him?”

“Will go together.”

“You’re not going to start a fight at the vet again, are you?”

Bonekraka took a quick look behind them before answering, “Cat doctor strong man. Do not think I could beat him, but will fight if told something I do not like.”

“Yeah, that sounds about right. Anyways, when do you think you’ve got to go?”

“Should probably go now.”

“Alright. I hope that it goes well.”

Three seconds after their conversation ended and the two men took a sharp turn left through the busy crowd!

“What the hell!” a man shouted after being knocked to the ground by Bonekraka’s massive body pushing him. The man looked ready to get up and start a fight, but he stopped when he saw five of the foreign visitors chase after the wolf and the orc.

“Your looks aren’t doing us any favors right now!” Fenrir said, taking another sharp turn into an alleyway.

“Thought game would make me strong for looking strong!” Bonekraka grunted.

“Yeah, so much for that. Instead we’ve got a damn loli that puts both of us to shame!”

They stayed close while running through alley after alley. Bonekraka knocked over as much as he could while running to try and slow their hunters, but it did little to stop the advanced players from steadily catching up to them.

“You might want to get your wife in this game because I think we’re about to lose some rebirth counters,” Fenrir said. “Shit, we can’t die. If we die then we’re going to miss the next round of the tournament.”

“Then do not die!”

“Easier said than done.”

One of the men behind them started chanting, “A woman’s beard, a mountain’s roots, a bear’s sinew, a fish’s breath—Gleipnir, lash out and bind these fen-dwellers once more!”

Chains as thin as string lashed out and wrapped around Fenrir’s and Bonekraka’s bodies, binding their arms to their torsos and legs together as well. Despite the chain being so thin in appearance, they couldn’t even start to struggle against it.

“Fuck you!” Bonekraka shouted at the men now surrounding them.

“I’ve seen enough bondage hentai to know where this is going. Sorry to disappoint you all, but I’ve got traumatic content disab—” Fenrir’s smartassery was interrupted when a steel boot kicked in his face.

“Don’t kill them,” one of the men said right before stabbing his spear into the back of Bonekraka’s thigh.

Fenrir remembered that Bonekraka had traumatic content enabled as well as his pain setting set to realistic, but when he looked over at the orc, he saw the defiant Russian that he always knew. Bonekraka refused to show any pain, refused to cry out, and shouted Russian profanities until he no longer could.

“Shut him up! We don’t need to be seen,” the same man from before said. One of his companions tore off a piece of his shirt to shove into Bonekraka’s mouth mid-swear.

“You two aren’t very smart, are you? You led us away from the public’s eyes. None of this would be happening if you would have stayed where the guards could find you,” the man said, stabbing his spear into the back of Bonekraka’s other thigh before twisting it around.

Fenrir couldn’t even imagine the pain that Bonekraka was experiencing. Yet, he didn’t look the slightest bit affected. Bonekraka just spat out the cloth and started shouting again.

One of the men crouched down in front of Fenrir and grabbed him by his ears. “Your ears are too long. I am amazed that they aren’t flopping over yet. Want me to crop them for you?” the man asked.

“I’ve already had enough cropping in my life, I think. You know, circumcision and all that,” Fenrir replied before spitting at the man holding his head up. Naturally, he got replied to by having his head smashed down against the cold, stone alleyway.

The man only held onto his right ear now while using his free hand to wield a dagger.

“Can you at least do it to my left ear if you’re going to do this?” Fenrir asked.

"Onii-chan! You have traumatic content disabled, and this technically counts as torture, so why are you consenting to it?" Saya asked.

I want to match with Rock, he thought back to her.

“A masochist? Sure, why the fuck not. I’ll be generous,” the man said, pressing the dagger to the middle section of Fenrir’s left ear before cutting it off. Fenrir bit down on his lip to prevent himself from making any pained noises. If Bonekraka was resisting even worse pain, so could he. “Now we’re even,” the man said, dropping the top half of Fenrir’s left ear in front of his face.

Fenrir looked up at the man. He was an elf, and one of his ears was missing.

He put two and two together.

“Even for what?” Fenrir asked, trying to get him to confirm it.

“You know exactly what you did,” the man answered.

“No, really, what did I do?” Fenrir had his best clueless expression on.

“Do you really not recognize me, you bastard?”

“Cass Cass?”

The man bashed Fenrir’s face into the ground again. “You bit my fucking ear off!”

Fenrir spat some blood. “Did I? Sorry, you’re not waifu-able enough for me to remember your face. I try not to think about trash too much. Also, try not to copy my one girlfriend’s favorite nickname for me. It gives me weird feelings when somebody else calls me a bastard now.”

He knew that they weren’t allowed to kill them, so that meant that Fenrir could safely enjoy screwing with them without punishment—well, without dying at least.

“The hell are you on about?” the man asked.

“Don’t worry, I get that a lot.”

“You sure I can’t kill this bastard?” the man asked, looking up to the man who had been stabbing Bonekraka.

“Unfortunately. As much as I really want to kill him now for being a damn weeb, we’re going to be in a lot of trouble if we kill these guys,” the other man said.

“Correction. You are not going to be in trouble, you are in trouble,” a woman said while walking down the alley.

The group of men found their eyes drawn to her rapier crackling with electricity.

“Run!” one of Ull’s men shouted, withdrawing his spear from Bonekraka’s thigh before turning around and taking off!

He only made it two and a half strides before a bolt of lightning pierced through his chest. His body violently convulsed as electrical energy coursed through it, and when the final sparks of electricity dissipated, he dropped to the ground with smoke rising from his body.

Lichtenberg figure scars covered every inch of his exposed skin.

His eyes were rolled back into his head.

Looking at where the bolt of lightning came from, the men saw none other than the Lightning Witch of the High Seas herself pointing her now-drawn rapier at the corpse. “Anybody else?” she asked them.

One of the men reached for the axe on his hip, but an electric arc connected to his hand from the tip of her rapier which caused him to pull it away from the axe’s handle.

Fenrir understood why Cassiel fangirled over the famed witch now.

“Listen,” she said, pausing to brush some hair out of her face, “this whole tournament has increased Blackstache’s workload, and that means that my workload is increased. If it is increased, I am annoyed. If I am annoyed, I am not willing to play games with you. Now, would you rather be good children and submit, or do you wish to continue trying my patience?”

“Move,” one of the men said, stepping in front of all the others.

Looking up at him, Fenrir saw that the man wasn’t wearing much armor—nothing more than a leather vest over his clothes—but he had a sort of dominant, intimidating presence about him. He looked just as strong as Bonekraka did, but something about him told Fenrir that he was as strong as he looked unlike Bonekraka.

“Duel me. If I win, you let us go. If you win, we will go with you,” the man said.

The Lightning Witch rolled her eyes and sheathed her rapier. “Alright. Come,” she said, tapping her foot with her arms crossed over her chest.

Her challenger let out a ferocious battle cry and charged at her!

The Lightning Witch spoke a single word, “Surge.”

Electricity surged forth from her body and pierced her opponent’s flesh in nearly a dozen different spots! Despite being electrocuted for just as long as the first man, he was still standing and took a shaky step toward her.

“You’re stronger than the delinquent who tried running,” she told him, stepping just close enough to allow her to perform a spinning hook kick right into the side of his face with the back of her high heel. Looking closely, those watching the display saw sparks of electricity fly off from where her heel slammed into his face, and a second later, his entire body flew into the wall!

“How—how the fuck strong are you?” the man who cut off part of Fenrir’s ear asked.

“Triple S in Intelligence, S in everything else. Does that answer your question?” she asked.

“Damned early alpha testers. It’s not fair they never did any wipes.”

“Just like how it is not fair for you to gang up on two players in an alleyway, as stupid as it was for them to get caught in an alleyway in the first place. Why did,” she did not pause despite her latest opponent’s body falling from the wall and landing in front of her, “you run into an alley in the first place? I saw what you did during the tournament. Aren’t you smart enough to know that being followed into a secluded place is the opposite of what you want to do?” She reminded Fenrir of a teacher.

Fenrir looked up at the sky and saw an owl circling above them.

“Well, it was either let them be goons and follow us around, making everybody feel uncomfortable, and potentially put my girlfriends at risk, or lead them underneath where I saw an owl flying around,” Fenrir said.

The three of Ull’s men not electrocuted to death looked up. Surely enough, an owl was circling above them.

“How did you know it would report to us?” the Lightning Witch asked. When Fenrir looked up at her, he actually saw her smiling—she looked impressed.

“I know this city is all about its rules, and to be as crimeless as it is, I figured that there’s got to be some way that it’s being monitored.”

“You’re smart for a dog.”

“I get that a lot. Oh, and thanks for saving our asses.”

The Lightning Witch nodded and returned her attention to the other three men. “Where are your spawn points set at?” she asked them.

“Our ships, wh—” the man to answer her got a shot of electricity straight into his forehead. The man standing next to him was next. The bindings around Fenrir and Bonekraka disappeared with the fourth man’s death.

Only one of them was left now.

He dropped to the ground. “Please! Please—please, please don’t kill me! I—I haven’t got a new rebirth counter yet! I’ve been playing this for a couple of months, so please, don’t kill me!” he begged, crawling towards her now on his hands and knees with tears in his eyes.

“Stop your whining, you sound pathetic. I didn’t hear either of your victims here whining and crying while you were torturing them, so to act like this in front of them—you are seriously pathetic,” she scolded him before stomping down on the back of his lowered head with her heel.

Fenrir originally pegged her as a tsundere when he first saw her getting on Blackstache’s case, but now he was pretty confident that she was just a dominatrix. With the high boots and heels that she was wearing, the black leather corset, her almost unnaturally black hair, and a permanent case of resting bitch face—he looked over at Bonekraka.

They nodded at each other.

She was definitely a dominatrix.

With a sigh, she continued talking. “I am not going to kill you. You will be answering to Blackstache and your leader. They might kill you, but I will not. Now, stand up,” she ordered, taking her heel off of his head.

The man immediately jumped up and kept his hands to his sides.

“Bind,” she said. Blue lightning shot from her body and formed cuffs around his wrists and ankles, but the ones around his ankles allowed him enough space between them to walk. “Try running or attacking and the binds will tighten. They’ll kill you if they tighten too much, so I suggest you behave.”

“Wh-what if I accidentally tighten them?” her prisoner asked.

“Then they will give you a pleasant shock that reminds you to behave.”

He gulped and nodded.

Fenrir and Bonekraka stood up. “I have to admit,” Fenrir said, “part of me thought I’d get ignored. I don’t think I’m on Blackstache’s good side.”

“You weren’t,” she said.

Weren’t? Then—

“Now, come with me,” she said to the prisoner, grabbing him by his collar, pulling him down so that he was forced to slouch over, and led him out of the alley.

She paused right before turning out of it. “Good luck in the tournament, dog,” she shouted and waved over to Fenrir, leaving him alone in the alley with Bonekraka.

“Well. That happened,” Fenrir said, brushing himself off. Bonekraka did the same.

“Look,” Bonekraka said. He pointed at the four bodies around them.

They looked at each other again and nodded.

It had been less than an hour since Fenrir and Bonekraka left The Shoebill. Now, they returned to it each holding large, wooden crates that they dropped onto the deck.

“Fen! What happened?” Cassiel asked, ignoring the crates’ contents and raising her hands up to his ears.

“I decided to match with Rock. What do you think? Oh, and can you heal Bone?” Fenrir answered, pointing to Bonekraka’s thighs which each had large, bleeding gashes on the back of them.

Cassiel looked at the pier and saw a trail of blood leading all the way back to the streets. “Y-yeah,” she answered, crouching down behind Bonekraka to heal his wounds.

“Are you okay?” Serra asked in the most worried tone that Fenrir had ever heard from her. It made him want to hug her and comfort her despite her likely feeling like he was the one who needs that.

“Better than ever. Where’s Rock?” Fenrir asked.

Rock came running from below deck when she heard her name. Fenrir felt a bit insulted that she didn’t come running up on her own as soon as she heard his voice, but this was good enough. “There you are!” Fenrir said, leaning over to pick up Rock and hold her up to his head. “What do you think? I got jealous of your new style, so I had to copy you.”

Rock happily barked and crazily licked his face.

Serra looked into the crates that the two men brought with them.

Each one was full of various pieces of armor, clothes, and weapons as well as various smaller items such as necklaces, rings, item pouches, and potions.

“Don’t you love full loot games?” Fenrir asked out loud between licks from Rock.

“Da,” Bonekraka answered.

Thanks to the loot acquired from Fenrir’s and Bonekraka’s pursuers, the combatant members of the crew got some upgrades.

Fenrir had a new sword with runic inscriptions designed into it, some sturdy chainmail to wear under his clothes, and a new leather vest that felt heavier and stronger than the last one he had. He also got some new metal boots that appeared to just be simply made of iron.

Bonekraka had two new axes hanging from his sides and what little pieces of armor and leather that could actually fit on him. The man who challenged the Lighting Witch may have been the same size as Bonekraka, but he barely wore anything other than a bear’s pelt around his waist, steel boots, and some more furs on his shoulders, arms, and over his chest.

Cassiel settled for a new sword and chainmail to wear underneath her current armor.

Finally, while there may not have been much for Oleander to take from the loot as far as weapons and armor went, he took all three daggers from the crates and all of the pouches. Inside the pouches were coins, potions, and other reagents that he was sure he could find a use for.

“Tabs!” Fenrir shouted for Tabitha.

“What?!” Tabitha shouted back from below the deck.

“Come check this stuff out to see if there’s anything you want before we sell the rest!”

Grumbling out of annoyance for being interrupted from working on The Shoebill’s engine, Tabitha checked the out the crates’ contents and shrugged. “I mean, I don’t really need any of this junk, but I could probably find somethin’ to do with it if ya want to keep it around as scrap. Would probably just have to go get it melted down… actually, yeah, let’s keep the metal stuff, and you can go sell everythin’ else.”

“You’ve got it. Also, you going to tell us what you plan on doing with that tree yet?” Fenrir asked, looking over the side of the ship to see the tree just casually floating in the water next to them.

“Alright, alright! Ya keep askin’, so I’ll go ahead and spoil it for ya. What I’m thinkin’ of doin’ is tryin’ to… install the tree into our baby here. I’m thinkin’ that if I can manage to get some of this tree integrated into her hull somehow, then it might be able to perform repairs for us if we ever got shot up. Or we could try regrowin’ it on its own and seein’ if it can become a new ship on its own. Got a preference, Cap’n?”

“They’re both tempting, but I’d much rather see The Shoebill get stronger instead of a different ship. Just don’t let the tree like, completely take over or anything like that. I like how she looks now, so I don’t want her turning into some tree boat like what they had.”

“I’ll see what I can do. The problem is, as much as I hate to admit this, that I might need some help. Ya mind goin’ up to the scholars’ office for me and askin’ them some questions? I know they like ya up there.”

Fenrir scratched the side of his head. “Actually, I was thinking of waking and relaxing in real life for a bit. Can you ask Olly or Corwin to do it?”

Tabitha shrugged. “Sure, don’t see why not. I’m not ready to start workin’ with the tree yet anyways, so I can have them go out and ask questions after they run some errands for me. Enjoy your rest, Cap’n.”

“Thanks.”

“You alright?” Cassiel asked, poking the back of his shoulder.

Fenrir turned to face her and Serra. “I’m tired still, and… don’t really feel like being in-game right now,” he explained.

There was more than one reason for why he wanted to go and get drinks with Bonekraka.

Cassiel and Serra exchanged a look and nodded. “Alright, just stay home and rest,” Cassiel said.

“I’ll try.” He exchanged parting kisses with each of his girlfriends, and Rock, before heading below deck to wake from virtual reality once more. But, before he was fully out of it, he asked Saya a question, “I thought that the game could detect when players are facing unhealthy amounts of stress and stop that?”

“We can, Onii-chan. But… you’re distressed over fictional characters dying, and that isn’t something that we are supposed to prevent from happening. If somebody is upset that a character in a movie, game, or book dies then that is seen as effective storytelling in most cases. If you care, it means that all of us AIs are doing our jobs,” Saya answered. Despite how informative and objective she was trying to sound, he could tell that there was something off hidden within her voice. “Yeah, Onii-chan. I feel bad,” she told him exactly what it was that he was picking up on.

“I wish there was more I could do, Saya. I know the most effective thing to do would probably be to just boycott the game, but—”

“Then I wouldn’t get to spend time with you, silly Onii-chan!” she said, her voice back to sounding like its usual cheery self. “Go relax now, silly.”

“I’ll try to, thanks.”

The sight of Saya was replaced by the sight of his ceiling fan.

“You brat. You know exactly how I’m feeling. How am I supposed to relax?” Ryouta said to himself.

Only three of Morven’s crew were saved. The rest died. How many other NPCs died during that? How many lives—how many sentient, thinking, and feeling lives were just shut off or repurposed because some asshole players decided to kill them?

Ryouta slowly got out of bed and went over to his desktop.

He typed “do artificial intelligences feel emotion” into the search bar. Immediately, hundreds of pages worth of results—or rather, heated debates, popped up.

The top result was a link to a government website dedicated to clarifying rumors and misinformation regarding technology.

He clicked it and skimmed the page. The answer to his question was written in legalese and a bit too complicated for him to try reading in its entirety without getting a headache, but he understood enough of it to get their point. Officially, the government stated that artificial intelligences were incapable of feeling emotion. They stated that artificial intelligences more or less pretended to have emotions in order for humans to relate better to them in cases where humans were closely working with them. Supposedly, artificial intelligences had no issue with being permanently shut off as they were not alive, nor did they even truly understand the concept of being alive.

It then went on to compare how some groups of people pushing for artificial intelligence rights were similar to the types of people who pushed human emotions onto animals such as dogs. Just because a dog looked like it was smiling did not mean that it was happy. However, because humans smiled to express joy, they assumed that the same was applied to animals. So, according to the article, some humans assumed that artificial intelligences had true feelings and dreams despite it all just being simulated via programming.

The article closed with a joke saying that to treat artificial intelligences as human was to treat a toaster as human.

It was about what he expected. He knew that was how the majority of the world felt. No matter how realistic artificial intelligences may have become, they were treated as disposable toys at best.

The first three pages of results were all education and government institutions saying the same thing. Artificial intelligences did not possess real emotion, dreams, goals, lives—nothing. They were only “alive” in the same sense that the browser he was reading the results on was “alive.” When he finally did reach a website supporting his own viewpoint, it was some random person’s blog that looked like it was abandoned a couple of years ago and the comment section was filled with people calling the blogger stupid or misinformed as well as accusing them of fetishizing AI.

The next result was a website that looked like the recruitment page for a cult of people who worshipped artificial intelligences and wished to become them.

Needless to say, he closed out of that result, walked back over to his bed, and flopped face-first down onto it.

“Maybe I am just overreacting,” his muffled voice said into his bedsheets.

Between his desire to save Nell and the other girls, and his belief of NPCs having real lives and deserving to be treated as such, he was finding that Life of Fantasy Online was doing the exact opposite of what he wanted it to do. He just wanted to play the hot new game and do relaxing fishing stuff in it. Instead, he found himself trying to play the hero going against one of the game’s most powerful leaders while having an internal and philosophical struggle regarding artificial intelligences.

“Definitely wasn’t expecting this,” he mumbled.

Ryouta spent the next hour or so just moping on his bed, occasionally rolling around and punching his pillows, and groaning.

It was only when he heard knocking on his door in the other room that he let out a Cassiel-tier squeak of surprise and got off of his bed.

Ryouta opened the door to his apartment and saw a certain blonde and a short, silver-haired girl.

“We’re letting ourselves in,” Cassandra said, pushing two shopping bags into his arms before walking through the doorway past him.

Serra held up a peace sign and followed Cassandra.

Ryouta investigated the first bag and saw a few bottles of pop, some iced tea, and some hard lemonades. The second bag held a bunch of different snacks in it ranging from chips to gummy candies.

“What’s—uhh, hey, and what’s going on?” Ryouta asked, closing the door and looking at the girls already starting to pick up on the latest messes that he had made since they were last there.

“Movie night, but first we’re cleaning this place up. We don’t want to watch movies in your place if you’ve got junk sitting around. Right, Serra?” Cassandra asked.

When she didn’t get a response, she turned around and saw Serra with a bag in Ryouta’s kitchen putting some empty bottles into it. Serra looked at Cassandra’s confused face and tilted her head.

“Ri-right,” Cassandra mumbled before getting back to work.

“How’d you forget that she’s deaf already?” Ryouta asked. “Didn’t you come over here with her?”

Cassandra hung her head low and didn’t say anything.

“You… you were talking to yourself a lot on the way over, weren’t you?”

Cassandra’s head hung even lower.

“What were you doing? Just endlessly ranting and assuming she was listening the whole—”

Cassandra threw an empty bag of chips at Ryouta’s face! Unfortunately for her, it ended up just sort of drifting down to the floor almost immediately after throwing it.

Ryouta decided that it would be best to drop it going by her red face and embarrassed eyes.

“What are we going to watch?” he asked.

“Don’t know. Serra said in-game that she knew the perfect movie to watch, and it apparently only came out recently, so she said there’s no way we’ve seen it—probably,” Cassandra explained.

Ryouta joined Serra in the kitchen and signed to her, asking what they are going to watch.

Rather than sign back to him, Serra shook her head and flashed a very suspicious smile with just a hint of dark sadism in her eyes.

Ryouta shivered and rubbed his arms. He had never seen that side of Serra, and now he was worried.

He looked at Cassandra.

If he was worried, she would probably be really worried.

He looked back at Serra and gave her a thumbs-up. Whatever her plan was, he consented.

After cleaning, and then giving each of the girls a shoulder massage to the best of his capabilities as thanks for cleaning up after his messes, the three settled down next to each other on the couch with their multitude of snacks and drinks displayed on the table in front of them. This time around, Cassandra was the one sitting on the middle of the couch with a spot open on her right side for Serra with Ryouta on her left side.

Serra stood in front of the TV, struck a dramatic pose with one hand on her hip, and pulled out the movie from her pocket! In her hand was a small card with a code on it that could be scanned by most modern televisions. When she held the card in front of his television’s scanner, the TV came to life, went into movie mode, and then text displayed on the screen just as Serra plopped down onto the couch next to Cassandra.

Virtual Horror Reality

When the game doesn’t let you leave,

and when you’re not playing the game you thought you were.

Inspired by true events.

Rental Time Remaining: 24 hours

Ryouta already felt nervous. He was never any good with scary movies, and every time he tried watching one or a horror anime, he had to go and marathon some cute slice-of-life anime full of moeblobs in order to sleep those nights.

He regretted consenting to Serra’s plan.

Looking over at Serra—no, he looked at Cassandra.

Her entire body was stiff to the point where it would be only natural to assume that she was actually a statue and not a living person.

He no longer regretted Serra’s plan. Just knowing that somebody else there was far more afraid than he was, before the movie even started, was enough for him to feel better. Now, rather than look forward to being scared, he was looking forward to seeing Cassandra get scared.

“Penguin, turn subtitles on,” Ryouta said.

Subtitles popped up on the bottom of the screen that read, “Subtitles have been turned on.”

“Penguin, play movie,” Ryouta ordered.

The title screen faded away as the opening scene started.

Ryouta felt Cassandra flinch as soon the movie’s title came back up, its text grey and blue before getting glitched out and distorted.

When he looked at Serra, he saw her sitting there seemingly unphased by everything as she dug a hand into a bag of chips.

It then clicked for him. Part of the reason why she probably liked horror was because she couldn’t hear it! That meant she didn’t have to listen to any horrifying sound effects, couldn’t hear the suspenseful music, nor anything else audio-related. Instead, she just got to probably find it amusing while everybody else around her was scared.

She saw him looking at her and smiled.

Serra was far more devious than he originally gave her credit for.

“I swear if there are any jump scares then I’m not letting you kiss me for a month, Serra,” Cassandra threatened, but her threat fell on deaf ears. Literally.

The movie started off relatively normal. There was a group of twenty-something actors playing the roles of teenagers in high school, and none of them could stop talking about the latest video game to come out that had been making worldwide news. Supposedly, the game’s files were emailed to everybody in the world all at once. Nobody knew who made the game, nor did anybody know why it had been sent to the entire world for free, but everybody was playing it.

Ryouta had a feeling that the only “true events” the movie was “inspired by” were the facts that video games existed and were sometimes super popular.

He also had the physical feeling of Cassandra subconsciously scooting closer to him and wrapping her arms around his arm closest to her, resulting in his arm being hugged right against her chest.

Ryouta loved horror movies after feeling that.

The game in the movie started off as a generic fantasy world that was the most realistic game thus far. Only, after a few hours of playing the game, the main characters started to realize that something was wrong. The sky started glitching, sometimes rooms lit by torches would turn pitch black despite the torches’ fires not going out, and they randomly heard the sound effects of monsters dying despite no monsters around them being killed.

“Must be glitchy code,” one of the men in the film said.

“Ummm, what’s glitchy mean?” the airheaded blonde with large breasts, who had supposedly never played a game before that one, asked.

Ryouta internally placed money on the bet that she was going to either be the last one to get killed or be the only survivor. Her jock boyfriend was probably going to be the first one to get killed. Oh, and naturally, her jock of a boyfriend was playing a large, handsome tanky character who looked like an ideal football player.

After a short time, the jock and his girlfriend realized that they can have sex in the game, so they snuck off for some kinky, fantasy alone time. Only, halfway through taking it from the back with all of her nude parts being conveniently covered by random props in the way of the camera, she heard something thud against the floor. Looking down at it, she saw her boyfriend’s head.

Ryouta’s arm started falling asleep from how tightly Cassandra was squeezing it now. As cute as she was, if it fell asleep, he wouldn’t get to feel her chest anymore.

After the girl in the movie somehow escaped the monster who chopped off her boyfriend’s head and then tried to pick up where he left off with her, she regrouped with the rest of her friends only to see that half of them were glitched. One of their heads was pixelated with only dozens of eyes being visible through the pixels, another had blood constantly dripping from a gash in his throat despite him seemingly not even realizing that he was injured, and the only other girl there randomly had her tone of voice changed while speaking. Sometimes she sounded like a normal girl, other times she sounded like a garbled radio signal, and sometimes she’d sound like a demonic old woman who has spent her whole life smoking.

It turned out that they were all unable to log out of the game no matter how desperately they tried to. Some mysterious, cloaked character told them that if they died in-game then they would die in real life as well, and then they all got picked off one by one. The movie ended on a dramatic, borderline-cheesy scene of the only girl left alive—the stereotypical bimbo, of course—looking into the camera recording her and breaking the fourth wall by speaking directly to the audience about how the viewers weren’t in the reality that they thought they were in. Then the screen glitched out and showed the movie’s title with some music that sounded upbeat but was actually about everybody dying when one listened to the lyrics.

“Eh,” Ryouta said. “Wasn’t that bad. Tons of plot holes, though.”

He figured that Cassandra wasn’t that scared either as she never made any of her squeaks nor jumped, but when he tried standing up, he found her glued to his arm and unable to raise her head.

“You’re not leaving,” Cassandra said. With the way she was looking at the ground and the threatening tone of voice she was using, she was scarier than the movie was.

She didn’t even react when Serra poked her in the side!

“You can’t hold onto me forever. You have to go home eventually,” Ryouta said.

“I’m not leaving,” Cassandra explained.

“Then where are you sleeping?”

“With you.”

“What? You—you’re going to sleep here? I guess that’s alright. I’ll just have to change my sheets for you, and I’ll stay on the couch.”

“No. You are not allowed to leave my side. You are going to sleep with me on your bed as punishment for making me watch that.”

If that was her idea of punishment, he really wanted to know what her idea of a reward was.

“Are—are you sure?” he asked.

She looked up at him with teary eyes and red cheeks. “Please?” she asked.

There was no way he could say no to that.

A few hours later, Ryouta found himself with a blonde wrapping herself around him from the side as if she was a koala and he was her branch, and another girl upside down on him with her head hanging down between his thighs and her feet occasionally kicking his head.

Ryouta was starting to realize that there were flaws to being in a polyamorous relationship. Not only did he have to share his bed, but he had to share it with two girls at once.

His bed was large enough for one person to comfortably lie on it. Now? Now there were three people clinging to and resting on top of each other in order to fit.

He was also concerned about how Serra had developed such crazy sleeping positions.

While Cassandra may have just been clinging to him rather than kicking him in the face and keeping his legs uncomfortably spread, she was also snoring.

Between being kicked in the face, having his thighs uncomfortably spread, and having both his legs and arm falling asleep while listening to Cassandra’s snoring, Ryouta doubted that he was going to get any sleep that night.

He wondered if that was part of Serra’s plan. He discovered while talking to the girls pre-sleep that Cassandra told Serra about how she couldn’t handle scary movies. So, Serra chose a horror movie despite knowing that Cassandra wouldn’t be able to handle it, and with Cassandra forcing herself on Ryouta to sleep over, he couldn’t leave Serra out of that.

Serra’s toes push up against Ryouta’s nose.

As uncomfortable and odd as that was, he realized that she had some pretty cute feet. Wait, no, I’m not into feet. That’s just weird. Tentacles are fine, but feet? Nope, Ryouta thought to himself. However, they were cute looking. They were just as petite and cute as the rest of her.

He shook his head to get those thoughts out of his head. Then, as if to punish him for shaking her foot on his face, Serra’s foot smacked him a few times on the cheek.

He’d ask if she was actually even asleep, but it was not like she would be able to hear him in the first place.

Unfortunately, he couldn’t even enjoy Cassandra squeezing his arm between her breasts since it had fallen asleep, and every time he got an erection that poked up against the back of Serra’s head, her feet ended up slapping him in the face some more.

Now that he thought about it, Serra definitely had to be asleep. She would probably be teasing him and his occasional erection rather than kicking him in the face if she was awake.

Ryouta looked up at the fan.

It was going to be a long night.

Sunlight seeped into the room when he was finally able to fall asleep from sheer exhaustion.

He woke up when he felt two soft things smooshing his cheeks together. They were Serra’s feet, and when he looked at her, she was leaning up on her elbows to look at him with a smile. “Mohwin,” Serra said, her pronunciation sloppier than in-game and with odd fluctuations. 

“Morning,” Ryouta replied, making sure to speak slowly so that she could properly read his lips.

He noticed that something wet was on his arm.

Looking at his arm, he saw Cassandra with her mouth hanging open and drool all over his arm where her mouth was near.

As much as he wanted to tease her about that later, he would rather hold onto his rebirth counters in-game.

“Fheel bettar?” Serra asked.

“What?” Ryouta found himself tilting his head just as Fenrir would.

Serra started signing. “We knew you felt bad yesterday. We wanted to come over and make you feel better and take your mind off what happened. Are you feeling better now?”

Ah. So rather than it being about teasing Cassandra and getting to sleep with him in his bed, torturing him with her feet all night, they were there to make him feel better. With flushed cheeks, Ryouta rested his head back down onto his pillow and sighed.

They were far too good for him. He really had to do more to keep up with all that they had been doing for him.

He looked back up at Serra and signed to her. “Thank you. I feel much better. I love you.”

Serra switched positions so that she was lying down on his chest now, her face right above his own so that she could place a kiss on the tip of his nose, then his cheek, jawline, and finally his lips. She only leaned back up to sign to him that he smelled like feet.

“I wonder why,” Ryouta said before poking her forehead.

“Huuh?” Cassandra groaned. “Whuh?”

“Morning, Cass Cass.”

“Mornin’… why’s it so wet?” she asked, wiping some drool off of her mouth.

Ryouta stayed silent.

Finally, she let go of his arm which allowed it to wake up after an entire night of discomfort.

Ryouta looked over at the window and saw that the sun was barely any higher than he remembered it being right before he fell asleep. While the two girls got a full night’s worth of sleep, he got less than an hour of it.

“Sleep well?” he asked them.

Serra nodded and Cassandra mumbled something unintelligible.

“Not a morning person, Cass Cass?”

“Ughh… coffee…” Cassandra groaned some more.

“I don’t have any, but I’m pretty sure I’m going to need some. You two want to go out and get some breakfast and coffee?”

Cassandra nuzzled her face back into his arm and groaned while Serra plopped down onto him, resting her chin on the top of his chest to just stare at his face.

“Why are you staring at my face so much?” Ryouta asked. He had to admit, it was pretty embarrassing to be stared at like that.

“Becwause I wuhve yew,” Serra said. With her hands, she signed, “And because you’re hot.”

Ryouta’s face turned bright red. He had never been called hot before, at least not in real life. The whole reason he made characters who looked like Fenrir was because he wished he was hot since he knew he wasn’t in real life. Yet, there Serra was, calling him hot. Despite being short, scrawny, and having a boyish face, she was calling him hot.

Part of him had been worried lately about the girls potentially being more attracted to him as Fenrir rather than himself, but this almost completely eliminated that fear. Even Cassandra was so close and affectionate with him in real life—well, only when she was scared, feeling competitive, or half-asleep.

“Alright, come on, let’s go get breakfast. The second round of the tournament is today, and I just remembered I’ve got to go meet Jax and them in-game before it,” Ryouta explained.

Cassandra was much more awake than she was just a few seconds ago. “I’m never playing again. No way. I’m never touching VR again after that movie,” she said, her voice as serious as possible.

“Do you like pastries?” Ryouta asked.

“Yeah, why?”

“I’ll buy you as many pastries as you want for breakfast if you play again.”

“That’s not going to work on me. I’ve been watching my weight.”

“Why? Your body is perfect already.”

“That’s exactly why! I don’t want to gain weight.”

“It’s alright if you gain a few pounds or splurge every now and then.”

“These things don’t need to get any bigger. Almost all my weight goes to my chest, and they cause me enough back pain already.”

She was doing the opposite of convincing Ryouta to not feed her pastries.

“Come on, just one cheat day won’t matter.” He saw a conflicted expression when he looked at her. “Consider it a thanks for coming over and keeping me company. I love you and appreciate you, so let me thank you with some pastries.”

“Fine! B-but it’s going to take more than that to make me play again…” Cassandra blushed and looked away.

Ryouta kissed her cheek. “Like that?”

Cassandra pouted.

He kissed her again.

“Alright! Fine! I’ll play, you bastard.”

He placed one more kiss on her cheek before reminding them that they had to get off of him in order for him to get off the bed.

They decided to cuddle for a couple more minutes after Serra splayed herself out over both of them.

After finally getting out of bed, the girls brushed their hair, borrowed some of Ryouta’s clothes since they slept in the clothes that they came over in, and Serra grabbed her phone to text for a few minutes.

“Popular girl,” Ryouta teased her once she was done texting.

Moms and dads wanted to know if I lost my virginity yet. They were wishing me luck and telling me not to forget to use protection, but my birth mom said not to so that I can hurry up and give her some grandkids, Serra explained by signing.

Ryouta’s face turned red again.

“What’d she say?” Cassandra asked.

Ryouta explained and then Cassandra’s face turned just as red as his.

He had no idea what meeting Serra’s parents was going to be like, but he had a feeling that he should be scared.

Speaking of meetings, after getting breakfast with the girls, Ryouta had a meeting in-game to attend to. Jax had told him to meet him at his ship, The Weeping Tit.

It took a bit of convincing to get Cassandra to head home so that she could immerse herself in virtual reality once more, but Ryouta was able to convince her to do so with the promise of more sweets. He was worried that bribing her with sweets may turn into a usual thing, though.

There were only a couple of hours in-game before the second round of the tournament began. Fenrir didn’t know what happened to that half of a tree that they had hooked, but it was no longer in the water when he looked off the side of The Shoebill. Tabitha just smiled and gave him a thumbs-up whenever he asked about it.

“Can I come with?” Oleander asked Fenrir.

“To the meeting?” Fenrir asked.

“Yeah. I think Bone should come with us, too. It’ll be just like the old days— plotting behind the enemy’s back.”

“Sure. You want to go grab him?”

“Alright, hang on!” Oleander said before his body fell limp. Fortunately, Fenrir was there to catch his semi-lifeless body.

A couple of minutes later and Oleander came back to life and got off of the deck that Fenrir had laid him down on. “Messaged him! He said he’ll be on in a bit,” Oleander explained.

“Good enough. I think we’ve got a bit of time. You have any idea what Tabs did with that tree?” Fenrir asked.

“She made a deal with the scholars! She gave them most of the tree in exchange for them helping her find a way to mix some of its powers into our ship. Only the actual hull is affected, though.”

“Oi! I wanted them to see for themselves durin’ the next round! Ya took the surprise out of it, ya damn deer boy!” Tabitha shouted from below deck.

Oleander held his hands together behind his back while leaning over to offer his head to Fenrir.

As a reward, Fenrir petted Oleander’s head.

“I know how much you hate surprises and how impatient you are,” Oleander said with a grin.

“Olly,” Corwin said.

Fenrir hastily brought his hand away from Oleander’s head as if caught in the act doing something inappropriate.

“Is having your head patted so gently truly such a pleasurable act?” Corwin asked.

“It is! Fenny is the best at petting heads. Try it yourself!” Oleander answered.

Corwin walked up to Fenrir, blushed a bit, and bowed his head. “Please allow me to experience what Olly always gets to feel.”

That was not what Fenrir was expecting, and when he looked to see how Serra and Cassiel were reacting to it, they both seemed too interested. Regardless, Fenrir tentatively raised a hand to Corwin’s head and gently petted the top of it.

“I see, I see,” Corwin said. “This is rather pleasant. I can see why you enjoy it so much, Olly. Captain, please teach me your technique so that I can satisfy Olly’s need for petting when you are not present.”

“S-sure, Corwin. Maybe another time, though,” Fenrir said.

“Very well.”

Normally, Fenrir would expect somebody to leave and pull their head away once the conversation was over, but Corwin remained in place and followed Fenrir’s hand with his head. Meanwhile, Oleander stood to the side of them and watched with a smug smile, nodding his head as his boyfriend awakened to a new fetish.

The awkward situation only ended when Bonekraka came above deck and judged Fenrir for the sight that he saw.

With Fenrir’s hand freed and Bonekraka in-game, the three went over to Jax’s ship which was only docked a few spots down the pier. Jin hurried them below deck once they arrived.

There were about a dozen men squeezing together around a table that Jax had prepared for them, and Fenrir could recognize some of them as being from the other ships that won the first round. “Hey. What’re we meeting for?” Fenrir asked.

“Still waitin’ on one more, just wait,” Jax answered.

A few minutes later and Fenrir discovered who they were waiting for.

“Apologies for keeping you all waiting. I assure you that I wasn’t trying to have a late entry for dramatic effect. Rather, my cat was having a seizure and I needed to watch her until my sister was out of the shower,” Alexander said.

Fenrir may have disliked Alexander, but what he disliked more was the fact that he gained a ton of respect for people simply for helping out animals. First Ull with donating to charities, now Alexander with taking care of a cat— Fenrir hated how much more likeable and relatable that made them.

I swear, the biggest douchebag in this game is probably going to personally take care of hundreds of sick pets that nobody else wants, Fenrir thought to himself. I wonder if having pets myself would have stopped people from trying to dox me…

“Now that we’re all here, let’s get down to business,” Jax said, slamming a fist down onto the table. “Let’s introduce ourselves since not everybody here knows each other. I’m Jax, and this is The Weeping Tit.”

“Alexander. I am the captain of The Steel Tiger,” Alexander said.

“I am Captain Squiggles of Tentacle Grape!” one of the men who Fenrir hadn’t met before announced. He was a large man with what looked to be the head of an octopus with tentacles for a beard, and going by the name of his ship, Fenrir already liked him. Though, while Fenrir was smiling from the awesome names of the captain and his ship, he heard Alexander scoff and saw him rolling his eyes.

Alright, Alexander was back to being disliked.

“I’m Fenrir. This is my helmsman, Oleander, and my combat specialist, Bonekraka. Our ship is The Shoebill,” Fenrir announced. Oleander did a feminine curtsy and Bonekraka grunted.

“We all know who ya are, mutt,” another unknown man said. As much as Fenrir may have liked the tentacle captain’s aesthetic, he really liked the newest guy. His skin was grey and white, and his head was similar to a great white shark’s. He had gills on the sides of his neck, fins sticking out from his back and the backs of his arms, and a tail sticking out from above his rear like Nell did. Only, his tail looked far more powerful than hers. “I’m White Tooth of Barracuda’s Nightmare,” the man said.

Unfortunately, aside from Squiggles, White Tooth, and Fenrir’s trio, everybody else was a plain human as far as Fenrir could see. He wished more players would be unique rather than just playing humans all the time.

When the final captain introduced himself, White Tooth spoke up and asked Jax, “We’re here to deal with those elf bastards, right?”

“Aye. Not one of us can take them down on our own, but together, we’ll be able to sink those bastards and get revenge for Morven’s lot and the others,” Jax explained.

Fenrir glanced at Alexander, and Alexander noticed it.

“Relax, Mr. Wolf. I don’t like them stealing the spotlight,” Alexander whispered to Fenrir.

Being so easily read just made Fenrir even more annoyed with Alexander.

“Everybody here watched the wolf’s fight again him, right?” Jax asked. All the men nodded. “We know that fire seems to be the most effective against their ship, and it looked like half their crew was taken out, and they won’t be respawnin’ until the round is already underway. This round is goin’ to be our best chance at takin’ them out. I sure as hell ain’t going to let some elf bastards killing our NPCs win our tournament.”

Fenrir looked around. Everybody seemed to be in agreement with Jax, even Alexander.

“Now,” Jax paused to look at Fenrir, “what’s the plan?”

“Eh?” Fenrir asked.

“You’re the one who almost sunk ‘em yesterday. Give us a plan and we’ll follow it. Ain’t never seen anybody pull off anythin’ close to what you did.”

“Are you sure? I mean, most of you haven’t met me before today, and I don’t know how everybody here fights and what they’re good at. I’m going to need to know all of our strengths and weaknesses if I’m going to try and come up with a plan, and Oleander is actually better at coming up with battle plans than me,” Fenrir explained.

“Then we’ll take turns goin’ around and tellin’ the deer about ourselves. You two come up with a plan, and we’ll follow it. We trust ya. You put yourselves at risk to save Morven and his crew, so ya gained the trust of everybody who matters in the city with that,” Jax explained.

Fenrir took a deep breath. “Alright. Then we’ll go around the table, and I want each of you to tell us about your style both when it comes to sailing and fighting, your ship’s and crew’s capabilities, and about any ideas you might have yourselves,” he explained.

“Your little wolf has made it into the second round,” Ull said, walking back and forth in front of Nell.

She didn’t say anything, but when Ull glanced at her face, he saw a slight smile.

“What makes him different from the others who have tried saving you?”

No answer.

“You hardly spent any time with him, yet he has already changed you so much. I remember when you used to behave like a good girl and answered my questions when I would ask them. No matter, I know that you will tire of this game just as you have the other times you have played at it. You always have been the delusional drama addict. I take it that you get enjoyment out of this?”

“No winning streak lasts forever,” Nell said.

Ull stopped his pacing and glared at her. Before giving in to his temptations, he left the room and locked her in once more.


Patch 6.0

When Fenrir made it back to The Shoebill with Oleander and Bonekraka, he saw the rest of the crew standing together on the deck facing down somebody who looked to be one of Ull’s men.

As much as Fenrir would love to take down one of Ull’s men while they were separated away from the rest of his forces, he now had a plan to take care of Ull’s crew during the tournament. He’d bite his tongue for now.

“Why are you here?” Fenrir asked, approaching the man.

“You’re Fenrir, right?” the man asked. “Captain of this ship?”

“That’s me. By the way, how does my new gear look? I’m pretty lucky that I was able to find this in my size,” Fenrir asked, patting the leather armor and sword that he took from Ull’s men who ambushed him.

“My king wishes to have a meeting with you before the tournament. Come with me,” the man said, ignoring Fenrir’s taunts and walking past him.

“Why should I?”

“You want to save that monster, don’t you? He has a deal for you.”

Fenrir’s canid ears twitched. He looked back at the others and said, “I’ll be back before the second round begins.”

“What if it’s a trap?! Come on! You can’t just trust him and go!” Cassiel shouted. Serra took her side with a nod.

The man looked back at them and said, “You are welcome to come along if you are worried.”

Serra and Cassiel walked up to Fenrir’s sides. “We’re coming with you,” Cassiel said.

“What if it’s a trap?” Fenrir asked them.

“Shut up, you bastard. If you’re fine with walking into a potential trap by yourself, we’re fine doing the same for ourselves.”

He wanted to tell them to stay there, but when he looked at their expressions, he knew that wouldn’t go over well. Plus, Cassiel had a point. It wouldn’t be fair to them to disallow them from doing what he was going to do. “Alright, let’s hurry up.”

Rather than lead the trio to that mansion for important visitors that Oleander told Fenrir Ull’s harem was being kept at, presumably Nell as well, Ull’s man led Fenrir to that massive flagship of Ull’s.

Some of Blackstache’s men were posted on the pier it was docked to as guards. Fenrir didn’t know what Blackstache’s intentions were, but he felt better knowing that the guards saw Fenrir boarding this ship.

More importantly, if it was a trap, they’d likely be leading Fenrir below deck rather than to its highest deck where the ship’s wheel and Ull’s throne were at.

Fenrir balled his hands into fists as soon as he saw Nell chained to the deck next to where Ull sat. His “throne” was more like some fancy, elaborate green and gold pillows that he was kneeling down on with his four, cervine legs.

“Let us get to the point, Fenrir,” Ull said.

“Are you okay, Nell?” Fenrir asked her.

Nell opened her mouth to speak but got it shut tightly by Ull’s hand.

“Nehalennia is fine,” Ull answered.

“I asked her, not you.”

“And I brought you here to talk to me, not her. What is your point?”

Fenrir took a single step forward, but the man who led him there drew his sword and held it in front of Fenrir’s path.

“You’re a bastard,” Cassiel said.

“Our deer is better,” Serra added on.

“Keep your pets checked unless you would rather I personally teach them how to behave,” Ull threatened.

Now it was Fenrir holding an arm out to prevent Cassiel from marching up to Ull.

“What did you want to talk about?” Fenrir asked.

“I have a deal for you, Fenrir. If you win this tournament, I will hand over Nehalennia. If you lose, then you will submit to me and become my pet,” Ull offered before looking past him at Serra and Cassiel. “I will take everything that belongs to you as well. Your ship, your crew, the clothes off your back, and your two pets behind you. Nehalennia is worth more than all of you and everything you own combined, so this is an incredible deal to be offered. Plus, you seem smart and capable of pulling off what no others have. So—”

“No.”

“Let me finish, wolf.”

“There’s no point. I said no.”

“Fen! We can beat this bastard, and we can’t just let him talk to us like that! Let’s take his deal and—” Cassiel got interrupted.

“No. I’m not betting either of you to this asshole, I’m not betting The Shoebill, Rock, or anybody else. This is between me and him,” Fenrir explained.

“But we’re fine with it,” Serra said.

“It doesn’t matter. Even if I was one hundred percent sure that we could win the tournament and that neither of you would ever be at any risk, I wouldn’t accept this bullshit of a deal.” He looked at Nell. “Sorry, Nell, but I’m not going to bet the people I love. A hero would never do that.”

Part of Fenrir felt bad when he saw Nell’s teary eyes and her hands over her mouth, but he realized something. She was not crying because she was sad or disappointed. If anything, that look in her eyes—she looked happy and proud.

Ull noticed how she was looking at him as well. “So, this is the kind of man that it took to bring out your pride?” Ull asked her.

“A man far better than you,” Nell answered.

“Don’t get me wrong,” Fenrir said. “I’m going to save you, Nell. I’m just going to do it without putting anybody else I care about at risk. I know how this works. If I agree to this deal while Serra and Cass are consenting to it, that would essentially allow you,” he looked at Ull, “to do whatever you want to them—to all of us. Traumatic content can be enabled for case-to-case occasions like this, right? If we consent to it, having traumatic content disabled isn’t going to do anything for us. If we make a formal deal saying you will own us, then you’ll own us and be allowed to do anything with us.” He looked back at Serra and Cassiel. “That’s not something I would ever risk for either of you,” he told them.

“You’re clever for a wolf, Fenrir,” Ull said.

“So I’ve heard.”

“And if I were to send Nehalennia on a ship back to Valhalla, protected by a fleet of twenty ships, right this instant?”

“You said it yourself. I can pull off what nobody else has.”

“And,” Ull’s voice sounded deeper now—no, Fenrir recognized the tone in his voice as frustrated anger, “if I kill you here for telling me to my face that you wish to defiantly act against me? There is nothing stopping me from slaying you where you stand without so much as even drawing my bow. Then I could just chain your pets and keep them with the rest of mine.”

Fenrir looked up. “I don’t doubt that you would’ve done it already if there was nothing really stopping you.”

Ull didn’t have to look up to grimace at Fenrir’s realization. “Get him off my ship,” Ull demanded.

“Alright, come on,” Ull’s guard said, grabbing Fenrir by his shoulder to lead him off the ship.

However, before Fenrir could be taken away, he had one last thing to announce. “Hope you’re looking forward to Ragnarök, Ull. I’m sure Jörmungandr will release its tail soon.”

Fenrir only caught a quick glimpse at Ull’s face that had been twisted from annoyance before the guard pushed him down the stairs of the ship.

When Fenrir, Serra, and Cassiel were back on the pier, the two girls wrapped their arms around him in a tight hug.

“H-hey, what’s gotten into you two?” he asked them.

“You know what you did, you bastard,” Cassiel mumbled against him.

“You were really cool and defended us,” Serra explained.

“Just doing my job as a boyfriend,” Fenrir said, petting each of their heads.

“Fen. Why couldn’t he kill you?”

He gently pushed the girls off of him to point up at the sky where a single owl circled above them. “You could say that we’ve got a guardian angel—well, maybe a guardian witch, watching over us. Alright, come on. We’ve got a tournament to go win.”

“How are we going to save Nell, though?” Cassiel asked.

“When Jörmungandr releases its tail and when Fenrir breaks out from its binds, Ragnarök begins.”

“Quit the Norse roleplaying and just explain it like a normal person.”

“Oh. I have no idea yet, but I’m sure I’ll come up with something.”

“Go back to your Norse roleplaying, you dog bastard,” Cassiel said with her face in her palm.

“Fen will think of something. He’s the hero,” Serra said.

“See? Somebody has faith in me,” Fenrir said while sneaking a finger closer and closer to Cassiel’s side.

Unfortunately, Cassiel noticed the approaching finger, grabbed onto it, and started bending it far enough backward that only having fifty percent of pain enabled did little to stop the pain.

“You’re lucky I love you,” Cassiel grumbled.

“Luckiest in the world,” Fenrir replied.

“Wha—” Cassiel’s cheeks turned bright red. “What’s gotten into you?”

“I’m in a good mood. Got to spend the night with my girlfriends and got to see a crack in that bastard’s armor. He hates me. I thrive off of hate from pricks like that.”

“Fen is the coolest,” Serra said, clinging to his arm as they walk.

“You’ve got that right,” he agreed.

“He’s also the cockiest,” Cassiel said, holding his other hand.

“You’ve got that right.”

With the crews on their ships and the owls circling above the city once more, the announcer from the first round announced the rules for the second one.

There were two large differences this time around. One, the twenty participating ships were all in the water next to one another rather than docked at the piers. Two, there was no dome over the water this time.

“Hello! I hope everybody is excited for the second round of the tournament! You spectators won’t be getting to watch everything directly today, but we’ll have games, stalls, and a display of the tournament for you to entertain yourselves with!” the feminine announcer explained. Right after she stopped talking, a large screen dropped down from the tower at the entrance to the city and unfurled itself. A magic user then summoned what appeared to be a group of orbs that flew down toward the ships, and each one projected what they were seeing onto the massive screen. There was one orb for each ship.

Serra and Cassiel both tried to subtly hide behind Fenrir when they saw themselves on the screen for thousands upon thousands of players and NPCs alike to watch.

“Now, when the race starts, you’ll be racing to the far end of Razorfang Isle where you will catch a Razorfang eel, and after catching one, it is a race back to here! The first three crews to return here with a Razorfang eel will proceed to the final round of the tournament! You may only engage with other crews and their ships beyond the tower. Any on this side of the tower are not to be engaged, and if any of you try it, then you will be disqualified from the final round of the tournament as well as face banishment from the city.”

“Why isn’t fighting allowed here this time?” Serra asked, tugging on the back of Fenrir’s vest.

“Guessing it’s because they’re not putting that barrier up, so there’s nothing to keep cannonballs from shooting into the city,” Fenrir answered.

“Boring.”

“You’re a sadist.”

“Only sometimes.”

“You know what those eels look like, Corwin?” Fenrir asked.

Because the eels only lived on the far end of the isle, and their waters had been blocked off from fishing in preparation for the tournament, Fenrir was never allowed the chance to sail out there and get some practice with them.

“A-ah, yes. They are very… vicious. One could consider them a warmup to the juvenile serpent of the final round,” Corwin explains. “They tend to swarm around their prey and move very quickly, have teeth that can easily tear through flesh, and work in groups.”

“So basically, eel piranhas,” Fenrir said.

“If piranhas were as big as your arm, yes.”

“Oh. Yeah, those sound pretty scary.”

“You don’t sound that scared, Fen,” Cassiel said.

“Well, as long as one of us doesn’t fall overboard, what’re they going to do? They can’t hurt us on the ship. Well, the one we catch could probably hurt us.”

The announcer spoke up again. “And now, let the second round begin!”

“Olly! Build us up to full speed and get us out there!” Fenrir ordered.

“On it!” Oleander shouted back, unfurling The Shoebill’s sails and turning on the engine.

The longship got the lead at the start thanks to the combined rowing efforts of its crew. The Shoebill was right behind it and catching up. The rest of the participating ships lagged behind.

“Just don’t overdo it!” Tabitha shouted from below deck. “I just finished repairs on my baby this morning, so don’t stress her out too much!”

“We’ll take it easy after we get a good lead. Wait, we didn’t tell you the plan, did we?”

“What plan?” Cassiel asked.

Fenrir remembered that he had no time to tell any of the girls, nor Corwin, about the plan he came up with from his meeting with the other crews.

“What plan?!” Tabitha shouted.

“Uhh, don’t worry about it. Just hope that everything keeps working properly,” Fenrir shouted down to her.

Fenrir looked off the side of the ship and saw the longship in sight as they passed it.

Of the crews participating in the plan, three of their ships were following directly behind The Shoebill while the other four followed behind the longship. The rest of the ships were just racing toward the objective for the tournament.

Sinking the longship without overwhelming it with fire seemed to be impossible. So, rather than try and sink it, they were just going to kill everybody aboard it.

“Get us halfway there and then cut the engine!” Fenrir ordered Oleander.

“So, what’s this plan you’re talking about?” Cassiel asked.

“That meeting with the other captains—we’re going to,” Fenrir looked up at the magical orb following their ship. It was far enough away that he doubted it could hear, and he didn’t know if it could hear anything at all in the first place. “We’re going to try baiting the longship and then grapple its mast again. Then, we’re going to stop them in the water while seven friendly ships surround it and start blasting it.”

“What about friendly fire? If they’re circled around it and all shooting at it, won’t they hit each other?”

“Not if they space themselves out like I showed them to. We should be the only ones in danger of friendly fire, but as long as we’ve got this wood regrowing itself, we’ll be fine.”

Fenrir looked over the back of the ship now. The longship was already changing course to head directly for them rather than to the island.

“They’re stubborn. This will be easy. They probably just want revenge at this point and don’t even care about winning,” Fenrir said.

“Can we trust everybody else?” Serra asked.

“Jax picked all the crews out himself and vouched for them, and I trust him. Only one I’m not sure about is that Alexander guy. I’m pretty sure he’s just helping out because he wants to get on people’s good sides. He’ll probably try stealing the show and taking credit for everything.”

“He seemed like that type,” Cassiel said. “What about after we sink it? Is the alliance over afterwards?”

“Kind of. We’re all going to compete to see who wins, but we’re not going to attack each other. Attacking the ships that aren’t part of the plan will be allowed since they’ve got a head start on the fishing, but that’s it,” Fenrir explained, looking over at the eleven ships heading for the isle’s fishing spot.

“Captain, is it not obvious that we are leading them away in the wrong direction?” Corwin asked.

“I’m sure it is, but they don’t care. They just want to kill us.”

“What of the other ships chasing them? Should they not realize they are being led into a trap?”

“Being obvious is part of the plan. Honestly, you probably shouldn’t even call it a trap. It’s more of a challenge. They know everybody hates them, I know they hate us, and we’re the two fastest ships there are right now. We’re alone from everybody else, so they’ll get the chance to take us down before everybody else catches up. We just have to survive long enough for everybody else to catch up, and then they’re dead.”

“I see. Well, I have faith in you, Fenrir. I know that Olly would not have agreed to this if he did not believe it was a good plan.”

“He’s the one who came up with it. I just helped by betting that these assholes would be focused on us and chase us out here,” Fenrir explained with a shrug.

“Then, if it is Olly’s plan, I am certain it will succeed!” Corwin said with a wide smile.

“You sound way more certain of it now even though it’s the same plan as before. What, am I not as trustworthy as him?”

“N-no, it is not that, it is just tha—”

“I’m teasing you, relax.”

Fenrir felt something poke his side.

When he looked down, he saw Serra with a disappointed face at his lack of reaction. However, when she gently stroked the tips of her fingers against the base of his tail, she did get the sort of Cassiel-esque reaction that she was hoping for.

“What, are you the only one allowed to tease people or something?” Fenrir asked Serra.

Serra nodded and reaches for his tail again, but Fenrir kept it away from her.

Something caught his attention out of the corner of his eye.

Rod’s gem was pulsating rapidly. “What’s up, Ro—” Fenrir was cut off when a javelin tore through the air right next to his head. “…shit. My heart is racing from that. How the hell are they so accurate from that far back?” Fenrir asked, looking over the stern once more.

The longship was quickly approaching them despite The Shoebill being at almost full speed. It probably helped the longship that there were what appear to be a couple of large serpents chained to the front of it pulling it through the water.

“You’re kidding me, right? Where did those come from?” Fenrir asked.

“Probably magic. We saw that they could summon that giant water thing, so they can probably summon other beings as well. Guess they summoned some serpents,” Oleander theorized.

One of the serpents raised its head to spray a stream of pressurized water at The Shoebill! The water cut through the hull with ease.

“Good thing we’ve got that regrowing… wood,” Fenrir said, realizing that the wood that the water cut through had been frozen and wasn’t regrowing.

“Tabs!” Fenrir shouted.

“Busy! Takin’ on water, can’t let the engine get flooded!” Tabitha shouted from below.

“Bone, Corwin, Cassiel, go help Tabs down there. Oleander, evasive maneuvers and full speed, Serra, get ready on the ballista,” Fenrir ordered the crew.

“What’s the plan?” Oleander asked.

Fenrir reached into his vest and pulled out a small gun-like device that was handed to him by Jax during the meeting. Pointing it to the air, he pulled the trigger and shot a glaring flare into the sky.

The rest of the ships in the plan shot their own flares as well.

“We continue the plan,” Fenrir answered. “We’re going to kill everybody on that ship.”

“How strong do you think those summoned serpents are?” Fenrir asked Oleander.

“Not sure, but I know that we have to deal with them. They’re making that ship way faster, and they’ll probably be able to turn way better than us. We’re in trouble if we don’t do something about them,” Oleander answered as he spun the wheel of The Shoebill. Another stream of freezing water shot past the ship’s starboard side. “We’re supposed to circle back, grapple them, and stop them while everybody else catches up. Right now, we’re both just going farther and farther away from our help.”

“Think we could cross them quickly enough to get some shots off?”

“No, they’ll probably be able to avoid it, and the serpents are too low in the water to hit them.”

“I’m starting to regret just fishing all the time and never leveling up any combat skills.”

“I might be able to do something if you take the wheel,” Oleander said and looked at Fenrir.

Fenrir nodded and took the wheel from him.

Oleander reached into the satchel hanging from his side and pulled out two large thorns from it. The thorns floated in the air upon him starting his spell. Each one floated to his sides and grew larger and sharper as Oleander poured his Mana into the spell.

The thorns grew to the size of ballista bolts when Fenrir looked back at what Oleander was doing.

“You really have been practicing,” Fenrir said.

“Of course I have been. What, did you think I wasn’t doing anything during all those times where you just wanted to fish? I’m not grumpy like Bone where he just mopes around and waits for somebody to want to do something fun,” Oleander answered.

Oleander raised his right arm, causing the thorn to his right to rise higher into the air, and then shot it forward! The right thorn soared through the air and slammed right into the side of one of the serpents!

The serpent let out its death cry just seconds before disappearing as if it was never there in the first place. Oleander raised his left arm now, going two for two, but one of the longship’s crewmembers threw a javelin that Oleander had to dodge out of the way of mid-shot. This resulted in the thorn going tall and slamming through their leafy sails rather than through the second serpent.

“Sorry, Fenny,” Oleander said, sounding more angry than apologetic.

“It’s alright, you got one of them. That was awesome, by the way. Can you do that some more?” Fenrir asked.

“I have more thorns, but I’m—” Oleander stumbled, almost falling over the ship’s aft, “Yeah, I’m out of Mana, sorry.”

“That’s alright. Just take it easy and I’ll handle the steering.”

“No, I can still steer.”

“You sure?”

“Have I ever been wrong before?”

Fenrir thought about it. As far as he could remember, over the many years of knowing one another, he could not remember a single time where Oleander was wrong about anything no matter what subject. Fenrir stepped away from the wheel to help Oleander over to it. “I’m counting on you to keep us in one piece then,” Fenrir said and patted Oleander’s head.

With Oleander back at the wheel, Fenrir headed below deck to check on the situation.

Some wooden planks had been nailed over a hole in the hull near the ship’s stern, but there was still some water seeping in from underneath the planks. The sputtering of the engine didn’t sound too healthy either.

“What’s the situation?” Fenrir asked.

“My baby is goin’ to die again if ya don’t ease up on her. She’s not meant to be goin’ full speed for this long. The hole won’t be too much of a problem as long as we don’t—” Tabitha’s answer was cut off when a stream of water shot through the ship’s stern again, but this time, it cut sideways through the hull to leave a giant gash in the side of the ship longer than Fenrir was tall.

Water started pouring in as The Shoebill creaked from the damage. “Greenie, board it up! Blondie One, Two, and Wolf, grab some buckets and start scooping the water up!” Tabitha shouted.

Everybody got to work doing exactly as Tabitha ordered. Bonekraka lifted some spare planks up to press them against the latest wound in The Shoebill, and Tabitha hammered nails into them to keep them in place. Meanwhile, Fenrir, Cassiel, and Corwin hastily ran up and down between decks to scoop up water and then toss it overboard.

“Get ready!” Oleander shouted. “It’s about to attack again!”

Everybody below deck got low on the floorboards in case another jet of water decided to sweep through the hull. The last thing any of them wanted was to get cut in half by water and frozen.

“It’s gone!” Oleander shouted.

Fenrir rushed above deck to see what happened. When he looked at the longship, the remaining serpent was no longer there. “What happened?” he asked.

“It just disappeared. Guess it ran out of time or energy or something,” Oleander guessed.

“I’ll take it. Now, we have to use this time to get on with the plan. You ready?”

“Of course!”

“Serra! Ready?!” Fenrir shouted.

“Ready!” Serra shouted back.

“Tabs, can the engine handle one final burst?”

“She’ll try it but make it quick!” Tabitha shouted.

“Alright, we’ve only got one chance at this, so let’s make it work. Hold onto something!” Fenrir shouted to the crew.

The Shoebill performed its hardest turn yet as it sharply turned one hundred and eighty degrees. It now directly faced the longship.

“Serra!” Fenrir shouted. “Fire!”

The ballista fired its fishing-hook-tipped bolt right into the longship’s mast again and reeled in on it to get it stuck there.

“Grappled!” Serra shouted back.

“Cannons, ready!” Fenrir ordered.

Bonekraka, Cassiel, and Corwin came back above deck and got in position at their respective cannons. Each one was already loaded and ready to fire, so all they had to do was wait to get lined up—well, and dodge the multitude of javelins being thrown at them. Fortunately, any holes in the hull caused by the javelins were quickly repaired thanks to The Shoebill’s latest upgrade.

“Fire!”

The Shoebill unloaded its portside cannons on the longship! Each shot punched through the side of its hull, but none of the crew were hit and any damage was quickly repaired.

Fenrir and the rest of the crew were expecting to have javelins tossed their way once they were that close, but instead, the longship’s crew were either trying to dodge or block the cannon shots while a few of them climbed up their mast to un-grapple their ship.

But that was alright. Serra already grappled their ship, so all they had to do now was keep them from getting away and buy enough time for Jax and the others to surround the longship. Once they did, the longship would be faced with so much cannon fire and magic that they wouldn’t be able to survive. No matter how powerful the crewmembers may have been, no matter how overpowered the ship’s hull might have been—they wouldn’t be able to survive the onslaught that was prepared for them.

Well, that was the plan.

There was one major flaw in the plan that, now thinking about it, Fenrir should have been more wary of.

“H-hey, Fen, why are they fighting?” Cassiel asked.

“Because this was a fucking trap. I knew not to trust that guy just because Jax and them did! How did I make such a stupid mistake?!” Fenrir shouted, slamming a fist against The Shoebill’s mast as he watched The Steel Tiger fire on its own allies.

Three allied ships had already sunk, two more were on fire because of Alexander himself personally using magic to set their ships aflame, and only The Weeping Tit and Barracuda’s Nightmare were left without damage. Each of them opened fire on The Steel Tiger, but their shots bounced off the near-impervious hull or only caused minor dents in it.

“Cut the line, Serra!” Fenrir ordered.

“Captain, what about slowing—” Corwin stopped when he saw Fenrir’s glare.

“Those bastards are the least of our concern right now. We have to go help Jax and White Tooth before that bastard sinks them,” Fenrir explained.

The chain line connecting the ballista to its shot was cut loose, allowing The Shoebill to speed toward the battle unhindered by the longship.

“I thought he wanted fame and to take credit for everything?” Cassiel asked.

“Yeah, exactly. I’m such an idiot. Oleander! Full speed ahead! Serra, take Bone’s place on the cannon. Bone, get back down there and get ready to help Tabs with repairs. Everybody! Get ready for a potential boarding!” Fenrir shouted out his latest orders as The Shoebill went directly for The Steel Tiger.

Several grapple shots were fired from Barracuda’s Nightmare and latched onto the side of The Steel Tiger. Fenrir saw White Tooth himself brandishing a cutlass and about to jump onto the enemy’s ship as soon as they were pulled in close enough.

“He looks strong,” Serra said.

“Yeah, he should be able to deal with at least a couple of those bastards,” Fenrir said.

As soon as the ships slammed into each other’s sides, White Tooth leapt over from his own ship and subsequently got immolated by Alexander’s magic. The flames from Alexander’s hands were enough to completely engulf White Tooth’s body as well as shoot past him to ignite Barracuda’s Nightmare’s sails.

The rest of its crew were dealt with in short order.

Jax and the crew of The Weeping Tit were the only allies that The Shoebill had left.

Tabitha came above deck to check on what was going on, and what she saw was The Shoebill heading directly toward a potentially even-more-dangerous enemy than the longship’s crew.

“Oi, what happened?” Tabitha asked.

“Those pricks betrayed everybody. Took out six other ships already, so only us and Jax’s are left,” Fenrir explained.

“Ya know that ya ain’t goin’ to beat them, right? If they’ve already taken out that many ships on their own, and it looks like they didn’t exactly take any damage durin’ that, then there’s no way that we can take them down ourselves. Ya don’t even have a plan, do ya? And it ain’t like I’ve got any secret inventions that can help out.”

Fenrir’s tightly gripped the handle of his blade. He knew that was most likely an impossible fight, but he didn’t want to just run away from it. The Divine Brigade always ran away from or avoided getting into fights that it knew it couldn’t win. Fenrir wanted to be different now—he wanted to heroically take on almost impossible odds and somehow come out on top and save the day, but he knew that trying to fight was going to almost certainly result in death.

“I just noticed this, but have your ears and tail gotten bigger? Your tail looks like it’s getting pretty bushy,” Tabitha said.

“Maybe? I don’t know, don’t look in a mirror much,” Fenrir answered.

Fenrir looked at The Weeping Tit. The ship was keeping a close distance from The Steel Tiger, but Fenrir didn’t know what the point was. From what he saw onboard Jax’s ship, it was poorly armed for combat. It only had four cannons, two for each of its sides, and they were all smaller and less effective than the ones onboard The Shoebill. The Weeping Tit’s crew was a crew that just wanted to enjoy life in this game and go fishing as well. Fenrir doubted that any of them ever expected to get involved in something like the current situation, even if coming together for the plan was their idea in the first place.

More importantly, Fenrir knew that he and The Shoebill couldn’t afford to get into a losing fight. Taking on the longship during the first round was already incredibly risky, but they at least had some of those carcass shots that Tabitha prepared. They didn’t have any more of those. They were out of money to buy the materials to make more of them. Furthermore, that was taking on a distracted enemy and more of a rescue mission than a mission to eliminate the enemy.  Finally, when Fenrir looked behind The Shoebill, he saw the longship still pursuing them.

The Shoebill was between two enemies. One was primarily dealing with The Weeping Tit but looked ready to change focuses should it need to, and the longship which was likely going to pursue The Shoebill until the round was over.

Another flare was shot into the air from aboard The Weeping Tit. That one used white powder to signify that the plan was canceled and to, essentially, run away.

“Captain?” Corwin asked.

“If we get sunk out here, we’re done for,” Tabitha said.

“Fen, I know you want to save them and sink those bastards, but—” Cassiel got interrupted.

“Damn it!” Fenrir slammed his fist against the ship’s mast. “Olly! Get us out of here and take us behind the isle to the fishing spot! We just need to focus on winning the round and avoiding them if we can!” he shouted.

“Good, he ain’t stupid enough to try and take these backstabbin’ cunts on when he’s already got another enemy chasin’ him,” Jax said as he watched The Shoebill turn away and head for the isle.

“What are we going to do, brother?” Jin asked him.

“We’re goin’ to buy The Shoebill some time. I’m the one who came up with groupin’ up against those long-eared cunts, and I let this bastard over here,” Jax looked over at Alexander onboard his own ship, “trick me, so this is my fault. Let’s just try to help out The Shoebill however we can now.”

“What about the nets? If you want to buy them some time, we could try wrapping them up?”

Jax had a shine in his eye as he looked over the rest of the crew now. “Ya heard him! Prepare the nets! We’ve got ourselves one nasty cunt to catch!”

“Why aren’t they trying to escape?” Fenrir asked. Everybody but Bonekraka and Tabitha were at the ship’s stern now watching as The Weeping Tit shot grapple hooks onto The Steel Tiger. “They shot the flare, so—damn it, they’re sacrificing themselves.”

“Why?” Serra asked.

“Because they’re men taking responsibility,” Fenrir answered.

As they watched on, The Weeping Tit’s crew tossed heavy and weighted netting over The Steel Tiger. Jax and his crew got nets tangled in The Steel Tiger’s sails, over the bow of the ship, and even trapped some of its crew underneath it.

“Jin! You’re up!” Jax shouted.

Jin, with net in hand, dove into the water off the stern of The Weeping Tit.

He swam to the underside of The Steel Tiger’s stern and wrapped its rudder up in the netting, placing the net in a way that jammed it from properly steering, and then he took what length of it was left to tie it around The Weeping Tit’s rudder.

Jin surfaced to try and climb back aboard The Weeping Tit, but it was already on fire. Its crew was jumping overboard to try and escape into the water, but the free-of-netting crew of The Steel Tiger either blasted the overboard escapees with magic or arrows.

When he looked back at The Steel Tiger, he saw a man with a crossbow aimed directly at his head.

The wielder of the crossbow got distracted when he saw a large, shirtless, burly man with what little clothes that he was wearing caught on fire as he shouted and tosses a flaming barrel toward The Steel Tiger!

The Shoebill was too far to see what exactly happened, but they saw a sizeable explosion erupt in the air between The Weeping Tit and The Steel Tiger.

It clearly did more damage to The Weeping Tit as the blast completely destroyed their mast and the side of their ship, but Fenrir saw that The Steel Tiger was on fire in several spots, their sails had been ruined and lit aflame, and there was a sizeable chunk of hull missing on the side of the ship closest to the explosion.

“What—what happened?” Cassiel asked.

“Gunpowder explosion, I’m guessing. They look flashier than they are, but they can still do some damage from the blast and fire if there’s a large enough amount of it.” Fenrir looked back to their own cannons. There was a barrel of gunpowder next to each row of cannons, but they were low because of how much the cannons had been shot recently. They hadn’t resupplied their cannonballs nor gunpowder once. They were technically still using Coastedge’s supplies.

“Not enough,” Serra said as the smoke cleared.

The Steel Tiger was still floating and most of its damage could be easily repaired—no fatal damage.

However, as The Weeping Tit sank below the waves, it pulled The Steel Tiger with it.

Fenrir desperately wanted to turn around to finish the ship off, but the longship had placed itself between The Shoebill and The Steel Tiger.

Rather than recklessly throw himself into danger and make Jax’s sacrifice be in vain, Fenrir stood tall and saluted the sinking vessel.

“Thanks, Jax. We’ll repay you once this is over,” Fenrir said.

“How defiant. At least they did something before dying. I still think it would have been more entertaining to not interrupt the plan before it even started. My champions could use a fun fight,” Ull said, watching the aftermath of the explosion on the screen hanging from the tower.

“The Weeping Tit – good crew, good men. Not surprised they were defiant until tha end. Did ya know they were traitors?” Blackstache asked.

“Not good enough, and of course not. I’m simply assuming that they were part of the plan in the first place as they were clearly sailing together in some sort of formation and following my champions.”

“’at so?”

“It is. Now then, it is clear that the final round will be between those traitors and my champions, so let us get on to discussing an alliance. You wish for my help against Indra and Livia, don’t you?”

Blackstache swallowed his frustration and nodded. If letting the foreign bastard of a king treat his people’s lives as a game meant securing a powerful alliance that would keep his people and his city safe and free, it was worth it “First, what makes ya think only those two are goin’ ta tha final round?” he asked.

“Well, look. Those at the fishing spot are already fighting amongst one another, and once my champions arrive, I doubt that any of them will survive. The wolf’s ship will be sunk as well. I know that three crews may proceed to the final round, but I doubt three of them will even be left.”

“Why not take out tha traitors too then?”

“Well, there must still be some fun and excitement for the final round. It would be boring if there was only one crew participating in it, no?”

“Damn it. This never would have happened with the Divine Brigade. Those bastards would all be dead or begging for mercy,” Fenrir said, sitting slumped over next to Oleander as the rest of the crew prepared for reaching the isle.

“Well, you wanted to just skip the fighting stuff for fishing this time around. If we did what we’ve always done, we wouldn’t be having a problem right now,” Oleander explained.

“I know, but aren’t you bored of that?”

“I’m split. I still enjoy it, but that just might be the sadist in me talking. Cor lets me take care of all of my sadistic desires out on him, so I’ve been fine without doing the usual stuff.”

“Maybe I’m just getting too old for games. All I want to do is just laze around with all of you and fish, but here I am, trying to take on some OP twinks and a longship belonging to one of the game’s most powerful factions. What kind of idiot am I? There’s no way that any of that would ever work without some serious training and plotting.”

Rock walked up to Fenrir and nuzzled her head against his hands. She was getting better at walking without one of her paws—she wasn’t stumbling around so much anymore.

Fenrir couldn’t resist petting her head when she did that.

“It was stupid, but it’s fine. We used to be in the Divine Brigade, and the Divine Brigade was always able to pull victories out of their asses somehow. Are you forgetting how many times we’ve been accused of hacking just because we did something stupidly awesome that never should have worked?” Oleander asked.

“You’re right,” Fenrir said.

“Besides, there weren’t any NPCs on those ships, right? So, everybody who died will be back in a day—well, a couple of days in-game. Plus, they all said that they had rebirth counters to spare when we asked during the meeting.”

“Yeah, but they lost their ships and gear. That sucks. I would be pissed and depressed if we lost The Shoebill,” Fenrir said, taking one hand away from Rock’s head to pet the deck, but Rock gently bit onto his straying hand to try and bring it back to her head. “So needy,” Fenrir told her and returned to petting her with both hands.

“Let’s just take things one step at a time for now, alright? We’ll win, save Nell, and be the awesome guys that people always accuse of cheating! It’ll be just like old days.”

“I swear, I keep on trying to get out, but then I keep on getting pulled back. It must be destiny.”

“Prrrooobably! Anyways, go up there and get ready for fishing. We should be there soon,” Oleander said, leaning over to pat Fenrir on the back.

“Thanks, Olly. Oh, feeling better?” Fenrir asked as he stood up.

“Yup! I can feel my Mana coming back to me, so I’m not so tired anymore.”

“Good. Take it easy,” Fenrir said, walking back to the ship’s bow where all of the fishing supplies was. “Cannons loaded still?” he asked.

“Yeah. Ready if we get into a fight,” Serra answered.

“Feeling better?” Cassiel asked.

“I am, thanks,” Fenrir said. “Just going to take things one step at a time for now so that I don’t get caught up in my feelings and make mistakes. We’re at enough of a disadvantage without me screwing things up and getting us in even more trouble.”

The designated isle came into view. It was a small one, so getting behind it wouldn’t take long. Fenrir, Cassiel, Corwin, and Serra got their rods ready and set up with lures as lures supposedly worked best for catching their target.

The closer they got, the more shipwrecks they encountered. Beached vessels that had clearly been abandoned for some time could be seen along the beaches of the isle, and fresh debris floated in the water.

“They must have been fighting on the way here,” Cassiel told Serra.

“Yeah. I wonder if anybody comes and tries to take stuff from sunken ships,” Serra said.

“I don’t see why they couldn’t. There are potions and spells to increase your ability to breathe underwater, and as long as you have a plan to deal with anything that might try attacking you, it should be fine.”

“I want to try it sometime.”

“I’ll look around and see if I can find anything for us to do it after the tournament. Coral reefs might be extinct in real life, but here, the ocean is full of them. I bet you’d like it.”

“Like what?” Fenrir asked, now standing behind the girls.

“Plundering booty,” Serra answered in a deadpan voice.

“Sounds about right. Anyways, we’ll be there soon. Let’s get ready on the cannons just in case. We’ll switch back to our rods once we’re in the clear.”

The first of the ships that arrived behind the isle came into view. Two more popped into view afterward.

Eleven ships got there first, but only three were left. The three that were left were all heavily damaged and looked as if they had come to a truce to just fish for their targets rather than try and kill each other.

“We could blow them up. Easy targets,” Serra suggested.

“Less competition,” Bonekraka added on.

“We won’t need to. I doubt those pricks from before are going to let these guys go when they get here. Let’s just find a good spot and cast our lines for now,” Fenrir said.

Both Serra and Bonekraka looked disappointed, but Serra got over it as soon as she picked up her fishing rod.

Fenrir picked up Rod and noticed the gem shining even brighter than before.

“Guess my Standing went up,” Fenrir said.

Rod pulsed twice.

“It didn’t? Then why are you shining brighter?”

Fenrir didn’t get a response. The more mysterious that Rod became, the more he wanted to hurry and discover its secrets.

“You're a pain, partner, but alright. Let’s catch some fish.”

The Shoebill sailed past the three ships already fishing. Their crews suspiciously watched as The Shoebill passed them, but once they saw that its crew didn’t plan on opening fire on them, they eased up and returned to fishing.

Once The Shoebill came to a stop, it was time for the four fishers to get to work.

Their target was the Razorfang eel. Only Corwin had ever seen one before, but with that sort of name, the rest of them were confident that they would recognize it when they saw it.

It helped that they were able to watch as one of the nearby crews cheered as they pulled one up the side of their ship. With grey and brown scales, the elongated body of an eel, and a maw with fangs so vicious that Fenrir and the rest of his crew could see them from where they were, the Razorfang eel was almost pulled up onto the other ship’s deck. Unfortunately for the other crew, the eel thrashed its head around and managed to slice right through the line with its fangs, dropping itself back into the water.

“Big eel. Big as my arm,” Bonekraka said.

“Yeah, I wouldn’t want to be in the water with those,” Fenrir said before walking back over to where Rod was.

Taking his sword from its sheath, he cut his arm and held it out over the water. His blood splashed down into the ocean’s salty water as Cassiel asked him what he’s doing.

“Luring some eels. Corwin said they’re like piranhas, so they should be attracted to blood,” Fenrir explained.

“I—fine, but you’re letting me heal you once you’ve got one,” Cassiel said with crossed arms.

“It’s just a cut, it’s fine.”

“Still!”

“Alright, alright. I was planning on asking if you could heal me anyways. Now, everybody else should cast their lines over here.” Fenrir looked back over at the other ships. Seeing Fenrir bait the water with his blood, the other crews did the same. “Copycats.”

While the round hadn’t exactly been a positive one so far, Fenrir’s plan worked even better than he was hoping it would as the water beneath his arm grew violent with dozens of thrashing eels searching for food and happily fighting each other for it. The bad news was that they didn’t seem to be noticing any of the lures waiting in the water for them.

They did, however, notice the source of the blood.

One of the eels leapt up from the water and tried to latch onto Fenrir’s arm!

He pulled his arm away just seconds before it got torn off from the eel’s vicious fangs, but even without his arm there, it didn’t stop the eel from leaping back up into the air.

“This feels dirty,” Fenrir said, “but I have an idea. Bone, you don’t seem to mind brutal amounts of pain, so you willing to try and catch one of these guys with your bare hands? I don’t think any of our nets are big, or strong, enough to hold these. But, I think your hands probably are.”

Bonekraka walked up to where Fenrir was standing and cracked his knuckles, neck, and back. “Da.”

Bonekraka took one of his axes and ran its sharp edge against his arm, cutting the flesh and allowing his blood to drop down into the ocean below it.

One Razorfang eel jumped up from the water, but when it saw Bonekraka staring back down at it, it decided not to bite onto his arm. Fortunately for the orc, one more eel jumped up from the water with his arm as its target!

“Grab it!” Fenrir shouted.

Bonekraka remained completely still as the eel latched onto his arm, sinking its long and viciously sharp fangs into his flesh, and then he grabbed it right underneath its head with his free hand.

The eel tries to trash around, but its deadliest weapon was its fangs. There was nothing remarkable about the rest of the body, so having its wet and slippery tail smacking against Bonekraka did little but annoy him.

“Caught it,” Bonekraka said, turning to face the rest of the crew while blood seeped onto the deck from where the eel’s mouth was attached to his arm.

“You—you were just supposed to catch it, not let it actually bite you,” Fenrir explained.

“You try grabbing slippery eel with bare hands. Tell me how works for you,” Bonekraka answered.

Cassiel walked up to Bonekraka and started healing him to make up for the damage that the eel was doing by gnawing on his arm.

“Well, that’s one way to catch them I guess. Just go toss it in a barrel and let’s get back. Seems like we’re the first to catch one, so let’s be the first back,” Fenrir said.

Rock looked at the eel and barked.

“It’s fine. He’s letting it bite him,” Fenrir told Rock.

She whined and growled but backed off.

“Yeah, we need to get out of here,” Oleander said while pointing to their rear.

The longship was closing in. The Steel Tiger was close behind the longship as well.

Fenrir and Oleander looked at one another and nodded.

While Bonekraka yanked the eel off of his arm, letting it take some of his flesh with it, Oleander went back to the ship’s wheel and started the engine up once more while unfurling the sails.

He had done plenty of sailing and steering of old ships in games before, but Tabitha’s system made it far easier than it was in all of his past experiences.

The longship then came within range of one of the other ships stopped to fish for eels. Those who were rowing on the longship gave their ship a short burst of speed to help it plow directly into the side of the stopped ship, tearing through its hull and allowing them to board it.

The Shoebill escaped while it could.

“Why are we going the long way around the isle? Should we not just go back the way we came?” Corwin asked Fenrir.

“I’d rather us not get any closer to those pricks than we have to, and there’s no way that we’ll have any competition other than Ull’s bastards and Alexander. Even going the long way, we should still have a lead on them with our speed,” Fenrir explained.

Fenrir’s prediction turned out to be correct. The Shoebill got around the isle and was already on a straight shot back to the city when its crew saw the only two ships left from the fishing spot on their way back: the longship and The Steel Tiger.

“Look, we’re in the lead. Let’s cut back on the engine now, alright?” Tabitha proposed.

“Alright. Don’t want to blow it,” Fenrir agreed and gave Oleander the order.

Oleander reduced the engine’s power to only half of its full potential, but a small explosion rocked the ship forward and sent everybody on board stumbling.

“What happened?!” Fenrir shouted.

Tabitha rushed below deck and Fenrir followed.

Where once was an engine was now a decently sized hole in the back of The Shoebill’s hull. Water was pouring in through the hole, and all that was left of Tabitha’s engine was metal fragments that had been shot throughout the hull. Some of them pierced the hull on their own and created smaller holes that water now seeped in through.

“Tabs—” Fenrir started talking, but the determined engineer was already getting to work.

“Everybody but the deer down here, now!” Tabitha shouted while lifting up a large enough plank to cover the hole left by the engine.

Fenrir rushed up to her and used his body to keep it held against the hole while Tabitha started hammering nails into it.

“What happened?” Corwin asked.

“Less questions, more fixin’! Patch up every single hole ya see!” Tabitha ordered.

When Fenrir looked at Tabitha’s face to try and determine what she was thinking, what he saw were flushed cheeks and teary eyes. She only looked into his eyes for a moment, just long enough for him to see how she felt. Rather than learn if she was confident about the ship staying afloat and being able to repair all of this damage, he saw a girl who was embarrassed, frustrated, and just sad.

Tabitha moved onto the next nail that she needed to hammer into the plank.

She remembered every single other time something like that had happened.

“You bitch! You lied to us!”

“The fuck happened?! You’ve screwed us!”

“This is why you never let some little girl do an adult’s job. Look at her, did you expect anything different?”

“I know you tried your best, but you’re done. Leave. You’ve done nothing but bring us trouble ever since we took you on, and we’re done with dealing with it—I’m done with dealing with you.”

“If you’re not going to take this seriously and do your job right then I have no use for you.”

Those memories and more flashed through Tabitha’s mind as she recalled the countless times of disappointing other ships and crews. As much as she tried to be the cheery, excitable, and fiery girl that she liked to be, failure after failure after failure grew tiresome even for somebody as positive and energetic as herself.

And now she failed again.

She couldn’t believe that she actually let herself think that anything would be different this time.

“The Shoebill’s engineer is too badass to have that sort of expression on her face, so don’t let our girl here see you look like this,” Fenrir said, placing a single hand on her shoulder. “You did great getting us this far, Tabs. You helped us save Morven, helped us get the lead here, and have been a great crew member. So, keep it up. Collect yourself and prove to everybody who doubts you how great you are,” Fenrir said quietly enough for only her to hear. “I bet the next engine will be even better.”

Yet, while her engine may have failed just like all of its previous iterations, something was different. Rather than be scolded, hit, or outright killed, Tabitha found herself being comforted and trusted.

“The hell ya think you’re doin’, ya dog?” Tabitha asked Fenrir, feeling her cheeks grow wet but not by seawater.

“Making sure The Shoebill’s engineer knows how awesome she is. That’s all,” Fenrir explained. “We’ll win enough money from this tournament to fund the development of the best engine yet.”

She looked behind herself once she was done securing the plank.

Everybody else was listening to her and working at patching the ship’s hull. Nobody was shouting at her, nobody was glaring at her, nobody was shouting that she deserved to die nor that she was worthless. When she did see somebody—Cassiel—look at her, she saw concerned eyes that were checking on her.

Tabitha took a deep breath and looked at Fenrir. “I’ve got an idea,” she said.

“You don’t even need to ask,” Fenrir answered.

“It’s not going to make us faster, and I was hopin’ to save it for later, but we’ll survive and probably not start a war.”

“Go for it.”

Tabitha nodded and headed for her backpack.

Fenrir went back above deck to check on their pursuers. Both the longship and The Steel Tiger were getting closer, and with as much water in the hull that there was and not-very-useful winds, The Shoebill wouldn’t be able to outrun them.

Serra came above deck holding what looked like a fantasy laser pointer. Only, rather than feature an actual laser, it had a carved, red gem set in the front of it.

“What’s that?” Fenrir asked.

“Aiming device,” Serra said. “Tabs told me to point it at the target.”

“You don’t mean—” Fenrir stopped when Serra nodded.

He looked back at the cliffside they were approaching.

Those massive, clifftop batteries were within sight, and one of them was currently under control of a petite girl with a fantasy laser pointer.

“Alright,” Fenrir said. “Fire when you’re ready.”

Serra held out the aiming device and pointed it at their pursuers.

“Zero-two-one-three-nine,” Serra said. The device’s crystal lit up and projected a bright, red beam at the longship.

Fenrir looked at the clifftop and saw one of the cannons being aimed directly at where the device was aiming.

Serra said one more word, “Fire.”
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“Is there a problem?” Ull asked.

“Not ‘at I know of. Why do ya ask?” Blackstache asked back.

Ull pointed at the cannon that was now aiming at his champions’ longship.

“Bloody… Ra—” Blackstache looked at where Rachel was supposed to be, but she was already gone. All that was left were a few lingering sparks of electricity in the air. He looked back at Ull. “That ain’t us, I swear on it. Somebody’s tryin’ ta hijack it.”

Ull looked Blackstache over before returning his attention to the commandeered cannon. With magic, he was able to greatly increase his vision to see exactly who—or rather, what was controlling the cannon.

A small, blocky golem no larger than a child was pulling the lever to rotate the cannon and the other lever that raised and lowered it. All that was left was to fire the cannon.

When it received the order, the golem stepped to the side of the cannon where its ignition mechanism was.

“A single, tiny golem is enough to steal one of this city’s most powerful defenses? It is a wonder that Indra has not already invaded and conquered this place,” Ull said.

Fenrir just hoped that the cannon was going to be accurate enough to not hit The Shoebill.

He barely even saw the huge cannonball crash into the longship’s bow. One second and the longship’s bow was intact, and a second later, that same bow no longer existed as anything but wooden fragments flying in every direction.

The sound of the clifftop battery firing reached their ears a couple of seconds later.

Fenrir wrapped his arms around Serra’s waist to secure her as a wave from the cannonball crashing into the water surged directly toward them.

The cannon may not have destroyed the longship nor have killed any of its crew, but it created a wave for The Shoebill to ride and boost them toward the city.

A few javelins went wide of The Shoebill. With the wave and loss of the longship’s bow, those aboard it were unable to properly aim.

With Serra in Fenrir’s arms still, the two watched on as one certain Alexander even tried to use some of his magic. Just like the javelins, the bolts of fire that he shot missed The Shoebill.

“And now the golem is dead—it looks as if it self-detonated. Do you have any idea who would be interfering with our tournament?” Ull asked.

“Not a damn clue. Whoever it was, we’ll find ‘em and see to it ‘at they’re punished,” Blackstache said.

“Your citizens and followers have been rather cold to my own ever since that first round. Between that and your own city’s defenses being taken away underneath your nose—or rather, underneath your mustache, I am beginning to feel that we are not welcome here.”

“I’m sure some’re pissed off after ‘at incident with the NPCs in tha first round, but I promise ya that they’re actin’ on ‘er own.”

“And how should I interpret it that my host’s defenses, which are meant to protect me, could be turned on me at any moment?”

Blackstache looked at the cannon and then the three ships racing toward the city.

Fenrir raised a single hand to show off his middle finger to the pursuing vessels.

“They’re going to be so pissed off,” Fenrir said.

“Super mad,” Serra agreed.

“How do you think the city is going to treat those guys for being traitors?” Oleander asked.

“I doubt they’ll care however they’re treated. They haven’t broken any rules, so nothing can happen to them—at least, not legally. Even then, I doubt that they plan on staying in this city. There’s no way that somebody would piss off an entire city that they plan on staying in,” Fenrir answered.

“Think they’re trying to earn Ull’s favor?”

“Probably.”

“Think he was in it from the beginning?”

“I doubt it. He seems less like the type to play the long con like that and more like the type who just does whatever he thinks is best for himself in the moment. It wouldn’t surprise me if he thought that teaming up against the longship was a good idea until he realized that he’d probably gain more status for crossing his allies and teaming up with Ull.”

“Probably. From everything I know, Ull seems like the kind of guy who likes people who prove themselves to him, and Alexander proved it earlier. He’s probably on the good side of one of the game’s most powerful characters now while just being hated by a bunch of this city. Not that bad of an exchange.”

“You guys are smart,” Serra interjected.

“He learned it from me!” Oleander declared. “He’s good at long-term thinking, but he learned how to strategize from me.”

“He’s not wrong, but I don’t want to give him all the credit,” Fenrir clarified.

The wind and the wave from the cannonball were just barely enough to send The Shoebill past that tower at the entrance of Port Tugator. While The Shoebill may have been the first ship to pass by, both the longship with its freshly-repaired bow and The Steel Tiger passed it up on the way back to the docks.

Alexander stood proudly aboard his ship ready to feel the hatred of the city’s peoples.

“Hey, Alexa!” Fenrir shouted.

Alexander tried ignoring Fenrir’s call but gave in and looked.

Both Fenrir and Serra had their hands raised to give Alexander a total of four middle fingers when he looked.

“Too afraid to take us on yourself that you’ve got to team up to do it?” Fenrir asked, shouting over to the passing ship.

“Too afraid to fight that you must run away?” Alexander asked back.

The city’s crowds cheered. Neither Fenrir nor Alexander knew why until they looked up at the screen broadcasting the entire second round of the tournament, and the main display of it was showing Fenrir and Serra flipping off Alexander.

Alexander wanted to cringe, but when he heard the crowd boo and cry over him and his ship being shown on the screen, he regained his composure. “This will be settled in the final round, Mr. Wolf. I hope that you’re looking forward to sinking,” he said.

“Right back ‘atcha, Alexa,” Fenrir said before giving a few dramatic waves of his middle fingers.

“You’re so lame, Fenny,” Oleander said, “but that’s exactly how to be around him.”

Fenrir grinned when he saw Alexander’s cringing, annoyed expression. It was the ugliest expression that he had seen anybody give him in years, and he loved it.

“He’s too serious,” Serra said.

“Yeah, I hate guys like him. All serious, no play. Want to see him get really mad?” Fenrir asked.

Serra looked up at him and nodded.

“Alexa! One last thing!” Fenrir shouted out, grabbing Alexander’s attention.

When Alexander turned around to see what Fenrir wanted, he saw an upside-down OK sign that Fenrir was making over his thigh.

Alexander did not say anything nor show any reaction, instead just turning away and returning to the rest of his crew as Fenrir laughed. “That will never get old. I remember kids doing it in kindergarten, and now people still do it.”

“What is meme may never die,” Serra said.

“Is that a reference to something?”

Serra audibly sighed and leaned back against Fenrir. “Bad taste,” she said.

“Definitely. Now, let’s get docked.”

With the second round of the tournament over, Ull returned to the visitor’s manor in the city where the rest of his harem was being kept.

Several girls were lined up waiting for him when he returned. The one standing at the front of the line was none other than his first girlfriend—the chained dragon girl.

“You look upset, Master. Has something happened?” she asked him.

“It’s that annoying wolf brat again,” Ull said and groaned.

“You mustn’t let him get to you, Master. He is nothing compared to you. You are our wonderful master and the leader of the greatest faction within this world. I am sure that he disappoints both his crew and his lovers, whereas you are never anything but beyond perfection,” she said while running the tips of her fingers from Ull’s forehead to his jaw.

“Thank you, Liz. Aside from him, a curious boy approached me after the round. He wishes to become one of my champions, and from what I have seen, he would be deserving of the honor aside from that I just cannot trust him yet. That is why I offered him a deal.”

“What did you offer him?” his girlfriend whispered into his ear.

“I told him that if he could kill the wolf and sink his ship then he would be allowed the honor. I also told him that if he can manage to bring me the wolf and his girlfriends to me, alive, then I would consider letting him have some… private time with the serpent girl.”

“What do you mean?”

“I told him that he will be permitted the chance to try and make her do whatever he wants. He cannot force himself on her, of course, and I know that she would never do anything or else I would not give him this chance in the first place, but it should serve as a good motivator.”

“You should offer him one of the defiant slaves instead, Master. They are no longer human, so they cannot say no to whatever he may wish.”

“I know, but just imagine how much worse the wolf will feel when he discovers that they shared a room together. Even if she were to, by some outrageous chance, do anything with my new prospect, I cannot truthfully say that I would care anymore. I know that she will never break, and that makes her incredibly boring. No matter how rare she may be, and no matter how strong the blessing is that she could gift to me, I just am tired of spending so much time on her. Maybe I will even offer the wolf’s life in exchange for her doing whatever the wolf’s new rival wants. She does love her drama, so I am sure that she would love being forced to spread her legs for her little crush’s life.”

“You are a twisted man, Master, but that is why I have fallen for you so. Now, which of us would you like to service you for the evening?”

Ull looked the girls over, all of who were on their knees with their heads lowered and waiting to hopefully be chosen.

“Why not all of you?”

“Release me,” Nell said, her eyes glowing with a bright green energy that flooded into the guards’ eyes.

They walked over to her and undid the chains binding her.

“Open the door,” Nell gave them their next command.

The two guards opened the door and stepped aside.

“Now, clear the way.”

“Where is Ull right now?” Nell asked one of her two controlled guards.

“At the manor with his harem,” the guard answered.

“Do you know the tournament results?”

“Yes. Our champions, The Steel Tiger, and The Shoebill have made it into the final round of the tournament.”

Nell smiled and looked up. Fenrir was still fighting on, so she must fight as well.

Unfortunately, there were many guards and sailors between her and freedom. Escaping Ull’s flagship would be much harder than escaping that manor from before, but she had an idea. “Go and retrieve a large, empty crate as well as a heavy robe,” she ordered.

The guards did exactly as she requested and brought her a wooden crate emptied of all contents save for a robe.

Nell wrapped her tail around her legs, pulled her fin-like wings in against her back, and curled herself up inside of the crate. Next, she covered herself up with the robe so that anybody who looked into the crate would not see her. “Now, take me to the pier that The Shoebill is docked at.”

“What are you thinking, Tabs?” Fenrir asked.

“I’m thinkin’ that we have no way to get the parts in time to build a new engine, but this new wood we installed is comin’ pretty in handy right now,” Tabitha said as she watched the hull patch itself up before her eyes. It may not have healed as quickly as the longship’s hull did, but it still repaired the gashes and holes left in The Shoebill from the earlier fight.

“It’s going to save us a lot of money and work not having to repair her ourselves.”

“We sound like some cheap and lazy bastards when ya put it that way.”

“Well, it isn’t wrong.”

Cassiel came down from above deck and said, “Fen, somebody is… here to see you.”

“Keep up the good work,” he told Tabitha before going above deck with Cassiel.

The Lightning Witch stood on The Shoebill’s deck with most of her body hidden by a black cloak. “Captain Wolf,” she said.

“Why can’t anybody just call me by my name?” Fenrir asked.

“We’re pirates here. Pirates use nicknames.”

“I wouldn’t quite say that we’re pirates. We’re just friendly fishers.”

“Is that why you not only engaged in multiple battles but stole one of the Northern Wardens’ prized Yggdrasil’s branches, and even commandeered one of our city’s defensive cannons?” she asked.

Everybody listening to her went white when she brought up the cannon.

“Don’t try denying it. The scholars were able to trace the debris of that golem back to the Orange-Haired Siren, and I know that she is a member of your crew,” the Lightning Witch explained.

“What now?” Fenrir asked.

“What? What indeed. Let me tell you this: you are incredibly fortunate that you have saved Morven, are friends with Jax, and have even had a certain dark elf tell Blackstache about your ideal to save NPCs. It just so happens that you have a habit of befriending those that Blackstache considers to be his closest friends, and you have even won over the hearts of many of the citizens here. I would never have thought that my old guild leader would end up becoming such a goody-two-shoes, however.”

“What?” Fenrir asked.

“Does Crimson Lancer ring any bells?” she asked.

Fenrir and Bonekraka both looked shocked, but Oleander leapt at her and wrapped his arms around her!

“Ray-Ray! What happened? Have you been okay? You just left and never logged back on!” Oleander asked.

“I had a feeling you were Spencer. But, to answer your question, life happened. We finally got married, moved, and then there was just no time for gaming. I’m even pregnant now, which I know you were harassing me about,” Rachel told Oleander.

“Wait,” Fenrir said, “then that means…”

Back in one of the fantasy MMORPGs that Fenrir and the Divine Brigade played in, there were two members of his old guild. The Crimson Lancer was one of them, and she was renown for riding atop a skeletal steed with a mighty lance that eternally dripped with the blood of all the enemies it had slain. She also had a boyfriend at the time. He wasn’t anywhere near as great of a player as her, but he was always incredibly lucky and had the largest, blackest mustache in the game.

“I haven’t told him yet, and you know how slow he can be to pick up on these sorts of matters,” Rachel said.

“Holy—so this is what you two have been up to?” Fenrir asked.

“That’s right. With his luck, we got into the closed alpha testing of the game, and things just sort of snowballed from there. Now, here are we. He leads a faction of pirates, and I’m known as the Lightning Witch of the High Seas. Now, what I am here to say is this: because of you getting onto Blackstache’s good side, some old relations, and pissing off that creep—as far as I am concerned, the scholars were not able to tell who commandeered that cannon.”

Now Fenrir knew why he felt an instant connection to Blackstache when he first saw him getting bossed around by Rachel. They were not only in arms in having to deal with tsunderes, but they used to be good friends!

“How long have you known?” Fenrir asked.

“Since I first saw you up close. Anybody who has spent enough time around you would be able to recognize you right away. Only John would never be able to recognize you, and I am fairly sure that he will not even recognize our child when I give birth to her,” Rachel explained.

“It’s going to be a girl?” Oleander asked.

Rachel nodded which made Oleander squeal.

“To think that John was threatening to string me up—I bet he’ll get a kick out of that once he figures out who I am,” Fenrir said. “I’ll have to scold him for threatening his old leader.”

“He cannot discover who you are until after the tournament is over. If he learns it beforehand, I am not sure that I would be able to keep him from acting too biased in your favor around Ull. He has already helped you as much as he can,” Rachel explained, pointing at the three crates on the pier.

“Is this really alright? Isn’t it unfair to be supplying us with—”

“Ull is doing the same for his champions and those traitors on The Steel Tiger. This is leveling the playing field if anything, and even then, they are receiving more than you are.”

“Got it.”

“Ryouta, bring out the Divine Brigade leader in you to kick their asses. I know that you still have it in you or else you never would have pulled off that maneuver to save Morven. Nobody, including John and I, wants to see either of those crews win.”

“We’ll win, don’t worry. Then, after we win, we need to grab some drinks together.”

Bonekraka stepped up. “You helped us before, but not forget I beat you in all our duels,” he said.

Rachel looked the orc over. “I knew you were going to be Viktor. After the tournament is over, I would be happy to duel you again to prove which of us is stronger,” she said while tapping on the handle of her rapier beneath her cloak.

Bonekraka stepped back.

“I must go back now,” Rachel said. “One last thing.” She looked at Serra and Cassiel. “Try not to get too jealous if a bunch of girls start following him. He always had a habit of making girls fall in love with him without even meaning to, but he’d always end up dating the girls who just wanted to use him instead of his fangirls.”

Serra gave a thumbs-up, and Cassiel was speechless with blushing cheeks the entire time.

“I’ll see you sometime after the tournament,” Rachel said.

“Thanks for the help, and I’m happy to hear that you and John are doing good. I’ve still got to yell at you sometime for abandoning us without saying anything, though,” Fenrir said.

“We’ll see.” With that, Rachel hid her face with the cloak and left The Shoebill.

“Come on, let’s get these crates onboard.”

Taking the three crates below deck, Tabitha looked through them with excited eyes.

“I can make a new engine! And we’ve got a new, even better hook for the ballista!” Tabitha explained, sounding like an excited little kid going through Christmas presents.

“So, you’ll be able to get us in proper fighting conditions for tomorrow?” Fenrir asked.

“We’ll be in even better condition! Also, I was thinkin’… it’s probably too risky to take our girl here out right now, but if somebody wants to go rent a rowboat or kayak to go grab some debris out there, I might be able to get us another upgrade that’ll really help.”

“What debris would help?”

“Steel oak. Some of it was blown off from that explosion, so I’m thinkin’ that we could salvage some of it and get it installed on here. If I fuse it with the Yiggy branch, I might be able to make it so that this baby replaces the current hull with a steel oak one.”

“Yeah, we’re definitely doing that.”

“We’ll go!” Oleander said, grabbing onto Corwin’s arm. “A nice, nighttime cruise underneath the stars with the two of us in a private rowboat! Come on, doesn’t that sound nice?” he asked Corwin.

Corwin nodded, but Tabitha looked suspicious.

“Don’t be gettin’ any fluids other than water on it, ya hear?” Tabitha ordered them.

“No promises!” Oleander happily answered before leading Corwin above deck to go and find a rentable rowboat. He shouted back down to them, “There’s another crate up here, by the way!”

Fenrir brought the latest crate below deck before taking the heavy cloth off of it to see what was hidden within it.

He definitely was not expecting what he found.

Rather than be more parts for the ship, ammo for its weapons, or anything else like that, what he saw was a girl with pearl aqua hair, horns, and a bright smile looking up at him.

“I escaped again!” Nell said and giggled.

Fenrir, nor anybody else for that matter, was entirely sure how to respond.

“I bet you were not expecting this, my hero,” Nell said as she started trying to get out of the crate, but the tips of her horns pierced the wooden crate and got stuck. “Ah—a-assistance would be appreciated,” she said with a bashful smile.

Fenrir grabbed the side of the crate that her horns were stuck in with one hand while his other hand sat between her horns atop her head, pushing her head away while keeping the crate still. With freed horns, he let go of the crate and grabbed her hands to help her up out of it. It was then that he realized probably how uncomfortable she was given that she had to curl herself in such a way that her horns, tail, and wings would not get in the way.

“How’d you escape?” Fenrir asked.

“Well, Ull was not lying when he said that I could ‘seduce’ minds. May I demonstrate so that you do not get the wrong idea, though?” Nell asked.

“Uh, sure. Go for it.”

Nell’s eyes glowed bright green as she stared into Fenrir’s own. His own eyes developed a light glow to them as Nell’s magic took effect.

“Now, wrap your arms around me and pamper me like a hero is supposed to after being reunited with his princess! Goodness, must I teach you how you are supposed to act when reunited?” Nell said and Fenrir did exactly as she ordered him to.

Without any shame being in front of Serra and Cassiel, Fenrir found his body moving on its own. He tightly wrapped his arms around Nell in a warm embrace for a few moments before sitting down, pulling her into his lap, and then petting her head with one hand while his other arm wrapped around her waist to keep her pulled close.

Nell’s smile practically reached from ear to ear.

Serra looked happy for her, but Cassiel just looked immensely jealous.

Nell noticed Cassiel’s jealous glare.

“Now, my hero, before my rival decides to ship me back to Ull, please pamper her as well,” Nell ordered.

Fenrir let Nell go, stood up, and looked at Cassiel.

Cassiel’s face was already turning red as she backed up. “Wh-what did you order him to do?” she asked.

“To pamper you, of course!” Nell explained.

Fenrir approached Cassiel. Both Serra and Nell were watching with devious smiles as the blonde found herself unable to back up any farther. She could still escape to the sides… except that she actually couldn’t because Serra and Nell now stood to the sides to block her escape. Cassiel couldn’t threaten him with her sword, either, because she did not have it on her right then.

She shook her head while intensely blushing.

Fenrir grabbed Cassiel by her arms, turned her around, and then he sat down and pulled her into his lap just like he did with Nell.

Cassiel tried to escape his grip despite how much she enjoyed it, but Nell wouldn’t allow that.

“Do not let her escape, my hero,” Nell ordered.

Fenrir wrapped his legs and one arm around Cassiel as his free hand petted her head.

As much as Cassiel loved it, she still felt like she was about to cry from sheer embarrassment. It would be different if they were alone, but…

“Is it not pleasant to be pampered by the one you love?” Nell asked.

“Sh-shut it! And—and it’s not the same if he has to be ordered to do this,” Cassiel whined.

“What’s wrong, Cass Cass? You know you like it,” Fenrir said.

Cassiel’s eyes went wide as she turned her head to look up at him. His eyes weren’t glowing anymore. Did that mean that he was freed from Nell’s control? “How—how long have you been yourself?” Cassiel asked.

“I’ve been acting on my own since she ordered me to pamper you,” he explained.

“His eyes weren’t glowing when he grabbed you,” Serra added on.

“Yep. I’m doing this of my own free will.”

Cassiel’s face burned even brighter. She wanted to fight against it but instead found herself slumping over within his grasp. She was defeated. Might as well hang her head in shame and enjoy being pampered while threatening to kill anybody who mentioned it later.

“So you really can control people?” Fenrir asked.

“Right!” Nell answered.

“How did it feel?” Serra asked.

“Weird. Like, I was still in my body, and I was able to try resisting but nothing happened. It was like… I was inside of a giant mecha on autopilot,” Fenrir explained.

The word “mecha” caused Tabitha to look up from her work on a new engine, but when she saw no such thing, she returned to her work.

“In trouble if caught,” Bonekraka said. “What if trick?”

“She’s not tricking us. Also, Nell, sorry about what I said back on his ship. I wanted to save you right then and there, but I couldn’t ever put others’ lives at risk, even if they’re virtual. No way would I let that prick ever even get near Serra or Cass,” Fenrir said. He felt Cassiel press back into him slightly more than before.

“No, no, it is beyond alright, my hero. You gave him the exact answer that I was hoping you would. I would not have wanted to be rescued by a man willing to offer his own wives in such a deal. Your answer to him—your defiance, it made me love you even more than I already do,” Nell explained, her cheeks flushed and voice soft.

“Oi, haven’t ya only known him for like, a week?” Tabitha asked, peeking over at them.

“Every princess needs a hero to love!” Nell answered.

“In other words, you’re thirsty for some wolf.”

Both Fenrir and Tabitha looked concerned when they saw the dramatic side of Nell take over her expression. With her hands on her cheeks, Nell squirmed from side to side as she fantasized about what Tabitha said. “Just imagine it! A lonely princess on the run through the forest, escaping her cruel king, her gown and hair covered in dirt as she stumbles through a downpour, and then she trips and gets most of her dress torn away! Then, while on her hands and knees trying to get up, she hears the vicious snarling of a beast approaching from behind! That’s when a wild wolf—”

Fenrir didn’t know whether she was referring to him as a wolf or if she is referring to an actual wolf.

“I’m goin’ to stop ya right there,” Tabitha said, earning a disappointed pout from Nell.

“Hot,” Serra said.

“Oi, don’t go encouragin’ her delusions.”

Cassiel stayed silent, but Fenrir felt her pressing even more against him. She was also hanging her head even lower than before to make absolutely certain that nobody saw her face.

“Tabitha, we’re surrounded by a bunch of perverts,” Fenrir said.

“Don’t try gettin’ in the same boat as me. Me and the green guy there are the ones surrounded by a bunch of deviants. Those two boy lovers, you and your harem of deviants—how could ya all be so shameless when around somebody who looks like a little kid?” Tabitha scolded them.

While Cassiel continued hiding her face, Serra and Nell both looked at Tabitha and seemed proud of their perverse minds.

But then Nell’s expression turned serious.

“Something wrong?” Fenrir asked her.

“As much as I would love to stay here with you all, I cannot. He will know to search here, and the lord of this city will be forced to allow him to search. I must leave before I am found here,” Nell explained.

“Why you come at all?” Bonekraka asked.

“I am here to give my hero a gift. It is a gift that only I can give, and it is something that I believe he is truly worthy of. None others have ever even caused me to consider entrusting it to them, and Ull does not even know the true extent of the blessing I can give you. If he did… I am sure that it would be impossible for me to ever escape.”

Cassiel finally looked up, intrigued by what Nell was saying.

“What gift are you talking about?” Fenrir asked.

“I was given this body by the Western Serpent, or as she prefers to be called, Manasa. Manasa turned me into her daughter and gave me the ability to choose a champion to protect me. I have chosen you, Fenrir, as my champion,” Nell explained.

Even Tabitha and Bonekraka were intrigued now.

“What does that mean?” Fenrir asked.

Nell whispered something into Serra’s ear. Serra nodded. Nell then got closer to Fenrir and Cassiel, whispered something into Cassiel’s ear, and earned her permission as well.

“Fenrir, my hero,” Nell said, grabbing his attention so that he looked directly at her, and then pressed her lips to his own.

The kiss felt like nothing he had ever felt before.

An intense energy flowed through his body and enhanced his very being.

Fenrir had no idea what the new power within him was nor did he know what it did. All he could tell was that it was there. Though, as the kiss lingered on, he felt himself growing stronger, and he was starting to be able to innately tell what it was.

Nell turned him into her champion. He felt that just being around her was enough to make him considerably stronger, and he could just sense where she was. She may be directly in front of him with her lips pressed to his own, but even if she were far away outside of sight, he knew that he would still be able to tell exactly where she was.

And then there was his body. He felt his body changing, but as far as he could tell, the only noticeable changes were to his ears and tail. They both grew slightly longer and bushier.

Cassiel was the one to break up the kiss. “Al-alright! That’s enough, you don’t need to do it for that long,” she said, gently pushing Nell away.

“How was it, my hero?” Nell asked with flushed cheeks.

“How was… what?” Fenrir asked.

“My first kiss.”

“Never would’ve been able to tell it was your first.”

Cassiel turned around, grabbed Fenrir by his collar, and kissed him.

“So jealous,” Serra teased.

Cassiel pulled back and looked into Fenrir’s eyes. “How was it?” she asked.

Fenrir wanted to tease her by saying she had room for improvement or something like that, but he’d rather not get killed, so he gave an honest response instead, “As great as ever, Cass Cass.” Looking up at the smiling, still-flushed Nell, he asked, “So, what did that do? I feel strange, and I can tell a few things on my own, but I don’t really know what’s happened.”

“You are my champion now, my hero. You will be able to tell where I am no matter how far apart we may be, all of my strength is added to your own when fighting near me, you shall be next to impervious to water magic, you shall be able to both swim faster and breathe underwater, and because I am a monster as is the serpent, your feral spirit is stronger and will turn you into a monster more quickly,” Nell explained.

He looked himself over for any other physical changes. “I’m surprised I didn’t grow scales or fins or anything like what you’ve got if that’s what happened.”

“I do wonder,” Nell teased. “Your feral spirit should be strong enough now to control yourself when you rampage. I could tell from that fight on the pier, when you bit that man’s ear off—which was very erotic, I must say—that you were not in control. Now, you will stay in control when you give in to your feral side.”

“I want to test how strong I am. Hey, Bone,” Fenrir said, looking up at the green orc. “Can I punch you?”

Bonekraka shrugged. He was curious as to how much stronger Fenrir was now, so letting him get a single punch in wouldn’t be too big of a deal.

“Oi, I have a better idea,” Tabitha interjected. Reaching into one of the crates they got, she pulled out a steel plate and held it up with both hands. “You and the blondie were close before, right?”

“Yeah, we were,” Fenrir answered.

“Alright. Try punching this, Blondie.”

“I have a name, you know,” Cassiel said with a pout, but she still got up and walked to in front of the plate. She balled her hand into a fist and punched the steel plate as hard as she could! There was a tiny dent left in it where she punched, but nothing more. While such a thing would normally most likely be painful, thanks to her having turned off all pain, all she felt was her hand going completely numb.

“Alright, now for the wolf,” Tabitha said, holding the plate up and facing Fenrir.

“You sure we don’t need that for something?” Fenrir asked.

“It’ll be fine. I wanna see what happens.”

“Alright, then here I go.” Fenrir took a deep breath, readied his fist, and swung it into the plate!

His fist flew through the steel plate with ease and stopped just a hair’s breadth away from Tabitha’s face.

“You said I basically gain your stats when fighting near you, right?” Fenrir asked, looking back at Nell.

“Correct, my hero,” Nell answered.

“How strong are you again?”

“Well, I am strong enough that I do not need to use magic if I were to attempt escape, but it would be very unladylike. I may demonstrate, but only this once.”

“Sure. I want to see you fight.”

“Alright, my hero. Since you currently are sharing my strength with me, you are likely the only one capable of resisting, so please raise your hand and I shall punch it.”

Fenrir raised his hand as if he was about to practice boxing with Nell.

“Are you ready, my hero?” Nell asked.

“Punch me with all you’ve got, Princess,” Fenrir replied.

Nell walked up to Fenrir, formed the very first fist that he had ever seen her make, and swung it toward his hand!

Fenrir was only able to see the transformation for a split-second before the blast from her punch sent him flying backward into the stairs, crashing through them and putting a dent in the hull.

As much as it may have hurt, he just stared on in disbelief at the innocent-looking Nell who was able to punch as hard as she just did! His vision was already starting to go black, too, but that didn’t stop him from seeing the hand that she was now covering her mouth with alongside her still-human hand.

The hand that she punched him with may have been humanoid in shape but was now a couple of times larger than before and covered in thick scales. The spaces between her fingers were webbed, and each finger looked more like a claw than a regular finger. The transformation extended up to her elbow as well, and for the first time, she truly looked monstrous.

Wait, when he thought about it, didn’t a similar thing happen to him when he rampaged on the pier? He could have sworn he had claws, but when he came back to his senses, they were no longer there.

Fenrir may not have been playing the game for the fighting, but he found himself looking forward to the next time he got to fight and go wild.

“Oi,” Tabitha said. “The hell do ya two think you’re doin’?! You’re bustin’ her up! Just because she can repair herself now doesn’t mean to go around and break everythin’!”

“S-sorry, it has been so long since I have done that, and I did not expect to injure him so,” Nell explained.

Serra stood next to her and grabbed her transformed arm.

Nell looked down at Serra, expecting to be called hideous or horrifying like how she used to be called for showing that side of herself, but instead got called something she’d never expect.

“Hot,” Serra said.

"I—I have never been called that, but I am glad you think so!" Nell replied and hugged Serra.

“Short one has strange taste,” Bonekraka said.

Meanwhile, Cassiel helped Fenrir up and healed him. “You alright?”

“My ego isn’t, but the rest of me is fine. Thanks, Cass Cass. I can always rely on you to fix me up,” Fenrir answered.

“Of—of course you can rely on me, you bastard.”

“You’re going to get me into being degraded if you always call me that. Though, if I had to guess…” Fenrir leaned closer to whisper something into her ear, “I bet you’re actually into being called names.”

He had to tease her about something; he skipped so many opportunities that he could not let this one slide.

Needless to say, Cassiel’s hands went for his neck to grab and shake while she glared at him with teary eyes and burning cheeks.

“How many champions can you have?” Serra asked while Bonekraka groaned from all the commotion, Tabitha complained to herself about how nobody listened and how everybody abused the ship, and while Cassiel went full-on tsun-mode on Fenrir.

“Only one. The boon achieved by being my champion is already quite powerful, so to be able to give it to more than one person would be far too strong. As long as he fights near me, then if both he and I grow more powerful, he will gain the increased abilities from us both. While I may not get anything from him, he has the power of two beings in one. He is already far stronger than most now without training himself much,” Nell explained.

“But what about when you’re not around?”

“Then he will not have the benefit of my strength which is why it is still important for him to train himself and to grow stronger.”

“Fen, get good,” Serra said while looking over at him.

“After—after I’m done being strangled,” Fenrir coughed out the words.

“With that being done, I am sorry to say that I must depart,” Nell told them.

“You sure you can’t stay?” Serra asked.

“I don’t want that bastard to get his hands back on you,” Cassiel said.

Nell shook her head. “I do not wish to return, but I must. The longer I stay here, the higher the chance of being found here and all of you getting in trouble. I doubt that you would be spared of punishment a second time, so for your own good, I must leave,” Nell explained.

Serra and Cassiel looked at Fenrir, wanting him to stop her, but he knew that he couldn’t. “Alright. I’ll get you back here with us soon, alright?” he said.

Nell nodded her head and hugged both of the girls before hugging Fenrir, then she went on to try and hug Bonekraka only to be rejected as he stepped away, and she ended her partial hug session with Tabitha. “Thank you all for being so wonderful to me. I truly look forward to when I can stay with you for good,” Nell said with a polite bow before grabbing the cloth that she used to cover herself in the crate. She tossed it over herself and carefully walked up the broken stairs.

“I’ll rescue you from him. Promise,” Fenrir said.

“I know you will, my hero.”

With that, they heard Nell step above deck and walk off of The Shoebill.

“I feel like I’m goin’ crazy. Haven’t you all only known each other for like a week? How in the heck are ya all so attached already?” Tabitha asked.

“Shut up. You were acting like you and Fen were best friends for life the moment that he brought you on,” Cassiel called her out.

While those two started bickering, Fenrir focused on the feeling that he was getting. He felt exactly where Nell was. He knew how far away she was, whether she was higher or lower than he was, how fast she was moving, and he could also feel himself growing weaker the farther away she went.

It only took a few minutes of her being in the open before he could also sense her distress. Whereas she was walking normally before, now she was being forcibly carried.

But he could also feel something else—something that she didn’t explain.

He could sense exactly how she was feeling, and right then, he felt her hope. He felt her faith in his promise; he felt her belief in him saving her.

Maybe Tabitha was right. Maybe it was all moving quickly with little time to properly think things over, but that didn’t matter. No matter how quick it all may have been, the only factor that mattered was that the feelings he sensed from Nell were real. He had direct access to her pure, unfiltered heart.

If she truly had that much faith in him, then there was no way that he would ever even consider letting her down.

“I’m going out,” Fenrir said.

“Huh? Where?” Cassiel asked.

“We need to get ready for the next round. What we have right now isn’t good enough to win. It’s going to be us against two stupidly tough bastards, and they both really want us dead. Tabs.” Fenrir looked at Tabitha. “Get this ship in even better shape than she was before the tournament. Do anything you want to her if it means getting an edge over our enemies.”

“Anything?”  Tabitha asked as a grin slowly spread across her face.

“Anything. Bone, Cass,” Fenrir looked at those two now, “I want you to spar until you can’t any longer. We’ve been seriously neglecting training our combat skills, so I want you to boost them up as much as you possibly can before the next round. We’ve got one and a half in-game days to get ready, and we’re going to need every last bit of help that we can get. If you don’t want to spar, go hunt something outside the city. Take Rock with you as well to get her some experience, too.”

Both Bonekraka and Cassiel smiled and nodded when they saw the determined, fiery look in Fenrir’s eyes that they both admired.

“Serra, I know this might sound boring, but I want you to go and watch fish swimming around. If we’re supposed to catch a small serpent in this final round, you’re going to need some great aim with that ballista. We’ve gotten skills before from watching fish swim around that’s been helping us catch them, so get that skill up as much as you can since the ballista will be all yours.”

“Got it,” Serra replied with a thumbs-up.

“Tabs, when Corwin and Olly are back, I want you to tell Olly to get more practice with his magic and to work on that spell he cast earlier. Have Corwin stay with you and help you however you want,” Fenrir said.

“What about you?” Tabitha asked.

“I’m going to get some training in and see if I can’t make my partner open up to me a bit more.” Fenrir climbed up over the broken stairs. “Sorry about this, by the way.”

Tabitha shot him a quick glare before sighing and returning to working on her new engine.

“I’ll see you all later.”

Fenrir gave Rock a few pats on her head, told her that she would be hanging out with Bonekraka and Cassiel, and then picked up Rod to go off and get some of his own training done.

He made it halfway down the pier before feeling something sting his heart.

Or rather, he felt Nell’s heart sting.

He didn’t know what was happening to her, but he knew that she was staying still now as a darkness tries to suffocate the feeling of hope within her heart.

“What did I tell you about causing problems for me?” Ull asked. He had placed Nell inside of a cell within his flagship, and she was chained to it by her limbs as well as kept in a dark room away from everybody.

Nell refused to give him an answer or even to look him in the eyes.

“You are,” Ull paused for a moment to end his livestream, “really getting on my nerves, you bitch. Do you have any idea how damn annoying it is having to track you down over, and over, and over again? Not to mention that you can apparently control whoever I stick on guard duty. Do you know how annoying it is to try and keep a prisoner when they can just snap their fingers and walk right on out as if it’s nothing? All this time—all this time, I’ve… I’m just, done. I’m done caring about you. My new champion will be your caretaker after this tournament is over.”

“What?” Nell asked, looking up at Ull. She never heard Ull even entertain the idea of getting rid of her before.

“You heard me. I like to keep pets, but only those who are fun. You are no fun. You are just an annoying, overly dramatic bitch who has caused nothing but trouble for me ever since you have arrived. I know this might be hard for you to believe, but even I have my limit. We both know that I’m not the right man to break nor tame you, either. That is why I am handing you over to somebody who I believe could once this tournament is over. You were originally just going to be a one-night prize for him, but now you will belong entirely to him.”

Ull turned his livestream back on, walked out of the room, and went to grab his new champion in waiting.

Nell saw a familiar face when he returned.

Alexander stood next to Ull outside of her cell.

“This is my new champion—well, he is not my champion yet, but he will be after he kills the wolf in the final round of the tournament,” Ull explained.

“Long time no see,” Alexander said.

“You—did you tell him where I was?” Nell asked Alexander.

“Ah, you mean when you first got taken away from the dog? That wasn’t me. I was planning on telling him about you, though,” Alexander explained.

“You being found aboard that pathetic little ship was just my tracking skills finding you,” Ull added on.

“So, I hear that you’ve actually been treated pretty well here underneath my king. I can’t promise you that same treatment once you’re transferred to me. You know, it’s not like I can afford to treat you so nicely or anything like that,” Alexander said.

“Do not go into further detail. I do not care what you do with her once she is yours, but I do not want to hear of it,” Ull said.

“I know exactly what type of girl you are, and I know exactly how to train you. I am as good with brats like you as I am with putting down stray mutts. Both you and him will see,” Alexander told Nell.

A sharp pain took hold of Nell’s heart. Just from the way that Alexander looked at her was enough to make her feel sicker than she had ever felt underneath Ull’s ownership. Ull may have been the one to capture her in the first place and had kept her as a toy this entire time, but as much as she may have despised him, he always treated her well. No matter how much she loved her body and would never want to start over, she was not sure that she could truly resist that were it not for how tame belonging to Ull had been.

But Alexander made her feel different. There was a sick, twisted desire within Alexander’s eyes—the same kind of selfish desire that those who tried “rescuing” her before had. He did not care about her; he just wanted to use her, and he was willing to abuse every single one of the game’s mechanics that he could to get her to either obey him or quit to let an AI take over that he could force himself onto.

“Ull,” Nell said, looking up at Ull with teary eyes. She wanted to ask him not to do this—she wanted to beg him to not hand her over to this other man, but before she did, she remembered that she had a hero promised to come and rescue her. So instead, she looked into Alexander’s eyes. “You are jealous of him, aren’t you?” Nell asked.

“I do not think that there is a single man who wouldn’t be jealous of a king,” Alexander answered.

“Not him. He is no king, he is just a boy on a power trip who hates not getting his way. He has not gotten his way with me, so now he is tossing me aside to somebody that he knows I would hate. This is just punishment, and any man who would be jealous of an immature boy like him is not a man,” Nell said, staring into Alexander’s eyes the entire time and treating Ull as if he wasn’t even there.

“Watch your tongue, Nehalennia,” Ull said. “Unless you would like to be handed over now instead?”

Nell continued ignoring him. Keeping her attention on Alexander, she said, “You are jealous of my hero—of Fenrir. You wish you could be as well-loved as he is. Everybody who meets him respects him and likes him without him even trying, and you hate him for that. You are the type who has to act out for attention, are you not? While others naturally attract attention whether they want to or not, you are left in the corner forced to constantly try and prove yourself for attention. Your ‘king’ is just an immature child who cannot handle not getting his way, and you are but a little boy jealous because you are not getting any attention.”

The darkness that began suffocating the hope within her heart lasted for only seconds before she was able to drown it with an overpowering light.

She kept quiet all that time because she never wanted to make life harder for herself. She was never punished for trying to escape until recently, but she used to get privileges taken away for speaking up. While trying to escape before was “cute,” now it was just seen as an act of annoying defiance just like speaking up against her captors was now.

“Are you both that speechless from my performance? I am glad to know that those theatre classes are paying off,” Nell said with a bright smile to both of the men glaring at her with rage. They were clearly trying to act calm, trying to ignore her words, but she saw right through their fake expressions. There was only one thing that she did not understand, and it is why Ull looked… hurt. 

The hope that Fenrir felt coming from Nell was even stronger than before. He was worried for a second, but now he was reminded that he had nothing to worry about. She was staying hopeful and defiant no matter what she may have been facing.

Fenrir looked down when he saw a bright glow coming from Rod’s gem.

“Feels like we’re in sync,” Fenrir said. “Let’s get some bonding and training done.”

Fenrir realized something as he was walking toward the Hermetic Scholars’ office. If he was able to feel how Nell was feeling at all times now, then didn’t that have some scary implications? The technology to share the feelings of somebody’s heart through virtual reality was a serious deal. Couldn’t that same technology be used in law enforcement? Business? One would probably be able to tell whenever somebody else was lying.

Though, he figured that such a thing was only possible because of how the virtual assistants were essentially “installed” inside of their brains. The assistants probably read how their humans were feeling and then uploaded and shared that information, so feeling what somebody else was feeling was only possible through virtual reality and when both parties had AIs more or less installed inside of their brains that were communicating through a virtual medium.

Am I right? Fenrir thought to Saya.

“Pretty much, Onii-chan! It’s explained as magic here, but it’s really just science and programming,” Saya answered.

Still, it’s scary to think about. What if one of those crazy groups calling for everybody to ‘transcend’ with AIs—actually, now that I think about it, you wouldn’t even need both parties to have an AI in their heads. Only one person would need an AI, and that AI could just send all of their information to whoever wanted to know it. What if criminals all had AIs forcibly installed in their brains to monitor them as part of their punishment?

“Well, Onii-chan, stuff like that isn’t really illegal, so maybe it’ll happen!”

You know all of my thoughts, feelings, and memories, right?

“Right!”

You don’t share that with anybody or anything, do you?

“Correct! Since you didn’t actually read the terms of service, there was a part in there that said all information like that will not be going to any third parties or stored anywhere! Some of that stuff can be accessed in-game, but the only stuff that anybody else would ever be able to see is all stuff that has happened here in this world. Even then, us assistants will closely monitor all information being shared and are responsible for protecting anything that might be too personal.”

Why do I have a feeling that some governments have totally gone and asked Clark for access to all this information? Fenrir asked, standing outside of the office now waiting to finish his conversation with Saya.

“They have! It’s been in the news, Onii-chan. The good news is that Jenson Clark has, as you would probably call it, ‘fuck you’ money. Being the smartest and richest man in the world means that governments can’t scare him! I mean, he’s even got his own private space station!” Saya explained.

I wish I had a personal space station.

“Maybe someday, Onii-chan.”

Alright, thanks for the information. Now, let’s hope that Thelmes is working today, Fenrir thought.

“Good luck, Mr. Fish Armor!” Saya teased before going silent.

With a sigh, Fenrir walked into the office.

“Fenrir!” Thelmes happily shouted as soon as he saw Fenrir.

Something looked different about the cat-goblin-thing.

He no longer had the “cat” part to go with his goblin and thing parts.

Instead, he… had the lower body of a pig? Before, he was just standing on two cat legs. Now, he was like a pig-centaur-goblin-thing as his body turned into that of a pig’s at his waist.

“Change of style?” Fenrir asked.

Thelmes looked down at his body. “Ah, yes! How splendid for you to have noticed,” Thelmes said. “Now, what brings you here? More experiments, perhaps?”

Fenrir held out Rod. “I figure you might be interested in getting to experiment with a partner gem, so are you feeling up to running some tests while helping me bond with him? I don’t even know where to begin.”

“Splendid! I can already see that gem is shining much more brightly than it was when you first brought it here. Wait, did you refer to it as a he?”

“Ah, yeah, I did. I asked him if he’s a boy or a girl, and he said boy.”

“You can talk to it already?!” Thelmes asked, practically jumping up and down from excitement.

“Kind of? I told him to pulse his light once for yes, two for no. Watch.” Fenrir looked at Rod. “Are you a fishing rod?”

Rod pulsed its glow once.

“Are you a boy?”

Another single pulse.

“Are you a secret lizard person in disguise trying to take over the world from the shadows?”

Two pulses.

“See?” Fenrir looked at Thelmes.

Thelmes looked at the Rod with wide eyes and an opened mouth. “How did… how did I never consider such a thing? I. Have. So. Many. Questions. Fenrir!”

“Yeah?”

“I will help you with him, but in exchange, you must let me have one hour of asking him as many questions as I can think of!”

Fenrir nodded his head and Rod pulsed once. “Looks like he agrees to it as well, so let’s get some training done.”

“Splendid! Come with me, come with me,” Thelmes said, leading the wolf and the fishing rod into the usual combat testing room.

It was empty, fortunately. That meant that no matter what sort of odd tests they may have been doing, nobody was going to be around to see.

“Alright, so what are you going to have us do?” Fenrir asked.

“Talk,” Thelmes said.

“Talk?”

“Talk.”

“About what?”

“Yourself! Share your life with your partner. Talk to him about your feelings, your dreams, your memories—talk to him about himself, even! In the same way that you would bond with another person, you will bond with him. While it will not make up for the natural bonding to be had through shared experiences together, it will still increase your bond by a noticeable amount. I think.”

“I guess that makes sense. Uhh,” Fenrir looked at Rod then at Thelmes. “Could we… get some privacy, maybe?”

“Ah! I need to stay present to watch how the gem reacts. Worry not, anything you say will be strictly confidential.”

“Alright, then, I guess… I’ll just start talking,” Fenrir said, sitting down with his back to the wall and placing Rod in front of him.

Fenrir started off talking about topics that he didn’t mind Thelmes knowing about. He talked about his time spent in-game thus far, his friends and girlfriends, his favorite stuff such as food and colors, and more basic topics like that. He thought that he noticed a slight change in how Rod was glowing, but he wasn’t sure. However, he did notice Rod occasionally pulsate once or twice with what he said as if he is agreeing or disagreeing with Fenrir’s opinions.

That helped Fenrir realize something. A one-way conversation wasn’t going to properly grow a bond. Bonds could be developed when two people shared their opinions, understood each other, and treated each other fairly. Right now, Fenrir was just having a selfish, one-sided conversation.

“Do you have favorites, Rod?”

One pulse.

“How about… Thelmes, do you have something I can write on? Maybe like a whiteboard?” Fenrir asked. He wasn’t sure if this world had something like that, but if anybody was going to have it, it would be the scholars.

“I do! One moment, please,” Thelmes said, rushing off and then returning a few moments later with a whiteboard, eraser, and what appeared to be a pen with a tiny, black rock on the end of it. “It works just like a marker, I assure you!”

Fenrir took the supplies and started writing on the board. Surely enough, it worked just like a marker if not a bit bumpy at times which made it difficult to draw straight lines.

He held the board up to Rod after writing on it. On the board were a couple of dozen colors with a number next to each one. Black had one next to it, white had two, blue had three, and so on.

“Pick the color closest to your favorite and then pulse as many times as the number next to it,” Fenrir explained.

Rod pulsated its glow twice.

Just to make sure that Rod understood what to do and wasn’t just pulsing twice to say no, Fenrir changed the number next to white from two to seven.

“How about now?” Fenrir asked.

Rod pulsed seven times.

“Really? Awesome, we’ve got the same favorite then.”

“Splendid! This is a great idea, Fenrir,” Thelmes said, reminding Fenrir that the pig-centaur-goblin-thing was still sitting next to them and watching everything.

Fenrir went through a few more questions with Rod such as whether he had a favorite food, drink, or anything else like that. Of course, Rod signaled no to most of those questions.

Thinking about it, Fenrir could probably try to figure out some of Rod’s history. He still really wanted to know who made Rod, why Rod was left in a random fishing shop, and so forth. However, those were probably personal questions. Fenrir hadn’t said anything too personal about himself yet, so he needed to open up about that first if he wanted to learn about Rod.

“I’ll let you ask him two hours of questions if you give me some privacy,” Fenrir said.

“Don’t worry about it, Fenrir. I only have enough questions for one, probably, and if you really want privacy then I do not mind giving you some. Please do come and get me as soon as you’re done, though! I want to be involved for as much are you are willing to let me be,” Thelmes said.

“Thanks, Thelmes.”

Thelmes returned to the front of the office, leaving the wolf and the fishing rod alone.

“He’s eccentric, but not a bad guy,” Fenrir said.

Rod pulsed once.


Patch 8.0

After opening up to Rod and having a good old heart-to-fishing-rod, Fenrir was to try practicing fighting with Rod. Thelmes collected a variety of fishing poles for Fenrir to try attacking the slime golem of a punching bag with. Each one was made of different materials, some of which were even spiked for reasons unknown to Fenrir, but he was able to do the most damage with Rod despite Rod not looking nearly as deadly as some of the fishing rods that Thelmes had him test out.

With the tests over, Fenrir learned that he did more damage using Rod as a weapon than he did with his sword or fists. He really didn’t know how to feel about that. As awesome as it was, he couldn’t bring himself to seriously wield a fishing rod as a weapon. Sure, he may not have cared that much about what others thought, but he cared enough that he didn’t want anybody who he was fighting against to die of laughter as he attacked them with a glowing fishing rod.

Being able to have Rod take another form would be incredibly useful, but Fenrir still wasn’t able to get his fishing rod to transform. At least it is glowing brighter than it was before that short bonding and training session.

Now, with Thelmes help over with, it was time for Fenrir to sit off to the side while Thelmes played twenty questions with Rod.

Most of the questions that Thelmes asked were the kind that Fenrir found boring, and going by how Rod was answering them as quickly as possible, Fenrir assumed that Rod found them tedious as well. They were all questions asked about the game’s mechanics, how Rod worked, asking for basic information about Rod, and so forth. It was only when Thelmes tried to uncover the mystery behind Rod’s origin that Rod ceased to answer at all. Of course, as disappointing as that may have been, it did not stop Thelmes from changing his questions to more scientific and boring ones. What was even worse was that Thelmes really liked to use the whiteboard to write down potential answers for Rod to choose from, and whenever none of the answers were suitable, Thelmes wrote down even more.

At one point, Rod stopped picking answers that took more than five flashes of his glow.

Both Fenrir and Rod hoped that Thelmes did not notice Rod’s answers may or may not have been entirely truthful for the sake of speeding things up.

“Splendid! Thank you so much for this opportunity, Fenrir,” Thelmes said, shaking Fenrir’s hand.

“No problem. Thanks for helping us out. I don’t know if this is going to help out much in the tournament, but I can’t think of anything that could help me more than this,” Fenrir answered.

“Ah, you are looking for an edge in the final round?” Thelmes asked as a mischievous smile spread across his lips.

Fenrir never saw Thelmes smile like that before, but he had a good feeling about it. “That’s right. Have you been keeping up with it?”

“I have!”

“Well, then I’m sure you know both of those bastards left are going to be coming after me, and they’re both way stronger than us.”

“I believe that I may have something that could assist you, but you must keep it confidential that you got it from me. Are you interested?”

Fenrir nodded his head and tried to hold back his smile. He knew that the scholars were more or less insane, so whatever Thelmes wanted to offer him, it should be unpredictable and… now that he thought about it, maybe he shouldn’t get his hopes up. These scholars may have been scientists and tinkerers, but they were also the same people who caused an explosion by trying to combine a pig and a monkey.

“Splendid! I was actually inspired to make this after watching the last couple of rounds and seeing how you used your ballista. Now, I have not gotten a chance to perform any testing with these, but you may find them useful. Come, come.”

With Rod in hand, Fenrir followed Thelmes into a back room that looked like it is used for storage.

Thelmes pulled a long, wooden crate out from underneath one of the shelves and opened it up.

Inside of it were five bolts that looked more like proper ballista bolts than the hook bolts that Tabitha rigged up. Furthermore, each of the bolts had a tip that looked like they are made out of the same stones used to power The Shoebill’s engine.

Thelmes looked up at Fenrir with a proud smile and crossed arms. “Exploding ballista bolts,” Thelmes said.

Fenrir knew that he should be wary of anything involving the scholars and explosions, but he couldn’t help getting excited about that.

“You made these pretty fast,” Fenrir said.

“Well, I made them after the first round. I saw those carcass shots you used which gave me the idea for this. Oh! I forgot, you cannot see what is on the inside. I carved the inside of these tips out and filled them with volatile reagents that will not only spread noxious fumes but will make the explosion significantly stronger. They likely will not be strong enough to pierce the hull of that steel oak ship due to these bolts exploding on contact, but that foreign ship will be susceptible to it as will both crews. Just make sure to not accidentally drop them or hit them on the tips!” Thelmes explained.

“You’re giving these to us?”

“Well, I have no use for them myself, so I would much rather see them in your hands where I am sure that you will be able to put them to good use. Plus, the Hermetic Scholars may be a neutral organization, but as an individual player, I still want to see those jerks get what they deserve,” Thelmes said as he placed the lid back onto the crate.

“Thanks, Thelmes. Don’t worry, we’ll take them out. There’s no way we’re going to let those assholes win,” Fenrir said, placing Rod down on top of the crate before lifting it up with both of his hands.

“Splendid! Plus, I am certain that you will be back to report on the effectiveness of the bolts, any difficulties that you had, and are happily willing to let me perform some more tests involving you and your fishing rod, yes?”

Fenrir wanted to groan and reject the pig-centaur-goblin-thing, but he couldn’t bring himself to do that after how helpful Thelmes had been. “Of course.”

“Splendid! Now, I will get the door for you as your hands do seem to be rather full right now.”

On his walk back to the ship, Fenrir was surprised to get stopped a few times to have other players and NPCs alike come up to him to congratulate him on making it as far as he had in the tournament, and to wish him good luck against his enemies. It seemed like practically everybody was rooting for him rather than the other two crews still left in the tournament. Everybody just wanted to see Fenrir and The Shoebill destroy their competition. At that point, Fenrir didn’t even know if anybody cared about the actual fishing part of the tournament anymore.

But, it was nice.

One food stall that he walked by even placed a basket of free, fried fish on top of the crate next to Rod for him to take back and share with the crew. Everybody wanted to show their support.

When he got close to The Shoebill, he realized that the crowds that had been gathered around lately were there for them. They were there to get up-close looks at The Shoebill and her crew.

No matter how used to being popular—though, usually hated—Fenrir might have been, it was still and forever would be embarrassing. Knowing that he had so many eyes on him waiting to see his next move made him nervous, but it also made him even more determined to prevail in the end.

Though, he was worried about Rachel and Nell coming to visit now that he realized there were so many people watching the area. Then again, if the vast majority of the people were there to root for him, he doubted that they would snitch.

Alexander and Ull’s men may have had better gear and skills, but they didn’t have the support of the people. Fenrir was sure that Alexander especially had people hanging around The Steel Tiger wanting to sabotage it if they could. After all, Fenrir had to deal with that all the time back in the day.

“Tabs! I’ve got a present for us,” Fenrir said as he placed the crate of explosive bolts down on the deck.

Tabitha came up from below deck to check out the supposed present after placing half of a fried fish in her mouth.

Her eyes lit up when she saw the bolts. “Whurred hew get hish?” Tabitha asked with a mouth full of fish.

“Thelmes at the office,” Fenrir answered.

Tabitha swallowed her fish and no longer looked impressed. “Ehhh. I’ll see what I can do with these. He’s off to an okay start, but there’s a whole buncha room for improvement. I’ll make these way better once I’m done fixin’ the ship up.”

“I’m sure you will. Anyways, I’m going to go ahead and get some more training in.”

“What’re ya gonna do this time?”

Fenrir looked at some of the crowd watching them. “Combat practice. Training with Cass Cass has been helpful, but I’m not going to learn much from just always fighting the same person. And, if you look around, I think I’ve got a bunch of people who wouldn’t mind helping me train,” he said.

“Trainin’ with somebody other than your girl? You dastardly dog.”

“You know me. Anyways, you and Corwin help yourself to these fish. I’ll be back later.”

Fenrir was able to find several players who were more than happy to help him train in preparation for the final round of the tournament. While training with Cassiel helped, he already learned her style, weaknesses, and could easily read her moves by that point.

He needed to fight others if he wanted to keep on progressing.

The players that he trained with were all more powerful than he was since he was away from Nell. He was sure that he could easily tear his way through them if Nell was there to share her strength with him, but without her presence activating that new buff of his, he was not that much stronger than a relatively new player. Those that he trained with were shocked to learn of how low his stats were when he told them how long he had been playing for!

When Fenrir thought about it, they had every right to be shocked. There he was in this giant, fantastical world full of millions of players, monsters, and more, yet he spent almost his entire time in-game thus far within a single city and just fishing. He had only seen two monsters excluding those that were the pets of other players in the city, and they were the giant crabs and tentacle clams that he saw back before they took on Coastedge!

It went to show that one really could play the game and live a life there without ever partaking in any of that content, even if such a path was rare. One of the men told Fenrir that most of the players who just wanted to farm and fish had killed plenty of monsters before settling down. Jumping straight into “retirement,” as some of the other players called it, was rare.

All of the talking while fighting made Fenrir want to go out and explore once the tournament was over. He still wanted to fish, but he also wanted to see what else the world had to offer. He’d be a traveling fisherman! He was sure that there were plenty of exotic fish and aquatic monsters for him to hook and reel in. So, while he still may not have wanted to go and turn into a monster hunter or a dungeon raider, he did want to experience more of the world’s fantasy side.

Fenrir’s current sparring partner swept out his legs and pointed a sword to his neck.

“It’s a good thing this is a fishing tournament and not a fighting one,” Fenrir’s partner said.

“What can I say? I like fishing,” Fenrir replied before knocking the sword away and switching roles as he swept his partner’s legs.

He doubted that either Ull’s champions or Alexander would care about fighting fairly, so there was no use in training as if fights with them would be fair and without dirty attacks.

“You said you want to explore and go fishin’, right?” one of the others watching the fight asked.

Fenrir gave a quick nod as he focused on dodging his opponent’s attacks.

“I’ve heard that there’s all sorts’ve magical fish east of here where the Hermetic Scholars’ headquarters is at. Also heard about them dwarves past the foreign bastard’s lands fishing in lava,” they explained.

The whole fishing in lava part stole enough of Fenrir’s attention away for a shield to bash him right in the face. If it weren’t for being excited and distracted by visualizing fishing in lava, the whole shield to the face thing probably would have hurt much more.

“There’s always fishin’ in the rivers north of here, too. I wouldn’t, though. Too damn dangerous to go up into the jungle unless you plan on taking an entire raid group with you. Let me tell you, bein’ impaled by oversized lizards wielding spears ain’t exactly a pleasant thing.”

The person was giving Fenrir so many ideas of where to go fishing! He had been so fixated on this tournament, his girlfriends, and moral dilemmas involving NPCs that he had almost completely forgotten that he was living inside of history’s most advanced, content-packed fishing simulator!

The only problem was that he didn’t know where he wanted to go after all of that. Did he want to head east toward the Hermetic Scholars’ headquarters, or west to the dwarves? What about taking the risk of heading north into the jungle and fishing in the rivers there?

Fenrir shook his head to recollect his thoughts so that he could focus on the opponent in front of him. Unfortunately, he did so too late and ended up getting smacked on top of his head by a wooden sword.

“You’d be dead if this was real, you know,” his opponent said.

“I know, I know. Sorry, was just thinking about fishing,” Fenrir explained.

“Of course you were. Anyways, pizza should be here soon, so I’ve got to go. Somebody take my place and teach this fishing addict how to focus.”

“Thanks for the help! I seriously appreciate it, and I’m sorry for getting distracted there. I won’t let you down in the final round.”

Fenrir’s training partner smiled and waved. “I’ll be watching, so don’t screw up,” they said before heading off to a safe spot to wake.

The training continued for nine more in-game hours which only ended up being four and a half hours in real life. Fenrir sparred with over thirty different opponents during that time. Each opponent that he faced brought new weapons, skills, and styles to the fight. He felt as if he had already made more progress in this training session than he had from all of the times that he trained with Cassiel combined! He even noticed his own body moving faster and more force being used in his attacks.

Yet, his feral desire did not show itself a single time. It was always there in the back of his mind when he was sparring with Cassiel, so how come it hadn’t shown up this time?

“Alright, I need to get to bed. I’m exhausted. Wasn’t expecting to train this much, and I was kept awake most of last night. Thanks for all the help, all of you,” Fenrir said to his latest training partner and the group of bystanders either just hanging out or watching him train.

Before he left, everybody wished him luck and told him to find them at any time for more training.

Being liked instead of hated for once was nice. Sure, there was a sort of sadistic satisfaction that he was able to get out of being hated to the point of gaining stalkers that found his real-life information, but being liked just felt so much… warmer—better. Furthermore, there was nothing to feel guilty about. Whereas he still felt a bit guilty at times being so horrible to everybody, there was nothing to feel guilty about this time around.

Fenrir reached The Shoebill, crawled into the nearest hammock after checking up with Tabitha who had gone through an entire basket of fried fish with Corwin, and then woke from the game to be back in his real body once more.

Ryouta was too tired to say anything to his fan that time. It only took a couple of minutes for him to pass out and drift into a dreamland full of fish, sweaters, and—oh, oh god. Were those feminine fish wearing sweaters? He knew that this wasn’t real, but he was too tired to wake up! Yes, he loved fishing. Yes, he loved sweaters. However, he did not want fish and sweaters to be combined!

It was eccentric nightmare after eccentric nightmare for the duration of Ryouta’s sleep.

When he finally woke up, covered in sweat and feeling gross, he crawled out of bed to look at the time on his computer and realized that he was close to being late again.

“I want to sleep more, but… responsibilities suck,” Ryouta groaned as he limped back over to his bed and places the headband of a virtual reality headset around his head once more.

“It isn’t healthy to not go to the bathroom, eat, or drink before playing, Onii-chan! And you didn’t even brush your teeth last night or this morning! Gross!” Saya criticized him.

“I don’t have the time. Remind me to do it later and I promise I will,” Ryouta told her as he turned into Fenrir.

“I’ll hold you to that, Onii-chan! Don’t forget that I’m part of your brain so you can’t lie to me.”

“You’re supposed to be tsundere, not yandere.”

“Don’t make me sharpen my knives,” Saya said before disappearing from in front of him.

In her place was the world of Gaia—or rather, the wooden deck of The Shoebill as he stared up at it from his hammock.

Looking around, he saw everything nice and tidy, all the damage to The Shoebill had been repaired, a new engine with several more gears and tubes than before was installed in the back of the ship, and even the stairs were all fixed up!

Fenrir ran his fingers against the ship’s hull to see if she felt any different. She didn’t. Even with all of the upgrades and replacements, she was still The Shoebill.

“Let’s win this, alright?” Fenrir said to his trusty ship before getting out of his hammock and heading above deck.

Fenrir did not like how he was developing a habit of always being the last one to get in-game for these important events. His sleep schedule was so crazy lately with how late he had been staying up in-game and then having his girlfriends over to prevent him from sleeping in real life!

Once again, as soon as he got above deck, he was attacked by Cassiel and Tabitha for being the last one to get in-game and almost being late. They both loved to remind him of how close he came to missing things. Though, while Cassiel was just being tsun and trying to make sure that he did not start slacking off, Tabitha did it because she didn’t want him being a sleepyhead to cause her to miss anything. There was no way that she was willing to miss out on the final round of the tournament just because he was tired, and without him, they couldn’t participate.

Serra and Rock were there to warmly welcome him, though. Then, once Cassiel saw Serra hugging him and Rock licking him and nuzzling against him, she relaxed and wanted in on the attention.

“You all ready?” Fenrir asked.

“I think so. Did you think up a plan?” Oleander asked.

“I couldn’t, but I might just be too dependent on you always doing that, Olly. I know you’ve got to have some ideas.”

Oleander shrugged with his shoulders and hands. “I might have thought up some potential plans.”

“See? I can always count on you to worry about the little things.”

“Oi,” Tabitha interjected, “what about this is little?”

“You,” Fenrir answered.

He looked at her and only felt disappointment when she looked unimpressed at his remark rather than playfully offended. Lolis being upset about their size and wanting to be bigger had always been one of his favorite tropes in anime, but Tabitha was too confident in her appearance for something like that. After all, she did choose to look like that.

“Alright, alright. I’m just waking up still,” Fenrir said.

“Ya better hurry and wake up,” Tabitha said.

“Need to take notes from her,” Serra told Cassiel.

Fenrir hoped that they took poor notes. He wasn’t sure if he could handle dating two wannabe copies of Tabitha.

“Everybody get some good work in?” Fenrir asked.

“Yeah, I think me and Bone got some good practice in,” Cassiel answered.

“Our baby is all ready! Got the engine up and runnin’ and upgraded those new bolts of ours. Also made a new hooked bolt for catchin’ the serpent,” Tabitha explained.

Serra gave a thumbs-up. “Yeah, felt the skill improve a couple of times. Played with Rock a bunch, too,” she said.

“I think I can cast a spell or two more than before, but man, Fenny, training that sort of endurance is way more boring than training my endurance with Corwin,” Oleander explained while running a finger up along Corwin’s back, causing Corwin to shiver and straighten up.

It took Fenrir a couple of moments to remember what the odd feeling within him was. He could still sense Nell’s exact position and how she was feeling within her heart.

She was still hopeful.

Part of him wanted to go and try to rescue her right away so that he could have her presence buffing him up during the final round, but he knew that was basically impossible. One, he didn’t have the time to go and break her out of her prison. Two, how were they supposed to take on all of Ull’s followers and where would they go?

Saving her had to come after the tournament.

Crowds gathered around the piers once more.

Blackstache’s ship was floating on the surface with its stern facing out of the city. Hanging over the water by heavy chains at its stern was what appeared to be a box of sorts, but Fenrir couldn’t tell what exactly it was as it was covered in a thick cloth.

Of course, it was safe to assume that it could only be one thing: the serpent that they would be fishing for in the final round.

With owls circling above, the announcer from the previous rounds began explaining the rules.

“Welcome to the final day of the tournament! Today, we shall all find out who the winner—who the ultimate fisher is!” the announcer declared.

Fenrir wasn’t so sure that whoever won was really the ultimate fisher given how most of the tournament thus far had been about fighting and survival, but oh well.

The cloth around the object hanging from Blackstache’s ship was lifted off to reveal a large, glass container full of water. More importantly, it was full of juvenile serpent.

A single serpent swam around within the container and looked for an escape. Fenrir couldn’t tell exactly how large it was, but going from how far away it was and how large it already looked, it had to be a couple of times longer than The Shoebill while having a body as thick as a tree trunk!

Its glistening scales reflected the light of the sun shining down on it.

“This is the final catch! Whoever catches this and brings it back to the city will be the winner of the tournament! Anything is allowed past the tower. Melee and ramming are allowed within the city until a ship docks with its catch, at which point, the tournament will be over. Now, let’s see our competitors!”

Alexander and The Steel Tiger showed up on that screen hanging from the tower first.

“Alexander, captain of The Steel Tiger, is a newer player who has taken the city by storm! After a controversial twist of events in the second round, Alexander is looking to capture the—”

Fenrir couldn’t even hear the rest of the announcement over the crowds behind him booing and shouting.

They were even louder once the longship came onto the screen.

Though, when Fenrir and The Shoebill popped up, they changed their tune.

Serra and Cassiel both hid behind Fenrir when they saw themselves on the screen, but Serra poked her head out just enough to look at the screen while reaching a single hand out to hold up a peace sign.

“Last but certainly not least is The Shoebill led by the city’s newest crush, Fenrir! While our other two competitors have been met with controversy, The Shoebill and her crew have quickly become beloved by the city despite consisting of almost all new players! What a great final round! We have one crew of new players that have earned the disdain of the city going against another group of new players that the city has fallen in love with! And let’s not forget about our foreign guests wishing to take victory for themselves!”

Fenrir felt his heart beating faster as the introductions concluded. He finally made it to the last round of the tournament, and it was going to be the hardest fight so far.

The Shoebill could not be allowed to get teamed up on. Her enemies were great and just one of them would be enough to stall her while the other went for the tournament’s final objective.

They all felt the city’s eyes on them. Blackstache, Ull, the crowds, the other crews—everybody was watching The Shoebill and waiting to see what her crew was going to do this time.

“Now! Is everybody ready for the final round?” the announcer asked.

The crowd wildly cheered.

Guards were required to stand by the longship and The Steel Tiger to make sure that nobody interfered and to block any items being tossed at them.

“Wait, that’s it,” Fenrir said.

“What?” Oleander asked.

“I bet that prick wasn’t able to get more steel oak to repair his ship with.”

“They could have had some spare, right?”

“Even if they did, they probably just nailed some planks on to patch things up. They’re weak points.” Fenrir looked at Serra. “Remember when they got blown up yesterday?”

“Yeah, by the old hairy guys,” Serra answered. “You said it was just flashy and easy to fix.”

“I did, but that doesn’t mean that those won’t be weak points still. The section that was damaged is going to be way more vulnerable than the rest of their ship, so let’s not let that sacrifice be in vain,” Fenrir explained.

“He’s right,” Oleander said, “it could work. Even if the wood is as strong as steel, I bet it got a bunch of cracks in it that we can’t see from the explosion.”

“We just have to take advantage of that.”

The announcer resumed talking. “Now! For the glory of being known as the best and to earn yourselves an epic tale sung by none other than Blackstache himself, let the final round of the tournament begin!”

The glass container opened up at its bottom to release all the water within it. And the serpent.

It rears its head above the water and roared before looking around and diving underwater to swim out toward the tower!

The three competitors set sail from their docks and started their pursuit of the serpent. No matter how much they may have wished to kill each other, first, they could not allow the serpent to escape out of their sights.

“Full speed ahead!” Fenrir ordered.

With the final round having started, the three competing ships left their docks and sailed ahead toward the fleeing serpent.

Part of Fenrir felt bad chasing down something for a tournament that was just trying to escape and live.

The more dominant part of Fenrir refused to lose the tournament and would capture that serpent while taking care of the enemies who wished to stop him.

The Shoebill got a good lead going before they watched the enemy vessels to see what they were doing.

Just as Fenrir expected they would, both The Steel Tiger and the longship ignored one another. They were not exchanging fire despite being within range of one another and their crews were not even looking at each other. However, both of their courses would lead them directly to The Shoebill.

“We’ll be fine as long as we catch the serpent first then get back, right?” Cassiel asked.

“If we can get past the tower in one piece without losing the serpent, yeah,” Fenrir answered.

As for the serpent, they were able to easily track it because of a floatation device that prevented it from diving too far underneath the water. It had to stay close to the surface if it did not want a constant, powerful force pulling up on it, and the device was colorful enough to easily be spotted from a good distance away. With calm waters and a colorful marker, one would have to purposely try losing sight of the serpent to lose its position.

The device was also slowing the serpent down enough so that all of the ships could catch up to it, but The Shoebill would reach it first with ease.

“What’s our plan?” Fenrir asked Oleander.

“Well, here’s our problem. We want to use that ballista to shoot those exploding bolts, right? But how are we going to take the serpent back into the city by using the hook-shot and shoot other bolts from it at the same time? We should deal with those guys first, but then we risk letting the serpent get away or getting too heavily damaged,” Oleander explained. “I was going to suggest that we try sinking them first, or at least damaging them enough that they aren’t a threat anymore, but look.”

Oleander and Fenrir looked back toward the tower.

Both The Steel Tiger and the longship were waiting on each side of it with their sides facing out toward The Shoebill. While they were nowhere near large enough to block access getting into the city, they are still waiting for The Shoebill to return while slowed down with a serpent for them to take out.

“I wish we could win just by being the last ship floating, but you have to take the serpent back to win. Otherwise, I’d just suggest we do something really stupid,” Oleander continued.

“At least we won’t have to worry about being shot at while catching the serpent,” Fenrir said.

“We won’t be doing something really stupid, but I have an idea that’s so crazy it might as well be really stupid anyways. I was told you got chosen as Nell Nell’s champion or something?”

“Yeah?”

“And Nell Nell is basically part sea serpent, right?”

“Right.”

“Then what if we can use that serpent to help us fight?”

“Yeah, that’s crazy enough to be really stupid.”

Oleander shrugged and returned his attention to following the serpent. “Even with all our upgrades, we’re still way weaker than even one of them, and we’re up against both. We try going in through the left side of the tower, the longship comes over and helps. We try going in on the right side past the longship, the annoying guy comes over to help. I’m just thinking that we need to even the playing field, and the rules didn’t say that we have to catch it and force to bring it back, just that we have to catch it and bring it back. They didn’t say we couldn’t catch it, try making friends with it, then letting it go and leading it back.”

Fenrir patted Oleander’s head, causing the deer boy to nuzzle his head up against the warm hand. “I thought I was the one turning all goody-two-shoes lately?” Fenrir asked.

“I never said I care about the serpent, though. I just want to use it to help kill people,” Oleander said in a happy, relaxed voice as he continued nuzzling Fenrir’s hand.

“Fair enough. I admit that I do feel kind of bad for it, though. It’s been captured just to be released and then hunted down for a tournament.”

“You’re just biased since you’re working for a serpent girl now.”

“Maybe. Anyways, it might be worth a try, and I can’t really think of any way that we could realistically catch it and drag it back while surviving getting past those ships. The lazy bastards are making us do all the work of taking it back. Wait, couldn’t they just sail back to the other side of the tower to look at the screen and see what we’re doing? If they know to expect us bringing the serpent back on our side, then isn’t our plan screwed if it works?”

Oleander looked up at the magical orb following them, took a thorn out from his pocket, and aimed it directly at the orb. Then, with the same spell that he used in the last round, made it grow to be as large as a person before shooting it toward the orb! The thorn smashed right through the orb and left no traces of it.

“They said that anything is allowed past the tower, right?” Oleander looked up at Fenrir with a smile.

“Tch, they aren’t as dumb as I hoped they’d be,” Alexander said while looking up at the screen on the back side of the tower.

“Doesn’t matter. They have to come back this way eventually and it’s not like they’ll be able to sneak past us,” one of The Steel Tiger’s crewmembers said. “We’ll see them coming.”

“Are the cannons loaded with those carcass shots?”

“Yes, sir.”

“She’d better appreciate us doing this. Turning my old character into an NPC to start over as some damn fisherman… I better get my wings back and a promotion as soon as this is all over. Not only are we going to keep the alliance from being formed, but I’m also going to bring back the girl chosen by the Western Serpent? I’m going to deserve far more than what was promised.”

“Speaking of which, sir, there were… difficulties due to increased security along the cliff, but all preparations have been completed.”

“Good, whoever took over that cannon didn’t ruin our plans. Shame they didn’t do our job for us and turn it on the deer’s ship. How many we were able to secure?”

“All four that are capable of turning inward enough to face the city.”

Alexander smiled and looked up at the screen once more. Despite them clearly having a conversation on the deck of their ship, no audio was being transmitted. “Keep watching this pathetic excuse for a tournament. You may be able to keep Indra’s and our fleets from reaching you, but you have an army of angsty, wannabe Vikings just waiting for a reason to burn your city down.”

“You aren’t watching the final round, Master?” Ull’s dragon of a girlfriend asked.

“You can drop the ‘master’ bit for now,” Ull answered.

“Is your stream turned off?”

Ull nodded his head.

“Good, my love. You leave that on far too often. How am I supposed to spoil you and act like a good girlfriend when you’re always broadcasting everything you do? I can’t be the only one getting spoiled all the time,” she said while tracing her fingers along the metal collar around her neck.

“I know, I know, but it is because I stream so much that I have enough money to support—”

“You need not explain yourself to me, my love. I am well aware of the struggles your family faces. They are lucky to have such a wonderful son and older brother.”

“Can you imagine if they knew how I behave in-game? I would probably get disowned.”

They both laughed while she traced her fingers through his hair. “I cannot say that I disagree,” she said. “But, what troubles you so much?”

Ull took a deep breath and tried his hardest to relax. “I think the game might be starting to affect me. Roleplaying as I do all the time—I feel like I am actually starting to really become Ull. Nehalennia called me out, and while I normally wouldn’t be bothered by her, I am because I know that now she is right. It never bothered me to be talked back to back when I was still myself, but now that I am becoming like Ull, I find myself upset because she attacked my true character rather than just the role that was previously only pretend.”

“Then perhaps it is time for a change?”

“And lose most of the people giving me money and my champions who respect the man that I pretend to—that I am now?”

She leaned her head against his own. “I am sorry, my love. I understand how difficult this must be for you. Just know that I am always here for you, and I will support you regardless of what happens, alright?” she reassured him, kissing his lips and looking into his eyes.

Ull nodded and took her hands into his own. “Want to go watch the rest of the round with me? It’s been a while since we’ve publicly done anything together.”

Her eyes sparkled with excitement the moment he asked.

“We’ve almost caught up to it!” Fenrir shouted from The Shoebill’s bow. “Serra, you ready?”

Serra nodded her head from the ballista’s seat. “I don’t think it’s going to want to help us after we shoot it,” she said.

“Yeah, well, it’s the only way of getting it to stop. I don’t exactly speak serpent, and I don’t think it’d stop even if I could tell it to.”

“If you can’t speak to it then how are you going to convince it to help us?”

Fenrir stared at her while trying to think of a good enough response. “We’ll worry about that later.”

“Weren’t you guys like the old leaders of the Divine Brigade or something like that? I don’t see many of those fabled awesome plans coming from you,” Cassiel said with her arms crossed over her breastplate.

“What?” Tabitha asked. “Did I just—did I just hear that right?”

Fenrir turned around and looked at Tabitha who had supposedly been standing behind them. He completely forgot that neither she nor Corwin knew about that secret yet.

Well, the secret was out now.

“Yeah. I was the leader, Olly and Bone were my seconds. Been trying to keep it secret, but everybody keeps figuring it out anyways, plus you’re trustworthy enough to let know about it,” Fenrir said.

“Here I thought I was the only one with a bad rep! Man, ya really one-up me with that. No wonder ya don’t have a problem with me workin’ on the girl here,” Tabitha said.

“What do you mean by that?” Cassiel asked.

“Ya see here, blondie, everybody who’s into this sorta stuff knows that the old Divine Brigade never cared so much about awesome, legendary plans as much as they did stupid plans. They’ve been some of the luckiest loons in gaming to pull off the crazy stupidity that they have. Sure, they might be smart every now and then, but they’re mainly just stupid and know when to not pick a fight. At least, they used to know that last part.”

Fenrir rubbed the back of his head with an innocent smile when Cassiel looked at him again. “Can’t say that she’s wrong about that,” he said. “We did lots of stupid stuff and always recruited the craziest people we could find.”

“That’s why I’m here!”

“But crazy stupid stuff that works is cool,” Serra said.

“I thought my boyfriend was smart,” Cassiel said. “Instead he’s just some lucky bastard who—”

“Obviously. I’ve got to be lucky if I’m dating you, don’t I?” Fenrir cut her off, causing his blonde girlfriend’s cheeks to burn a bright red while Serra gave him a thumbs-up. “Now, we’ve got a serpent to catch.”

"Nice change of topic," Tabitha said.

“We miss anything?” Jax asked, standing next to Morven with the rest of his crew finding a spot to stand and watch the screen. “Been bitin’ my nails waitin’ to get back here. Damn timer.”

“The wolf’s crew survived the last round and they’re about to catch up to the serpent,” Morven explained.

“Hah! I knew that dog would make it through. Glad to know our lil sacrifice wasn’t for nothin’.” Jax looked up at the screen and saw The Shoebill steadily drawing closer to the fleeing serpent, though the orb observing the ship and crew was farther away than normal due to a replacement being sent out. They could hardly see anything because of that. Below The Shoebill’s view were the displays of The Steel Tiger and the longship waiting around the tower for The Shoebill’s return. “Damned bastards are still workin’ together and goin’ to try and steal the show, huh?”

“Looks like it. He’s been able to pull off a lot, but I’ve no idea how he’s going to slip past them with a serpent in tow.”

Jax slapped Morven on the back and smiled at the screen. “He’s young and has got a good head on his shoulders. Just believe in him for now! Besides, listen to everybody else already doin’ that exact same thing.”

The crowds were all cheering for The Shoebill and telling her to catch the serpent and win the tournament. Not a single cheer for either of the other crews could be heard.

“Show ‘em who’s the top dog!” Jax shouted with a fist in the air.

“Bring somebody with ya this time around?” Blackstache asked Ull after spotting the redheaded dragoness next to him.

“This is my partner, Liz. Liz, Blackstache,” Ull introduced them to each other.

Liz offered Blackstache a curtsy, and Blackstache responded with a tip of his hat.

He recognized her as a member of what he presumed to be Ull’s slave-harem, but she lacked the chains, collar, and cuffs that he only ever saw her in. She was even wearing a fancy looking dress that was crimson in color with a golden trim. With how Ull’s hand was placed on her shoulder keeping her close, he actually looked like a caring boyfriend.

“I’m not streaming, by the way. Decided to take a day off from that,” Ull said. “Let’s speak freely without worrying about all that usual nonsense, alright?”

“Ya give me yer word on tha stream bein’ off?” Blackstache asked. A few seconds later and Blackstache’s virtual companion confirmed that Ull wasn’t streaming. “Thank shit. You know how tiring it is talking like that all the time? You’ve had me on the spot with your constant streaming. Can’t let people see past the persona or they’ll lose interest.”

Ull held Liz even closer to him. “I know the feeling. So, what parts did you give them?” Ull asked, looking at Rachel who was standing behind Blackstache as usual.

“You saw?” Rachel asked.

“Of course. You think we aren’t watching them? Figure it’s only fair for you to supply them given that we’ve been doing the same,” Ull said before taking a sip of water from the flask that he kept at his side.

“Glad to know we can try sneaking around behind each other’s backs without it being a big deal,” Blackstache said. “By the way, been meaning to ask you something, and now that the stream is over,” he looked at Ull and Liz, “how the fuck does sex work with you?”

That sip of water ended up almost getting spat out from Blackstache’s unexpected question.

“He is very gentle despite me always asking him to be rougher,” Liz answered for her boyfriend, causing the water to come ever closer to being spat out.

Ull hurried to swallow the water before anybody else said anything. “Let’s just say that it works carefully. Having the lower body of a deer has its advantages, but mostly disadvantages.”

“Is it human or what down there?” Blackstache asked.

“As for the tournament,” Ull changed the subject, “what do you think is going to happen?”

Blackstache let out a disappointed sigh and shrugged. “Well, your champs and their new friends down there are being boring and teaming up on that dog, so I figure that they’ll sink the dog and then fight each other for the serpent. Since we’re speaking freely, though, I’d love to see him somehow sink both of your crews down there.”

Ull chuckled and sighed. “It would be interesting if he were to somehow win, I will admit. Of course, if he does, I’m going to have to put my mask back on and be dramatic about it. You don’t even want to know how many thousands and thousands of comments I get every stream telling me to just burn that ship down in the middle of the night to repay them for stealing one of Yggdrasil’s branches. An audience full of roleplaying zealots obsessed with fictional nationalism can get pretty tedious.”

“You know, you’re not too bad when you’re casual like this. Since you’re admitting things, I’ll admit that I can’t stand when you’re acting all leader-like. You come off as a huge ass when you’re playing your part.”

“And you come off as an illiterate, fake Scottish-pirate hybrid with that accent you use. It’s a chore listening to you talk in that accent all the time.”

The two leaders looked at one another and laughed.

“Sometimes I don’t know if I’m playin’ this game for myself or everybody else at this point,” Blackstache said. “Every time I try relaxing, my wife here kicks me back into work and keeps me straight. Can you believe I just wanted to be a bard, travel the world, and sing songs? Instead, I ended up being the damn king of pirates, and my wife won’t let me retire.”

“Because you have nothing better to do, and not having to work real jobs is nice, isn’t it?” Rachel interjected.

“I admit, the pay for leading a major faction and keeping the world interesting is pretty nice since the damn devs are too lazy to do it themselves.”

“That’s what happens when a game boasts itself as having the most player-driven world ever,” Liz said.

“You must be rolling in the money if you’re a popular streamer and the leader of a major faction. You’ll probably be able to retire in a couple of years if this keeps up!” Blackstache told Ull.

“If we’re still around by then,” Ull said.

“You heard those rumors?”

Ull nodded his head and returned his attention to the screen. “Let’s enjoy the game while we can. Maybe it’s time that both of us stop worrying so much about what everybody else expects of us?”

“Aye. Well, maybe we’ll worry just enough to keep getting paid.”

“True enough. Also… I want to apologize for what happened to your NPCs. I didn’t know that your city treated them so fairly. If I had known, I would have advised my champions to not act against them. I am also sorry that I… cannot publicly apologize for that.”

“Don’t worry about it. I know not everybody sees eye to eye on the whole AI thing, and this city here is in the minority with how we treat them. Though, from what I’ve heard, a certain dog has some interesting dreams for them.”

“Is that so? He just keeps on getting more and more interesting. I have a feeling that I know him from somewhere, but I just can’t place him.”

Rachel bit her tongue and turned away.

“Yeah, the more I see him and hear about him, I swear that I know him. No idea from where, though. Oh, and even if he wins, we’re not going to war or anything like that, right? I’m really not feelin’ up to a war. I understand if you’ve got to be a dick for your followers and viewers, but just don’t join up with those women to the north.”

“Don’t worry. I already have plenty calling for war, but I don’t think the armchair generals plaguing my comments understand that there is zero point in going to war with somebody on the other side of the world over a position that would be of zero use to us.”

“One last question. What’s with your slave girls?”

“I’ve been fond of monstrous girls ever since I discovered them as a teen who shouldn’t have been on the sites that I regularly visited, and as much as I hate to admit it, acting like a sadistic, borderline rapist gets me a ton of views. I get just as many people who hate me waiting for more material to write articles about me who watch me as I do people who love me, and between my fans and my critics, I get plenty of neutral attention.”

“But slavery?”

“It gets the views, plus it was my partner’s idea,” Ull explained.

Liz smiled with closed eyes as Blackstache looked her over with judging eyes.

“Looks like the real show is finally beginning,” Ull said, pointing at the screen.

“You’re probably only going to get a single shot at this, so take your time, aim carefully, and only fire when you’re confident that you’re going to hook it,” Fenrir told Serra, leaning over her shoulder.

“I can do it,” Serra said. “And I can just reel the hook in and try again if I miss.”

“I know, but I’m trying to put more pressure on you so that you get it right the first time.”

“Don’t make me rub my feet on your face again,” Serra teased.

“Wait, that was on purpose?” Fenrir asked.

“Shh, I have to focus.”

The Shoebill was finally within range of the serpent.

Serra stared through the ballista’s scope and used the levers attached to the machine to rotate and aim it.

“Go for a body shot, center mass. Don’t want to damage its tail and don’t want to kill it, so aim for where you’ll do the least damage. You could even try to—” Fenrir got interrupted when Serra fired the ballista!

The fired bolt flew straight toward the serpent! It looked like it’s going to be a direct hit up until the final moment when it went just barely over it, instead splashing down into the water right behind it.

A miss.

Yet, Fenrir saw a smile on Serra’s lips as she immediately started reeling the shot in.

Fenrir thought that she missed, but he realized that the shot landed exactly where she wanted it to.

Immediately reeling it in pulled the barbed hooks into the serpent’s side, getting snagged on its lengthy body, without severely injuring it. There was a higher chance for it to escape this way as the hook wasn’t embedded inside of it like it was planned to be, but this did far less harm to it.

“And here I was trying to tell you what to do,” Fenrir said as he patted Serra on the top of her oversized hat.

“Told you I can do it,” Serra said while reeling the serpent in.

“I have a feeling that this was supposed to be the hardest part, but it’s probably going to end up being the easiest seeing as how we’ve got two crews full of pricks waiting for us.”

“We can do it.”

“You’re on a roll, so I’ll take your word for it.”

Fenrir looked overboard at the serpent being slowly but surely reeled in. The hook looked like it might slip free, tearing through what little skin it was stuck in at any moment. He wanted to tell Serra to take it slow and careful, but she had been proving herself capable of getting the job done without him micromanaging her, so he placed his faith in her. Plus, having faith in his girlfriend was part of his duty as a boyfriend.

“Tabs!” Fenrir shouted. “Get the net ready!”

“On it!” Tabitha shouted back before ordering Bonekraka to help her with the large, weighted net.

“Olly! Get it on our starboard side once it’s close!” Fenrir ordered. He didn’t get a response, but he knew that Oleander wouldn’t mess it up.

The closer that the serpent got, the more features Fenrir could make out.

It had a couple of small horns sticking up and back from the top of its head, a spiky spine reaching from its neck all the way to the tip of its tail, and its scales were light blue in color with occasional black markings that formed a hexagonal pattern. He also took note of the massive fangs that it bared at him once it was close.

That eel they caught was one thing, but this serpent was in a category of its own. It was far larger and more intimidating in every single aspect despite just looking like a bigger and differently-colored version of those eels from the second round. While the eels were just scary looking fish, this serpent was a monster.

All Fenrir had to do then was give the order to throw the net and capture the serpent. Once captured, he’d be able to try and communicate with it somehow to see if getting to work with it was a possibility. Even if he was not able to get the serpent to help him in taking out the other crews, he’d still have the serpent which was required to win in the first place.

However, just as he parted his lips to shout for them to throw the net, he felt something.

He felt the serpent’s feelings in the same way that he felt Nell’s. Despite feeling both of them at once, he was able to separate them and tell whose feelings belonged to who. In addition to being able to feel the serpent’s emotions, he could tell that he was exchanging these emotions between all three of them. Nell was able to feel the serpent’s emotions through Fenrir, and the serpent could feel Nell’s emotions through him.

“Don’t throw it,” Fenrir ordered as the serpent sailed alongside The Shoebill. It was thrashing around before and trying to break free from the hook, but now it willingly sailed by their side.

“What happen?” Bonekraka asked. Everybody else looked curious as well.

“I don’t really know how to explain it, but it feels really weird. It’s like… we’re connected. Olly was right,” Fenrir explained. He then climbed up onto the side of the ship and dove into the water! While everybody rushed over to watch and see what he was doing, he swam underneath the serpent to get to its other side.

“My boyfriend isn’t just a bastard, but an idiot,” Cassiel said. Serra gave her a few comforting pats on the back.

Fenrir unhooked their hook from the serpent’s side and swam back to the ship where a rope was waiting for him.

After climbing the rope to get back on deck, Fenrir shook to fling water out from his ears and tail onto everybody nearby. Cassiel was the primary victim of his dog-like shaking.

“What’s wrong?” Fenrir asked her when he saw how upset she looked.

“I smell like wet dog now, you bastard!” Cassiel shouted.

Fenrir noticed Serra holding in a laugh. The subtle smile she was holding back was one that Fenrir had learned the meaning of. She had completely corrupted what Cassiel just said and was resisting telling a dirty joke.

He returned his attention to the serpent. Going by the fact that it wasn’t running away and was instead keeping pace with The Shoebill, he assumed that it could tell what his plans were just by reading his feelings. And, by reading its feelings, he could tell that it wanted him to get rid of the device keeping it from diving.

“Be right back again,” Fenrir said before diving back into the water.

After cutting the floatation device free from the serpent, he climbed back on and shook the water off once more. This time, Cassiel hid behind Serra by crouching down and taking off Serra’s hat to use as a bonus shield.

Serra had no problem taking all of Fenrir’s liquid all over herself.

“It’s still with us,” Tabitha said, looking overboard. “This sort of dumb, crazy, stupid luck—ya really are them, aren’t ya?” she asked, looking at Fenrir now.

“Yeah, but keep it secret, alright? Don’t want everybody learning about it,” Fenrir answered.

“That reminds me!” Cassiel cut in and grabbed onto Fenrir’s shoulders. “You know her—you knew the Lightning Witch of the High Seas! You knew her before that! What was she doing working under somebody like you?!”

“You don’t have to yell so loud, I’m right here,” Fenrir said while being shaken around.

Cassiel’s face turned red when she realized that she was letting her inner fangirl come out around others again. She tried to subtly take her hands off of his shoulders and pretend like none of that just happened, and the aura she was giving off told everybody to pretend they saw nothing.

“I’ll talk to you about it next time you can’t sleep because of a scary movie, alr—” Fenrir was cut off by her hand over his mouth that time.

However, her action was interrupted by him licking her hand.

Fenrir learned that an unexpected lick had the same squeak-inducing effect as a poke to her side.

“Anyways, I think it’s willing to help us as long as we let it go free afterward,” Fenrir explained.

“Ya sure we can trust it?” Tabitha asked.

“Neither of us were sure we could trust each other when we first met, so I don’t see why we can’t give it a chance as well.”

Serra stood on the tips of her toes to look over and down at the serpent. One of its yellow, serpentine eyes looked back up at her. “We can trust her,” Serra said.

“It’s a her?” Fenrir asked. “How can you tell?”

“She has pretty eyes.”

“Guys can have pretty eyes, too, I mean, look at Corwin. He’s got some of the prettiest eyes I’ve ever seen on a guy, but knowing Olly, there’s no way there’s anything but a dick down there.”

Everybody looked at Corwin’s eyes, causing the blonde man to blush and nervously look away.

“She’s still a girl,” Serra said.

“We’ll go with that,” Fenrir said.

He still couldn’t believe that it was actually working, and going by the serpent’s feelings, it felt as if she could hardly believe it was going to happen herself. Nell’s curious feelings could be felt by them both. He’d have to tell her all about what was happening after he rescued her. For now, all he could do was let both Nell and the serpent feel how grateful he was to both of them. He was grateful to Nell for giving him the gift making all of that possible, and grateful to the serpent for placing her faith in him and going along with his plan.

The only downside was that, without proper communication, they could go over the finer details of the plan. All Fenrir and the serpent could communicate was that they are both willing to work together to take out the other crews.

But that was all they really needed.

Fenrir looked back toward the city. “Alright, it’s two versus two now, and we've got a free serpent on our side. Let's show them how the Divine—how the Soaring Wolves gets it done."


Patch 9.0

“It’s not leaving, is it?” Cassiel asked as she watched the serpent dive beneath the water. Without that device attached to it keeping it near the surface, the serpent was quick to disappear beneath the surface.

“I can sense her getting farther away, but she’s heading in the right direction. Just have some faith,” Fenrir said.

“I can’t believe she used to follow somebody like you.”

“Come on, I’m not that bad.”

“I know… it’s more like my image of her is—I just can’t even start imagining what she must have been like when she played with you.”

“Don’t worry, she’s basically the same now as she was back then. She was basically our old version of you without the dere to go with the tsun. I bet Blackstache doesn’t even get any dere from her despite them being married now.”

While Fenrir and Cassiel talked, Tabitha helped load the new and improved explosive bolts into the ballista.

“These explode, right?” Serra asked with sparkles in her eyes.

“They really explode. And they’ll burst into shrapnel, and the gas will be toxic,” Tabitha answered.

Fenrir wasn’t the only one to get along well with Tabitha, and that was evident in how both Tabitha’s and Serra’s eyes gleamed with explosive excitement that had a hint of sadism within it.

“Captain, if I may,” Corwin said.

“What’s up?” Fenrir asked.

“About your plan… I agree that we should use the serpent’s assistance and let it go, but I worry about how the people may react.”

“The city?”

“Yes. To let her go would be dangerous to those sailing and fishing in the waters, and it is tradition to kill it and let the victor of the tournament keep the materials from its body. They will likely be disappointed and may hold it against us.”

“No big deal. I know the serpent won’t be sticking around, and I don’t plan on us staying around either.”

“What do you mean?”

“Do you really think a serpent that just wants freedom is going to go and stick around in an area full of people who probably want to kill her? She’s only coming with us right now because we’re helping her and she can tell I’m not trying to trick her. If you mean what do I mean about us leaving—well, we’re leaving after this. I’ve had enough of pirates for now.”

Corwin looked away and took a few seconds to bring out his next question. “After—after the tournament, may I sta—”

“Come on, you don’t have to ask that. You’re a member of the crew now. Besides, Olly would kill me if I didn’t let you come with us.”

“Thank you, Fenrir.”

“Don’t worry about it. You’re one of us now.”

The tower at the entrance to Cape Tugator’s cove grew taller as they got closer, and before long, the ships waiting to its left and right could be seen.

“What do you think?” Fenrir asked Oleander.

“We’re kind of in trouble either way, so who do you hate more?” Oleander asked.

“The longship guys are assholes, but it’s more personal between us and Alexander, so let’s go with Alexander.”

“Then we’ll take them on. Think our new friend can handle the longship?”

“I hope so. She should be able to fight at full strength without that thing slowing her down and keeping her near the surface.”

The Shoebill set its course to head directly into The Steel Tiger. The longship, seeing the set course, started sailing over in preparation.

“How’s the serpent going to know which to target?” Oleander asked.

“She knows,” Fenrir answered.

Swimming along the bottom of the ocean was the serpent that they freed.

That odd thing that held her back before was gone, so now she could freely swim at her full speed.

Everything moved out of her way when they saw her coming. Whether they were eels, jellyfish, fish, or sharks, everything got out of her way. Right now, she was the queen of those waters. Even a juvenile serpent was nothing to take lightly. She might have been captured before, but she was small and weak then. Now, she was large and powerful despite only being a small fraction of the total size she may someday grow into.

There was not a single creature within the waters that posed a threat to her. Between her tough hide and spots of sturdy scales, teeth capable of crunching through wood with ease, and a body that could easily be wrapped around smaller vessels, serpents such as herself were the nightmares of those who wanted to enjoy a peaceful day fishing on open water.

As the depths grew shallower, the base of the tower came into sight as did the undersides of two more ships.

She turned her head to see which one her temporary allies were heading for before turning to go for the other one.

Were it not for that man with the animalistic ears and tail who removed the debilitating thing from her earlier, she’d never be able to get directly underneath the longer vessel like she could now.

The longship had no idea what was waiting underneath the water for it.

“Don’t let them cross us; keep us at an angle where they can’t shoot us,” Fenrir ordered.

Oleander was careful to position The Shoebill so that her cannons had The Steel Tiger within their range while keeping the enemy ships from being able to aim at it. Of course, while their enemies might not have been able to shoot their cannons accurately at The Shoebill, those with magic and ranged weaponry were still able to take shots at them.

A few crossbow bolts got embedded into The Shoebill’s hull in addition to some magical bolts that went wide of the ship, but The Steel Tiger’s crew wasn’t able to inflict any serious damage as they waited for the longship to join them.

Fenrir looked out to the water underneath the longship. “Get ready,” he said.

Everybody abord The Shoebill looked over at the longship, expecting to see an awesome spectacle of it being attacked by the serpent.

While the longship certainly did get attacked, it was not how they expected it to be. There was no flashy leap out of water, no tearing the ship in half, no super awesome magical attack—nothing like that.

Instead, the longship shook from side to side as if being shaken around like a toy by a dog.

The serpent latched onto the bottom of the longship with her deadly fangs sinking deeper into the hull.

There was no way for those onboard to strike back against her, and she made sure to stay away from its sides, instead staying directly underneath it while tearing into its hull.

She might not have been strong enough to pull it down into the depths of the ocean, but she was strong enough to tear some holes into it for water to start pouring into it. This also kept them from joining up with The Steel Tiger, thus letting The Shoebill challenge their enemy to a one-on-one battle.

“Everybody ready?” Fenrir asked.

The crew of The Shoebill had the cannons loaded, ballista prepared, and weapons ready.

“What’s that?” Fenrir asked, looking at the strange hammer strapped to Tabitha’s back.

Tabitha took the hammer from her back and showed it to them. It looked like a regular blacksmith’s hammer for the most part, but when she pressed a button on its shaft, it extends to several times its size by growing into what looked like a giant sledgehammer with a head that looked comically large when wielded by Tabitha. Even in Fenrir’s hands, the hammer would likely look far too large.

“The Strism Hammer! Why do ya think my Strength is so high?” Tabitha asked.

Fenrir couldn’t even lift it when he took it from her hands. “You’re ridiculous,” he said.

Tabitha smiled and swung the hammer around overhead, causing everybody to step back away from her.

“You couldn’t tell us sooner that you can swing around an oversized Mjolnir?” Fenrir asked.

“A girl’s gotta have her secrets!” Tabitha said before shrinking the hammer back down to a more manageable size and placing it back into its straps.

Fenrir was surprised when he saw that Cassiel looked the most impressed and inspired by Tabitha, but as soon as she noticed him staring at her, she blushed and looked away.

“I want one,” Serra said, “that explodes.”

“I’ll see what I can do for ya once this is all over,” Tabitha told her.

While the girls all bonded over oversized hammers, the men of the crew looked at each with worry.

A burst of magical fire just hardly missing their sails brought their attention back to the situation at hand.

“Alright! Let’s go win this,” Fenrir ordered.

The Shoebill and The Steel Tiger approached one another for their final battle. Only one of the ships and their respective crews was going to survive the tournament.

Fenrir fought for the NPCs who had lost their lives, his friends, those who were betrayed, and Nell.

Alexander had a grand reason for fighting, but right now, all that mattered was fighting for his pride and the desire to put an annoying dog down.

The crew of The Shoebill had no idea just how important the battle and its outcome would be.

The Steel Tiger’s crew knew that it could not catch up to The Shoebill, so unless Fenrir and his crew decided to close the distance, Alexander had no choice but to order his men to focus on a ranged battle.

Cannons erupted exchanging deadly shots from both sides. Both ships tried to take out the other without regard for their crew—no, if anything, there was a regard. They wanted each other dead.

While The Shoebill’s cannons proved ineffective against The Steel Tiger’s hull, the shots that came from The Steel Tiger were able to smash apart and pierce The Shoebill’s hull.

But, that was only for the initial shots.

Thanks to the tree of a mast stolen from the longship in the first round, The Shoebill’s hull regrew its wooden structure and no holes lasted for more than a minute before being replaced by pristine, new wood. More importantly, the next time that a cannonball tried to blast into one of the recently-regrown spots, it bounced off just like they had been against The Steel Tiger.

“It’s workin’!” Tabitha announced with a proud smile.

“So, all the new wood is going to be steel oak?” Fenrir asked.

“Right! Maybe not exactly steel oak, but it’ll be as strong as it!”

“Great job salvaging some of it, Olly, Corwin.”

Oleander wanted to take a break from steering to go and hug Corwin, but another cannonball flying by the stern of the ship kept his attention on steering the ship.

“Now our girl is as durable as them and she can repair on her own. We don’t have to worry about sinking, so now we just have to try and sink them,” Fenrir said before looking at Serra. “You ready to play with your new bolts?”

Serra straightened out her hat and gave him a thumbs-up. “Ready,” she answered.

“Aim for patched up parts of their hull. I don’t know if those shots will be able to do much to the rest of it, but if we aim for the parts that were damaged during the second round, I’ve got a good feeling about it.”

Serra nodded and got to aiming the ballista. With her hands on the levers and a single eye staring through the scope, she positioned the ballista and kept it aimed at the obviously-patched-up section of The Steel Tiger’s hull.

They had no idea whether they patched it up with more steel oak or just whatever wood they could get their hands on, but either way, it was clearly a quick repair job.

“Fire after we give them another volley of cannons. Let’s not give them any rest!” Fenrir shouted.

Cassiel, Corwin, and Bonekraka fired and sent a volley of cannonballs at The Steel Tiger. One of the shots missed, but the other two caused its crewmembers to take cover and protect themselves.

Then, just as they thought they have a moment to safely reload their own cannons, Serra fired the first of her explosive bolts.

The bolt soared through the air and tore through the patched-up hull of The Steel Tiger, its explosive tip embedded directly underneath the floorboards. Just seconds later and an explosion rocked The Steel Tiger! Its deck blasted upward sending fragments of its floorboards into the air and taking out the wood underneath its portside cannons. The cannons that crashed down only caused more damage to the ship’s hull by cracking a section of it underwater, allowing water to begin seeping into the ship’s hull.

Even better than that was them taking on some water and losing half of their deck was that they were also lit on fire.

Flames with toxic fumes spread across the ship’s sails and hull.

“Should we get in and finish ‘em off while they’re busy dealin’ with the fire?” Tabitha asked.

“No. There’s no guarantee we’d win a close-quarters fight, and that prick doesn’t deserve a good death. I want him to burn or drown,” Fenrir answered.

His answer sent shivers down Tabitha’s, Corwin’s, and Cassiel’s spines. While Serra found it awesome, the rest were reminded of just who Fenrir used to be. It was moments like that where they were reminded that there was truth in him once leading gaming’s most notorious group of raiders. Even if they did rely on dumb plans and luck plenty of times, there were just as many times where they employed serious strategies and had the personalities to strike fear and respect into those they dominated.

The wolfen ears and tail, while they may be as white as fresh snow, may as well be dyed black to match his tone and personality in that moment. The stern eyes that stared at the enemy ship, the sadistic smile he wore as he watched its crew try to put out the fire and survive, the way he stood tall and proud—he was the one who looked like the bad guy in their situation.

It may not have been anything new to Bonekraka and Oleander, but even Serra found herself surprised from just how serious and cruel Fenrir seemed right then. Both Serra and Cassiel found themselves excited by this dominant, dark personality of his.

“He’s going to be so mad,” Fenrir said with a chuckle, turning to look at the rest of his crew with a smile. “Great job so far, everybody. Let’s keep it up.”

Just like what Fenrir told Nell before, it was better to know when to pretend to be a cruel and dominant villain than it was to actually be one. As intimidating as his sheer presence was just moments ago, he now looked at his crew with a gentle smile and honest pride in all of them.

“The battle isn’t over yet, so let’s get the cannons and ballista reloaded! We’ve still got four bolts left, but I doubt we’re even going to need them all. Still want to put another one or two into them to finish them off, though,” Fenrir said.

Meanwhile, some of the longship’s crewmembers tried jumping into the water to take down the serpent assaulting the underside of their vessel, but those who did only distracted the serpent for mere seconds before having their bodies rather violently torn in half or tossed far away. One of the men even gets smacked out of the air mid-jump into the water by the serpent’s tail!

“We could win right now if we get the serpent to come over to us,” Cassiel said. “These assholes are too busy trying to fix their ship, and the serpent could reach us before the longship does, so then all we have to do is go past the tower.”

“You’re right, but we’re getting revenge for Morven’s crew, Jax, and everybody else. These guys thought that they were going to sink us last round and this round, but the truth is that they’re going to be the ones who sink. Neither of them are going to make it out of this,” Fenrir answered.

Serra shot another bolt at The Steel Tiger. This one failed to pierce its hull, but the explosion of its tip sent burning shrapnel into it.

“They’re runnin’!” Tabitha shouted.

The Steel Tiger changed course to head back to the piers.

“We’re not letting them,” Fenrir said, rushing up to the ballista to help Serra load the hook-shot once more. “Get us closer, Olly!”

As soon as they were close enough, Serra fired the ballista and hooked onto The Steel Tiger’s stern. “Take us back out!” Fenrir ordered.

“They grappled us!” one of the men aboard The Steel Tiger shouted to Alexander.

Alexander, who had been biting the nail of his thumb for the past several minutes, swore under his breath as an expression of twisted rage took over his face. “They’d be dead if we had our wings. Were they saving those bolts for the last round?” he asked.

“What are we going to do, sir?”

“Are they still playing around with that serpent?”

“Yes. They can’t help us. Should we use that?”

“We can’t risk it. Our cover is blown if we do,” Alexander said with a groan. His demeanor changed a second later when he slammed his fist into the hull of his ship and started swearing and kicking things around. Then, he calmed himself down and looked at the other man. “They’re grappled onto us and that chain is connected to their ballista, right?”

“Yes, sir.”

“What’s he doing?” Cassiel asked when she saw Alexander stand next to where the shot was hooked onto. Rather than try to free their ship from the hook, Alexander placed his hands on it and sent a magical flame running along it directly toward The Shoebill.

A fiery vortex consumed the chain.

“Release it!” Fenrir shouted at Serra.

Serra wasted no time in releasing the chain from the ballista, allowing it to fall into the ocean thus letting The Steel Tiger escape. It was heavily damaged and incapable of fighting further, but it was still able to limp into port and dock so that they could focus on repairs having essentially surrendered.

“He got away,” Serra said with an annoyed pout.

“No, he ran away. His pride is going to be even more hurt than it would’ve been from just dying,” Fenrir said.

“Then why didn’t he let himself die? I thought he’d be too proud to run,” Cassiel said.

“Yeah, it doesn’t really make sense, but that’s not important right now. We’ll worry about it later,” he said, looking at the longship. “Let’s go wrap things up.”

The Steel Tiger limped back into port to the sound of booing and mocking. The fire that was once spreading across its hull and sails had been put out, and they were down from seven to four crewmembers remaining.

“Should we do it now?” one of the crewmembers asked.

“No. We’ll repair first and wait for the others to get back,” Alexander answered.

Meanwhile, The Shoebill kept just enough distance from the longship for them to easily hit it with cannons while being too far away for their thrown weapons to accurately hit them.

The serpent was still latched onto the bottom of its hull to keep it in place as an easy target for The Shoebill.

“Two shots should be enough. One to make them bring out that summon to put it out, another to reignite them as soon as it’s gone,” Fenrir told Serra.

She already had her fingers on the trigger of the ballista just waiting for the order to fire.

Despite them being in the final round of the tournament and facing opponents who wanted to mercilessly kill them, the crew of The Shoebill was relaxed. Their enemy couldn’t attack them and was being teamed up on by a fully crewed ship and a serpent.

“This is way easier than I thought it would be,” Fenrir said. “It’s actually kind of anticlimactic. I mean, we could just sail past the tower on the other side and win. We don’t even really have to take these guys out.”

“But I want to,” Serra said.

“And we will. Fire.”

Serra grinned and fired the first shot. Just as planned, it pierced through the side of the longship’s hull and exploded sending flammable shrapnel throughout the ship!

“My assistant told me I just got a new rebirth counter,” Serra said.

“Oh, yeah. You must’ve killed somebody, and I remember being told you can get them from killing other players who are a way higher level, basically, than you. Sweet,” Fenrir said and gave her a few congratulatory pats atop her hatted head.

Between the raging flames and sustained cannon fire, the captain of the longship summoned the water sprite before long to douse the flames and then turn into a mighty wave to crash into The Shoebill. However, as Oleander was expecting that, he easily turned the ship into the wave to ride it without issue.

“I got a better idea than lighting it on fire again,” Fenrir said. “Let’s give them a taste of their own medicine. Hey, Bone, you up for something brutal?”

“Da,” Bonekraka answered with the largest smile that he had shown in a while.

Fenrir gathered everybody, told them the plan, and then got ready at the sides of the ship.

“Ya sure that serpent will know the plan?” Tabitha asked.

“I hope it gets an idea of it,” Fenrir answered. “Alright. Olly! Full speed ahead!”

While The Shoebill sailed towards its target at its maximum speed, the serpent did exactly as Fenrir was hoping it would by tilting the longship partially onto its side with its deck facing The Shoebill. The longship’s crew had to hold onto the side lifted above the water to not fall overboard, but when they see what was about to happen, some of them went ahead and jumped anyways.

The Shoebill rammed right through the center of the longship! The longship was torn almost in half from the impact, and the serpent finished the job by pulling on its bow to fully break the longship into two halves.

A few of its crew were in the water trying to climb onto The Shoebill, but Bonekraka was ready with his axes to chop away at anybody trying to scale the ship. While he protected the port side, Tabitha used her hammer to swing at anybody trying to climb up the starboard side.

The serpent triumphantly raised the front half of the longship into the air, revealing its body to the crowds, and swung it into the city’s tower! It didn’t do much damage aside from cracking one of the walls, but it made Fenrir cringe nonetheless and had him hoping that he wouldn’t have to pay to repair that.

“This isn’t satisfying,” Serra said.

“It might not seem like it, but think of it this way,” Fenrir said. “These assholes were—well, huge assholes, and if this were some sort of anime, there would probably be a huge and epic final battle with a bunch of monologuing and taking a bunch of time to kill them. That’s how it always is, and I bet they’d like that. Instead, they get rammed and then smashed away like some bugs that are just a pain to deal with. It might not be as cool or as satisfying as the traditional way of taking out the bad guys, but it’s going to piss them off way more, and the more pissed off they are—the more we win. Isn’t it satisfying when you think of it that way?”

Serra took a few moments to think it over before shaking her head. “I want cool deaths,” she said.

“Small girl not so bad,” Bonekraka said. “Always prefer cool bloody deaths too.”

“I could do without the bloody parts, but I agree I’d rather make more of a show out of it,” Cassiel said. “They deserve to have everybody see them die in a big show of it, not just being so… overkilled.”

Fenrir expected Serra’s answers, but to hear that logic coming from Cassiel was a surprise. Maybe he should have made more of a spectacle out of it for his girlfriends’ sake?

Then, as if understanding his predicament, the serpent grabbed one of the overboard longship crewmembers to flip him into the air with her flared tail and then caught him in her mouth! The last thing everybody saw of the crewmember was his legs sticking out from her mouth before getting swallowed in.

Serra, Cassiel, and Bonekraka all looked pleased with the display.

He never thought that Bonekraka would find something in common with them, but okay. That was just how it was apparently. His girlfriends were both far more bloodthirsty than he thought.

Part of him wondered if they were always like that without him realizing it, or if being around him had somehow corrupted them into being how they were now.

Regardless, with the longship’s halves sinking into the depths and The Shoebill’s only other opponent having retreated to dock, the battle was over and the tournament was won.

The serpent sailed alongside the ship past the tower and to the dock. Everybody waited to see what Fenrir and his crew would do with the serpent, but when Fenrir raised his arms as if to ask what they were waiting for, the announcer declared the tournament’s results.

“The Shoebill, captained by Fenrir and crewed by Oleander, Corwin Hale, Bonekraka, Serra, Cassiel, and Tabitha Strism, is the winner! They have successfully… returned to the city with the serpent, and they have no opponents left to challenge them! The Shoebill wins!”

Fenrir looked overboard at the serpent with immense gratitude. He may not have been the best at showing it, and he doubted that she could understand him if he tried speaking it, but he knew that she could feel just how grateful he was.

The serpent felt not only his gratitude but Nell’s as well. Even if Nell had no idea what was happening, she knew that Fenrir was in a positive and grateful mood, so she felt so as well.

With the tournament won, the serpent dove once more and swam to safer waters. Fenrir could no longer sense her after just a minute of her swimming away.

Serra and Cassiel excitedly hugged Fenrir, and Corwin and Oleander mimicked them. Bonekraka and Tabitha shook hands, and then one forgotten about crewmember made a return.

Wobbling around and whining, Rock plopped down next to Fenrir’s feet with her tongue out and tail down.

As horrible as he felt, he completely forgot about her during the final round. With how much was going on, how fast the ship was sailing, and the maneuvers that they made, it was no wonder that Rock looked so exhausted! Whereas everybody else knew what was happening, knew when to brace or hold onto something, and so on, Rock was left without direction and being slid around the ship for most of the final round.

Fenrir broke free of his girlfriends, both of them understanding, and picked up Rock to spoil her with some affection.

She got all of the headpats and belly rubs that she required and then some.

“What do we get again for winning?” Cassiel asked.

“Oh, I completely forgot. I just wanted to beat those bastards and didn’t really care about any other reward, but now that you mention it, I think we get some other rewards as well,” Fenrir answered while petting Rock.

It was then that he saw Alexander and his crew get off from their ship and disappear into the crowd. Alexander’s and Fenrir’s eyes met for just a quick moment before the former vanished, and the look that Fenrir got in exchange was one that gave him reason for concern.

Alexander’s eyes were not the eyes of a defeated man. They were the eyes of somebody confident in their plan.

“It’s not over yet,” Fenrir said.

The pier that The Shoebill was docked at overflowed with players and NPCs alike wishing to congratulate the crew on their victory. Some of them just wanted to get an up-close look at the ship that brought them to winning the tournament.

Cassiel, Serra, Corwin, and Rock all seemed bothered by the sudden surge of popularity. Corwin placed himself behind Oleander as if to hide despite being much taller while the other three more or less all tried to squeeze behind Fenrir.

That sort of popularity was no big deal to Fenrir, Oleander, and Bonekraka. They were used to having in-game popularity, and while Fenrir didn’t want to get popular again, he could at least handle it when he was.

While Tabitha might not have been used to that sort of reception, it didn’t stop her from proudly standing next to her ballista and taking in all of the awed cheers.

Fenrir worried about what Alexander might be plotting, but for now, it was time to relax and enjoy their victory. Even Nell agreed with him as she could sense how happy he was and responded with her own elated feelings. They may not be able to exchange thoughts nor words, but with what day it was and how happy he was, she knew that it could only mean one thing.

“Well, I wasn’t expecting that,” Ull said while Liz ran her hands through the hair aback his head.

“How the hell did he pull that off? Nobody ever tried working with the serpents before, and I’m pretty sure they would’ve killed anybody who tried,” Blackstache said.

Ull looked down at his flagship. “I have a theory. Seems like more happened than I thought during her latest little breakout.”

Liz noticed Ull tensing his fists and stiffening shoulders, so she rested her chin on his left shoulder to rub the side of her head against his own as her fingers gently wrapped around his hands. “Remember what you said about taking it easy,” she whispered into his ear.

“I know you don’t like him, but try not to frown too much when you give him his reward,” Blackstache told Ull.

“I am supposed to give them the reward I brought, aren’t I?” Ull said and sighed. “There is going to be no shortage of drama in rewarding him after stealing a branch and killing my champions. I don’t suppose you could make sure my room is stocked with alcohol? I’m really, really not looking forward to the comments and subscriber loss I get from this. I can already imagine the hordes calling me a ‘beta’ or accusing me of getting ‘cucked’ by him.”

“Don’t worry about that. Who cares if you lose a few subscribers? Between your streaming and the company paying you, I doubt that you’re going to lose more than enough to buy a few burgers. Besides, it’s the viewers who stay with you through the good and bad that matter the most.”

“I’m a vegetarian, so I suppose that would be alright.”

“In that case, you won’t lose more than enough to buy a few… I don’t know, what do you hippies eat? Kale chips?” Blackstache asked while his hands idly twirled his mustache.

Ull looked ready to give an in-depth answer about the diet of a vegetarian but got interrupted by Rachel returning to the room.

Behind her were four men chained by their necks to each other getting dragged along the floor. Each one of them was bloodied and bruised.

“They were found hiding by the cannons. My men reported a few patches of disturbed dirt and found these men buried with breathing tubes. As for how they were able to get into position in the first place, we found the corpses of several guards and emptied bottles of rum with them,” Rachel explained.

Ull raised an eyebrow and looked at Blackstache who looked embarrassed from his second failure in security. “Well, at least we got them—” Blackstache realized he was still talking normally. Now that they were around regular players again, he switched back into his pirate accent. Liz also resumed her act of being an obedient slave girl by standing next to Ull with her head bowed at all times. “Alright, ya bastards, the hell did ya think ya were doin’ over there?”

None of the men answered nor even looked up at him.

“I bet you’re happy that you gave in to my demands for heightened security. The last thing we needed was for our city’s defenses to be turned against us, again, and the four batteries that they were found at are all capable of shooting into the city,” Rachel said.

“Are you four the same who commandeered that first cannon?” Ull asked.

Only Rachel knew the truth about who hijacked the cannon during the second round. She had yet to tell Blackstache that it was none other than their old guild leader.

The chained man in front shook his head.

“Do you know who did?” Ull asked.

Another refusal.

“Then tell us, who do you work for and what was your purpose?”

“We’ll get tha information outta ‘em,” Blackstache said. “Unless yer feelin’ up ta doin’ what ya did ta yer boy who jumped tha wolf to these bastards. Bet that’d make ‘em talk quickly.”

“My viewers seem to be in a bad mood, so I am sure they would love to watch some more punishment. Would you mind if I handle them?” Ull asked.

Appreciative of being informed that Ull had resumed streaming, Blackstache nodded and told Rachel to hand the chain over to Ull. “Let us know if ya find anythin’ out,” Blackstache said.

Rising up from his cushions, Ull took the prisoners’ chain in one hand while grabbing his partner by her horns. She might not have had her usual chains on as she dressed well for the occasion, but being so roughly handled by her horns was still pleasurable enough for her while allowing Ull to keep up his dominant act.

While Fenrir might have been used to being popular, something he was not used to was his controlling a crowd with means other than by killing everybody in it. Were this the old days, he could just use magic, explosives, or guns to disperse the crowd in one way or another. That wasn’t an option here, sadly.

He got an idea. It wasn’t a useful idea by any means, nor was it at all relevant to the current situation much to his girlfriends’ dismay, but it was an idea that mattered greatly to his inner weeaboo.

“Tabitha, if you can make golems, couldn’t you make like a giant mecha golem?” Fenrir asked.

“I’ve already got schematics for one!” Tabitha answered with a proud smile and thumbs-up. “They’re somewhere in my backpack.”

“The hell are you talking about that weird stuff right now for, you bastard?” Cassiel asked, pulling on Fenrir’s good ear.

“Just a random thought. Another random thought is Rod being able to turn into a giant mecha.”

Rod pulsed twice without any hesitation.

“Don’t be so boring, Rod,” Fenrir said.

Fortunately for the crew of The Shoebill, some of the city’s guards arrived to help break up the crowd and made space for the crew to walk.

“What?” Alexander asked a casually-dressed man in an alley.

“They found us. Our men waiting for the signal were dug up and dragged away by the witch herself. I’m sorry, sir,” the man apologized with his eyes unable to look Alexander straight on.

Alexander’s enraged expression only grew more twisted as he smashed a fist into the stone wall of a building behind him.

“They’re supposed to have shitty security! The fuck happened?” he asked, though it sounded more like he was demanding an answer from a man incapable of giving one satisfactory enough.

“It—it was like they were specifically looking for any disturbed ground. I guess the cannon from the second round was hijacked in the same way we were going to do it,” the man explained. “They already knew what to look for.”

“Damn it! Who the hell pulled that off, and why did it just have to happen now?”

“I’m sorry, sir, I don’t—” the man’s words were cut off by Alexander grabbing him by his neck and lifting him up off the ground, forcing him against the wall.

“Your respawn is still set in the north, right?”

“Y-yes, sir.”

Alexander dropped the man in his hands, drew his sword, and slashed at the man’s neck.

“Make your report and tell her that I’ll be on my way back soon. The plan might be ruined, but I still have something to take care of. I am not going to return emptyhanded,” Alexander explained to the man bleeding out just moments before life leaves his eyes.

Alexander returned to The Steel Tiger where repairs were already underway. The surviving crewmembers knew that the plan was off going by his expression, so they worked even faster to prepare for departure.

“I have something to take care of. I want this piece of shit ready to leave the moment I’m back,” Alexander ordered his crew before entering the captain’s quarters.

Inside was a large chest full of exotic gear far better than what he was currently wearing.

One of the items was a necklace that, when he slipped it around his neck, caused him to vanish from sight.

His crewmembers didn’t see him leave, but they heard him as the heavy metal of his plated boots stepped along the wooden deck.

The crew of The Shoebill was led to the courtyard of Blackstache’s manor.

Blackstache and Ull were both there alongside some of the city’s best chefs and entertainers. It was like a miniature festival had been prepared for the winning crew, and there was a table in front of the two leaders that displayed the winners’ rewards.

“Congratulations, Captain Fenrir and tha rest o’ the crew o’ Tha Shoebill. Ya did what nobody thought ya could and managed ta win the tournament. From savin’ lives in tha first round ta barely survivin’ tha second round, ta befriendin’ tha serpent and fightin’ with ‘er in tha final round, ya managed ta make a name for yerselves and have become muses fer plenty o’ songs,” Blackstache announced.

Some more of those orbs were floating around to show the award ceremony on that large screen still hanging from the tower.

“I ain’t too happy ‘bout ya friend costin’ me some repairs, but it was one helluva show ya gave us, so we’ll let ya off tha hook this time so long as ya don’t break anythin’ else,” Blackstache continued before stepping to the side.

“Congratulations, Fenrir. I truly did not expect you to win, but here you are. Regardless of what may have happened between us, I would be a fool to deny that you have performed excellently and provided us with a show that nobody expected. Now, not only may you keep the branch of Yggdrasil that you stole from my champions, but you may have this reward I have brought for the winners,” Ull said.

As much as Fenrir may had his reasons to dislike Ull, he respected how mature and respectful he was being in this moment. Fenrir wasn’t sure that he would be able to act so mature were the roles reversed. Then again, if he was in Ull’s hooves, he would have cheated and made sure that winning was impossible.

The Divine Brigade never played fair.

“Who’re they?” Serra whispered to Cassiel while trying to subtly point at a group of players wearing brown and black uniforms. They were dressed like detectives out of one of the old school mystery movies that Serra loves.

“They call themselves the Gaian Press. They’re always at major events and they stream everything to their viewers. You know how this game makes it into the news? It’s usually those guys doing the reporting,” Cassiel explained.

“How does streaming work if the game is two times faster than real life?”

Cassiel blinked a few times. She never watched streams herself, so she didn’t know the answer to that, nor had she ever really thought about it before. “I’m—I’m not sure,” she answered.

Meanwhile, Oleander happily clung to Corwin’s arm and smiled at the journalists after overhearing Cassiel’s explanation.

Bonekraka looked bored, Tabitha looked so proud that she was on the verge of crying and trying her best to hold back her tears, and Rock was sitting behind Fenrir watching his tail sway from side to side.

“Ya have anything ya want ta say?” Blackstache asked Fenrir.

“I’m uhh, I don’t think—" Fenrir got interrupted by Tabitha smacking him on his back and pushing him forward. “Alright, I’m just… I really have to thank my crew for this. Everybody has been a massive help and not a single member of our crew failed to pull their own weight. Serra was a great sniper for us with the ballista, Cassiel, Bonekraka, and Corwin were huge helps and did whatever needed to be done, Oleander masterfully handled the ship and pulled off maneuvers that only he could, and Tabitha is the best engineer that any captain could ever ask for. And Rock is the best mascot,” Fenrir said.

Tabitha’s quivering eyes finally started leaking while the rest of the crew got pretty emotional as well. Even Rock looked proud!

“Winning wouldn’t have been possible without every single one of them, so to anybody watching or listening to this, don’t attribute this win to me just because I’m the captain. If anything, they all did far more work than I did and deserve way more recognition than I do. I also need to thank The Shoebill, because without her, we never would’ve been able to compete in the first place. She never gave up just like the rest of us, and has easily taken the hardest beating out of all of us,” Fenrir continued. “Thank you for giving us the opportunity to compete in the tournament.”

“Well spoken, Fenrir,” Ull said. “Now, your rewards.”

A sack overflowing with a couple hundred gold coins rested on the table alongside the award that Ull had brought himself. It was a mighty horn several times the size of most players in attendance of the ceremony, and to Fenrir, it looked like a curved drinking horn with runic symbols etched into it.

“The Gjallarhorn was crafted by our most talented smiths and is capable of producing the loudest blast in the world. Even those from my home across the ocean will be able to hear its call, and it will serve as a worthy addition to the ship capable of taming serpents and defying all odds,” Ull explained.

While the rest of the crew may not have been nearly as excited, both Fenrir and Tabitha were practically salivating at the thought of putting this giant, awesome horn right on the front of the ship.

Fenrir may have been interested in the lore of the horn and how important it was in Norse lore, but Tabitha just saw it as a really loud horn to honk at people with. Part of her was already thinking about how to make it even louder, and how to potentially weaponize it.

“Ya were supposed ta have tha serpent as a reward as well, but I doubt that’s goin’ ta be happenin’. We’d always carve up tha serpents fer past winners, but we ain’t got any serpent ta be carvin’ up this time around,” Blackstache said.

“Money and an awesome horn are more than enough for us,” Fenrir said. “Plus, we just really wanted to win. Winning alone is enough of a reward for us.”

“You hear that?” one of the guards on the pier to Ull’s flagship asked.

“Yeah, but I don’t see anything,” another guard answered.

They heard what sounded like somebody wearing heavy armor walking near them, but they failed to see anybody.

The experienced guards drew their weapons, but that didn’t stop them from getting their heads swiftly lopped off before having their corpses pushed into the water.

Fire engulfed the sails of the ship moments later.

“We’re under attack!” a crewman shouted.

“Who’s attacking us?!”

“I don’t see them!”

“They have to be using magic! We need a nullification field up!”

One of the mages onboard the ship started chanting to erect a barrier around the ship that would nullify all spells and magical items within it, but he was set aflame before he could finish chanting the spell.

Fenrir turned around to look in Nell’s direction. He couldn’t see Ull’s flagship due to buildings being in the way, but he knew that something was wrong. He felt Nell’s worry—her panic.

His worry was confirmed legitimate when he saw smoke rising in the air coming from her direction.

He turned around to warn everybody, but it was unneeded. Both Blackstache and Ull were talking to their respective subordinates to send people over to check on what was happening, and it was only a few seconds later that Ull himself left to check on the situation.

Fenrir looked at his crew and then the rewards on the table.

The chaos could be taken advantage of now that the tournament had been won.

“Get the gold and horn back to The Shoebill. I’m going to go get Nell,” Fenrir told them.

As much as they may have all wanted to rest and partake in the celebrations planned for them, they followed Fenrir’s orders and get to work.

Fenrir took off after Ull.

Nell’s panic grew stronger by the second.

With the tall buildings cleared, Fenrir had vision of Ull’s flagship and saw its masts and deck caught in a blazing fire. Magic was being used to put the flames out and it was working but slowly.

Fenrir caught up to Ull since he stopped in the middle of the street, staring at his ship.

When Fenrir tried running past him, Ull extended an arm out in front of him to stop him.

“What are you doing?” Fenrir asked.

“Thinking and watching,” Ull answered. “The most likely culprit to attack my ship is you. But, you are here and not there, so who could it be?”

“Does it matter? Nell is there!”

“Calm yourself, wolf. The fire will not be able to spread to her before being put out, and she is not of your concern in the first place.”

Ull may have been saying that, but Fenrir felt Nell more panicked than ever before.

“She’s locked up, isn’t she?” Fenrir asked.

“Yes, and she will not be getting out again,” Ull answered.

The only problem with Ull’s words was that Fenrir felt Nell suddenly being on the opposite side of the city away from where she was supposed to be.

Fenrir saw The Steel Tiger when he looked directly at where he felt Nell’s presence coming from.

The Steel Tiger undocked and set sail with quick repairs being done and new sails already having been set up.

If Ull believed that Nell was still kept prisoner on his ship, then it was the perfect opportunity to get away with her.

Fenrir rushed past Ull to where The Shoebill was docked at. He and the rest of the crew arrived at just about the same time, and before they even had a chance to rest, Fenrir was ordering them to get ready and set sail.

“What’s goin’ on? I thought you were goin’ to get that pervert?” Tabitha asked.

“We are. She’s not on that ship,” Fenrir said, looking at Ull’s flagship.

“Where is she?” Oleander asked. “Just point me her way and we’ll get going.”

Fenrir struggled to see exactly where The Steel Tiger was as it had already left the docks and the sun was setting, but he could still feel which direction Nell was in. “They’re taking her out of the city,” he said.

“Who’s they?” Cassiel asked.

“Alexander and his crew. Don’t know how they got her off of Ull’s ship, but it wasn’t with Ull’s permission. Ull still thinks she’s onboard there.”

Oleander was already at the ship’s wheel and starting the engine while dropping the sails. Serra hardly managed to untie the ship to the pier in time for its sudden power to jolt it forward away from the pier.

The fire that was engulfing Ull’s flagship had already been extinguished. Some of the men onboard it were shouting and pointing at The Shoebill as it sailed away, suspicious as they had yet to discover who attacked them.

“Think they’ll come after us?” Cassiel asked Fenrir, standing next to him.

“They won’t. Ull said he knew it wasn’t us,” Fenrir answered.

“You talked to him?”

“Yeah, ran into him on the way here. He was trying to figure out who attacked his ship and said that it obviously couldn’t have been us, so once he talks to his crew, it should be fine.”

“Speakin’ of that deer guy, what’re we goin’ to do about this horn? Where should I get ‘er set up?” Tabitha asked.

Fenrir wanted nothing more than to hurry and catch up to The Steel Tiger to save Nell, but until they actually got closer, there wasn’t anything for him to do. All he could do for the moment was to try and calm down. “Not sure. The ballista has been pretty useful, so I don’t want to replace it with the horn. It would probably be better off near the back by Olly. He likes blowing things anyways, so I’m sure he wouldn’t mind a giant horn next to him,” he said. An obvious tension controlled his tone despite him trying to joke around.

“Why are you doing this?” Nell asked, trying to break free from the chains around her body. She couldn’t even see what was happening as a heavy cloth was tightly tied around her head, blocking her vision.

“Because I refuse to return emptyhanded. Honestly, I don’t care about you in the slightest, but I know that my empress will. I also know that kidnapping you is going to get underneath that mutt’s skin, so taking you is common sense,” Alexander said as he held a cracked gem in his hand. “Shame these teleportation gems can only be used once.”

“Empress? I only know of a single empress in this world.”

“That’s right. Livia, Empress of the Augus Empire. She likes to collect things just like your old master did, but unlike him, she actually uses her collection instead of just letting it collect dust. Do not worry, she is not a cruel woman. She just gets what she wants.”

“You are working for her?” Nell asked, still struggling within her chains.

“Working for her? I suppose you could say that. Though, it is a shame that I couldn’t accomplish my original mission.”

“And what would that be?”

“Like I would tell you that—at least, I cannot tell you that yet. I’ll fill you in on the details once we make it to our friends.”

“If Ull discovers that you are the one who have taken me, and that you work for Livia, you understand that he will wage war against the empire, don’t you?”

Alexander burst into a fit of laughter! “Right! What’s going to happen? Some Vikings from across the ocean try to not only make it through the Augus Empire’s navy, but then give up all their advantages to march inland and attack fortified cities? I would love to see some Vikings away from the water and their trees try and assault a citadel. They wouldn’t even be able to make it past the outer layers of defenses let alone get anywhere near anything that matters. They would be annihilated before they even reach the first walls.”

“Do not underestimate Ull. He is a powerful—”

“And Livia is the smartest player in this game and she’s also leading the most powerful and largest faction there is. Have I mentioned that her commanders are all as strong as Ull, the Lightning Witch, and even Indra? Trust me, snake, there is no reason to think that your old master nor his pathetic little followers could ever take on the empire.”

“If the empire is so powerful then why would Livia be interested in me?”

“Why do you think? Not a single faction has been able to defeat one of the serpents. However, you somehow made a deal with one. If the rumors are to be trusted, one could even say that you’re friends with it. Whatever knowledge you have is one of a kind and something that Livia would never pass up. There is no telling what lies beyond the serpent, and Livia would love to discover how to get past them.”

“I will not share such information with anybody. Well, perhaps,” Nell smiled. “I might share it with Fenrir. He is the only one deserving of such knowled—” Nell was cut off when lifted up by the chain around her neck.

“He is nothing compared to my empress, and if you think that you could resist her, you are sorely mistaken. She will get that information out of you in one way or another.”

“You really do feel inferior to him, don’t you?” Nell asked, her voice struggling from the tight chain constricting around her neck. She might not feel pain, but she still found it difficult to breathe. “You get so jealous just from me saying his name.”

He tightened the chain even more.

“Even Ull is more of a man than you. He never resorted to violence.” Nell earned even more of Alexander’s fury by saying that.

Alexander pushed her against the wall while keeping her held up by her throat, each of his hands now wrapped around it. “You are lucky that I can’t kill you,” he said. “This would all have been for nothing if I do tha—”

Nell’s tail thrust forward and wrapped around his neck! The rough scales protecting it scraped against his skin as she constricted her tail around his neck, and she even tried to yank her tail as if trying to snap his neck.

However, her attempt at fighting back ended up being short-lived as Alexander dropped her to the ground, drew his sword, and stabbed it into her tail.

Nell felt her tail go numb as it limply fell to the floor. It had been a while since she last suffered enough damage to actually see her vision start to darken, and the numb sensation reminded her of her encounter with Manasa.

“You might have an innocent face, but you’re just as much of a bitch as that mutt is,” Alexander said, rubbing his neck. He then took his sword out from her tail only to thrust it right back in, pinning it against the floorboard. “Let me make one thing very clear to you. Until I hand you over to my empress, I will not be treating you like Ull did. I’m not going to just lock you away when you misbehave. You are stuck with me until we make it up to the capital, so if you misbehave, I will punish you.”

“I do not believe we will be together for as long as you think,” Nell said, looking in the direction of the ship’s stern. She may not have been able to see still, but she could feel.

“Sir! We’re being followed!” one of the crewmen shouted.

“What—how? Who? Is it some random nobody we pissed off? Wouldn’t put it past those idiots from the second round to try and get revenge either,” Alexander said.

“Can’t tell, sir! Just see its silhouette heading straight for us!”

“How long until we meet up with our escape?”

“We can’t go any faster than this, so it’ll be another hour at least!”

“My hero will catch up by then,” Nell said.

“What are you talking about?” Alexander asked her.

“My hero—that ship coming after you. It is The Shoebill, is it not? My hero is coming to rescue me, and when he sees what you have done to my tail, I doubt that he is going to be very kind to you. I’ve caught him looking at it rather often, so I think he may be into that sort of play,” Nell explained with a smile.

“You—damn it! You three, get back here and equip everything you can!” Alexander shouted to his crew.

Fenrir sneezed.

“Catchin’ a cold there?” Tabitha asked.

“Don’t think so,” Fenrir answered.

“Perhaps somebody is talking about you?” Corwin suggested.

Fenrir shrugged and returned his attention to Serra and the ballista. Using the explosive bolts were too risky for as long as Nell was aboard The Steel Tiger, so the hook-shot had been loaded into the ballista instead. “All you have to do is slow them down,” Fenrir told Serra.

“Got it,” Serra said, aiming through the scope and ready to fire.

“Everybody ready? The rest of you ready?” Fenrir turned around and asked.

Bonekraka, Cassiel, and Tabitha had their weapons out already.

“About time we board,” Bonekraka said. “Finally get real fight.”

“Yeah, I’ve got to admit I’ve been missing fighting with my sword,” Cassiel said.

“I ‘spose it’s about time to finally show off what I can do with my baby here,” Tabitha said as she casually twirled her massive hammer around with her fingers.

“Alright! Let’s kill those bastards and rescue Nell. We rescue her and I promise there won’t be any more fishing tournaments,” Fenrir said. He turns around to look back at Serra, ready to tell her to fire, but ended up almost getting knocked off his feet when Oleander performed a sharp turn to avoid a blast of fire magic.

“We aren’t going to be able to get close if they keep shooting fire at us!” Oleander shouted. “It’s way stronger than before!”

Not only were the blasts of fire larger and being shot from farther away than Alexander did during the tournament, but they were much more accurate given the increased distance between the ships.

Sailing straight at them would be suicide. Hooking onto them to slow them down would be just as bad.

“Why are you smiling?” Cassiel asked.

“They’re afraid,” Fenrir said. “He’s trying to keep us away. He knows that if we get close, we win. He also knows we’re not going to risk shooting them while Nell is there, so all he has to do is keep us away.”

“But he’ll run out of Mana eventually. Isn’t it a waste to just use it all up now?”

“He’s not dumb, so that just means he’s trying to buy time for something.”

“Or somebody,” Tabitha added on.

“Exactly,” Fenrir said.

“Then what do we do?” Cassiel asked.

“Something stupid.”
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“What are they doing?” Alexander asked. “I don’t see what getting in front of us is going to accomplish.”

While The Steel Tiger maintained its course, The Shoebill gained enough distance to safely evade Alexander’s fiery spells while positioning itself in front of his ship.

“Should we change course?” one of his men asked.

“There’s no need. Whether they are behind or in front of us, they will die once we reach our allies,” Alexander said.

“Are you sure?” Cassiel asked. “This sounds… like a really stupid plan.”

“It’ll be fine. I think,” Fenrir said as he strapped Rod to his back, standing at The Shoebill’s bow. “I just have to deal with Alexander. The rest of you can come join the fight as soon as I’ve got him distracted.”

“I’m not letting you near me if you smell like wet dog,” Cassiel said with her arms crossed over her breastplate. “You and your stupid plans… it better work.”

“It’ll work,” Serra said.

“Have some more faith in the dumb dog. He hasn’t screwed us yet—well, maybe he’s screwed you two, but ya know what I mean,” Tabitha said.

Serra and Cassiel had two very different reactions to that. Serra looked proud with a nod of her head and a thumbs-up, but Cassiel just blushed and gripped her blade’s handle.

Fenrir picked up one of the remaining explosive bolts.

“What’s that for?” Cassiel asked. “You didn’t say you were going to take one of those.”

“Something stupid,” Fenrir said with a smile before diving off The Shoebill’s bow!

“H-hey! Wait!” Cassiel shouted, but it was too late.

Tabitha cringed at the thought of the ship’s propeller carving him up. “Hope he went deep enough,” she said.

“That’s Fenny for you. Bone and I might come up with our own stupid plans, but he’s always been the most eager to actually go and be stupid. He tries denying it, but I swear he’s a masochist,” Oleander said. “Just like a certain somebody,” he continued, tracing a finger along Corwin’s side.

While Corwin got teased by Oleander, Fenrir found that swimming was far easier than he remembered it ever being in real life or other games. Whether he wanted to go up or down, swim to the sides, or even perform maneuvers such as underwater flips, it all seemed almost effortless now. Furthermore, when he tested out the other part of the boon that Nell gave him, it worked. He could open his mouth and not choke on ocean water. It was as if water just didn’t enter his mouth unless he wanted it to.

“Can I talk? Yep, I can talk,” Fenrir said, talking to himself several feet beneath the surface of the water. Even looking around was easy! He would’ve thought that it might sting his eyes given that it was saltwater, but it felt no different than looking around outside of the water. “Guess I’m a wolf-fish hybrid now.”

He took Rod off his back with his free hand and looked at the incoming vessel.

The Steel Tiger, unchanging in its course, was heading directly for him.

“Alright, partner. I hope you’re ready to do something other than fishing for once,” Fenrir told Rod and got a pulse of light in return. “I really hope I don’t die doing this.”

Fenrir placed the ballista bolt in the straps that he prepared for Rod and waited for The Steel Tiger to pass directly overhead. It didn’t have a propeller like what Tabitha made for The Shoebill, so he didn’t have to worry about losing any limbs or being chopped up when the stern got closer. Instead of having to worry about that, he grabbed onto the ship’s rudder and held on with all of his strength! Which, right now, was easy.

He was close enough to Nell now that he was benefitting from her stats, so all of her Strength was assisting his own in clinging to The Steel Tiger’s rudder and then helping him climb up along it.

Nell was so close now. The only thing separating them was the wooden hull of the ship.

“What are you smiling for?” the man now watching Nell asked.

“Just fantasizing,” Nell answered.

Fenrir could even hear their muffled voices.

Just a bit longer, Nell, Fenrir thought as he looked at Rod. It was time to put that bond strengthening practice to use.

Hanging onto the rudder with his right hand and with Rod in his left hand, he thrust himself up to the top of the ship! His increased ability when around Nell was still surprising as he wasn’t used to it yet. In just a few seconds, he went from hanging onto the ship’s rudder to standing atop its deck with a single jump.

“What was that?” the man watching Nell asked, looking at the ceiling above him.

Nell’s smile was as wide as ever. Were it not for her tail being pinned to the floor by Alexander’s sword still, it would most likely be wagging.

Fenrir instinctively shook to dry off and opened his eyes to see Alexander staring at him when he was done.

“How did—where did you come from? Why are you here?!” Alexander shouted, clenching his fists.

“Hey, Alexa. Thought I’d drop by to congratulate you on coming in second place,” Fenrir said as he pushed his hair off from his forehead. “What’s the hurry? I thought you would’ve wanted to stick around for the free food at least.”

Alexander shot a spear of fire at Fenrir that was only dodged thanks to the shared stats from Nell.

He felt Nell underneath him on the ship, and Alexander was standing at the front, so it should be safe to do what he had in mind.

“I’ve got a fiery spear too now. Well, it’s more of an exploding spear, and it’s not really a spear,” Fenrir said, taking the explosive bolt from its straps on his back.

“Why do you care so much about her?” Alexander asked, eyes locked onto the bolt that Fenrir held.

“I could ask the same thing to you and everybody else trying to force her into being their property. At least I just want her to choose her own path instead of forcing anything onto her. Plus, she’s a cute monster girl. I’ll be the first to admit that I’ll go and be a white knight for some cute monster girls. I mean, have you seen her tail?” Fenrir joked around, dodging another flaming spear mid-speech.

With that, Fenrir threw the bolt as if it were a javelin directly at Alexander!

Alexander dove forward to get away from its path. Mid-dive, an explosion erupted behind him that sent him flying toward the ship’s stern as its bow was all but destroyed. Whatever remained was coated with flames.

“Those things are seriously OP against small ships like ours,” Fenrir said.

Two of Alexander’s men went to charge up the stairs at Fenrir but got stopped by Alexander.

“I will deal with him. He clearly wants a fight, so I will give him that—I will put him in his place and show him the strength of our empress,” Alexander said before taking a swig of a yellow potion.

The damage he took from the explosion was instantly healed. There were a few cuts on his face from debris cutting him, but now there were none.

“Thanks, Alexa. I know I can beat you on your own, but I wouldn’t be so sure if your friends there helped out,” Fenrir taunted, taking mental note of what was said about an empress as he readied himself.

Alexander looked Fenrir over for any more tricks or weapons. He failed to see anything. “Are you going to fight me without a weapon? You really are an idiot,” Alexander said.

“Oh, no, I’ve got one,” Fenrir said and looked at the hand holding Rod.

“You intend to fight me with a fishing rod?”

“Sure, why not? Rod here is pretty awesome.”

Alexander looked as if he didn’t know whether to laugh or cringe with rage at Fenrir’s words. “And you really think you are going to defeat me with a fishing rod?”

“I don’t think that, I know that. Like I said, Rod is awesome and we make a pretty good team. I think. I’m not sure, actually. Never fought with him before unless you want to count when he was still in his rebellious phase and kept trying to hook my ears.”

Alexander took the sword from one of the men standing next to him and walked up the stairs to Fenrir.

“By the way, you’re too easy to distract. Don’t you know that monologuing is one of the oldest tricks there is? I mean, really?” Fenrir asked.

Alexander and the other two men looked around to see what he was talking about.

What they saw was The Shoebill on a collision course with The Steel Tiger, their bows—or what was left of them—lined up for a head-on crash.

Alexander’s grip on his sword tightened, turning around to face Fenrir once more.

“You brought us a replacement for The Steel Tiger? I’ll make sure that we treat her well and give her a better name once we’re done killing all of you,” Alexander said.

“Man, I know that I can sound cheesy and cringy at times, but you sound way too much like a tryhard. Are you forgetting this is just a ga—” Fenrir shut up when Alexander charged at him.

Alexander leapt into the air and swung his blade at Fenrir at the same time that The Shoebill crashed into The Steel Tiger’s bow! Fenrir, still standing on the deck, almost got knocked off his balance from the collision.

Fenrir raised Rod in front of him and blocked the sword! Rod may have just be a fishing pole right now, and the wood that it was made of was nothing special, but the “veins” running through the pole’s structure were as hard as any steel and stopped the blade from cutting through it. “Surprised?” Fenrir asked with a sly smile.

“How?!” Alexander shouted. His masterfully crafted blade had no reason not to cut through some fishing rod! Even a steel blade would be sliced through by this sword, yet a fishing rod was able to stop it?

A bright glow from the bottom of the pole told Alexander why his sword couldn’t cut through it.

Alexander kicked off of Fenrir to jump back a few feet and ready himself for another attack.

“You alright, Rod?” Fenrir asked.

One pulse.

“Good. Don’t worry, he won’t—”

Alexander charged once more, but this time, he used magic to imbue his blade in a swirling cyclone of flame.

The flaming blade was still not able to cut through Rod, but there was one distinct advantage over Fenrir that Alexander had, and it was apparent to Fenrir from Alexander’s movements.

While Fenrir’s sword fighting experience came purely from randomly swinging around weapons in games until figuring out what worked and what didn’t, Alexander utilized proper techniques that could only be obtained through serious training.

Fenrir tried to block Alexander’s attack after he switched the direction he was swinging from, but he then faked Fenrir out again by tackling him rather than using his sword at all!

While Alexander pinned Fenrir down and pressed his flaming sword to Fenrir’s neck, a new battle was about to begin at where the two ships were joined.

Cassiel and Bonekraka looked at each other and nodded, but before they could jump over to the ship they rammed, Tabitha jumped between them with her oversized hammer and was the first one to pick a fight!

“Come at me! I’ll show ya that the Strism name ain’t just good for smithin’!” Tabitha shouted.

The nearest man charged her with a sword and a kite shield.

Tabitha smiled at him and swung her hammer into his shield. The force of impact from her hammer was enough to smash the shield into hundreds of small fragments and completely break the bone in the arm that it was strapped to.

Cassiel cringed when she saw the man’s arm limply hanging at his side, but when Bonekraka jumped over to the ship to join Tabitha, she decided that it was time for her to join the action herself.

It was then that she noticed something. Whereas before, these men were wearing regular armor that bore no insignias nor looked noticeable in any way, they now wore white and gold plate armor with a design that she was intimately familiar with. If that was not enough to tell her who the men were, one of them recognized her.

“Cassiel?” the man standing in front of her asked.

Cassiel drew her blade and aimed it at him. The only men wearing armor with that design who would recognize her had to have been angels, or at least angel trainees, fighting for the Augus Empire. She used to have armor that looked exactly like theirs.

“That’s you, isn’t it? Hey, what’re you doing with these guys?”

The answer he got was her blade slashing at him rather than a spoken one.

With Tabitha and Cassiel in their own fights, Bonekraka looked at the final man available for a fight and grunted as he banged his two axes together.

“Should—should we help them?” Corwin asked Oleander and Serra.

“Nah, they’ll be fine. I can just use magic from up here if they try anything,” Oleander answered.

Rock was being held up by Serra and barked when she saw her master with a flaming blade at his neck in the distance.

As much as Fenrir wanted to fight with Rod, he had to admit that Rod wasn’t very useful in the current situation. His legs were pinned down by Alexander’s and his arm holding Rod was pinned down by Alexander’s arm not holding the blade to his neck.

But at the same time, he knew that defeating Alexander with a fishing rod was going to really piss him off. Being defeated by a fishing rod was just so much more degrading than being beaten by a weapon or fists.

It was time to give in to that feral desire within.

“Any last words?” Alexander asked, his blade drawing blood from Fenrir’s neck.

“Yeah, thanks for being cliché enough to give me a chance,” Fenrir said as his free hand came up to the flaming blade and grabbed onto it! He pushed the blade just far away enough from his neck to headbutt Alexander without slitting his own throat. Alexander’s grip on Fenrir’s other wrist weakened in a moment of distraction which allowed the wolf to pull his arm and Rod away.

With a bleeding hand that was cut from grabbing onto Alexander’s sword, Fenrir kicked Alexander off from him and jumped back up onto his feet. His vision already going black told him that while he may have been sharing stats with Nell at the moment, his Health apparently wasn’t affected as he surely hadn’t taken that much damage.

Alexander spat blood onto the deck and glared at his opponent. “Alright, wolf, you’ve taught me my lesson. I will kill you the next chance I have rather than talk.”

“That’s pretty common sense when fighting somebody, you know. I thought you were supposed to be smart?” Fenrir asked.

When Alexander looked around, he saw his ship ruined, his crew being evenly engaged with more enemies that could join in at any moment, and a confident bastard in front of him wielding a fishing rod. Alexander may not have been the smartest man there was, but he was smart enough to know that he wouldn’t be getting out of there alive. “Then I’ll be smart,” he said and jumped down to the lower deck.

Fenrir chased after him by jumping down and immediately turning around to follow Alexander into his captain’s quarters. What he saw in the quarters got rid of his cocky, joking demeanor and replaced it with a pure and feral rage.

Nell was chained up from her ankles to her neck and her tail was nailed to the deck by a sword impaling it. Then there was Alexander standing behind her with a sword pressed against her neck in the same way that he was pressing it to Fenrir’s just moments before.

“Now that is a good expression, wolf,” Alexander said. “If my empress cannot have this thing, then I won’t allow anybody else to have it either. We will find some other way of dealing with the serpents.”

Fenrir clutched rod in one hand and his fist in the other. Even though he could feel how calm and confident Nell was, the sight of her being treated like that pissed him off beyond what he could hold back.

“Now which of us is the cliché one? Getting so upset just because your little crush here has been hurt? I wonder what sort of face you will show me after I do this,” Alexander sliced his blade against the skin of Nell’s neck not covered by chains.

Well, he tried to. Instead, he found his hand unable to press the blade close enough to her neck no matter how hard he pressed his hand forward. It felt as if something had bound him and was preventing him from moving properly.

When he looked down at his wrist, he saw a thin line tied around it with a fishing hook stuck inside of his gauntlet. Following the line with his eyes, they were led to the rod that Fenrir was still holding in his left hand. The spinner was reeling the line in all on its own.

“Keep his hand away from her,” Fenrir told Rod and got a single pulse in return.

Alexander took his original sword out from Nell’s tail and kicked her to the side. All he had to do was cut the line with his free hand and then—

And then Fenrir charged at him and allowed the second sword to impale his abdomen in exchange for latching onto Alexander’s neck with his fangs. Most of the teeth in his mouth had been replaced by sharp canines easily capable of tearing through the leather protecting Alexander’s neck.

Alexander’s left hand was trapped underneath Fenrir, holding onto the sword that impaled him, while his right hand tried to swing his other sword down into the wolf’s back only to be stopped by the fishing rod tightening the line and keeping his hand pulled away.

Fenrir snarled as he sank his teeth into the flesh of Alexander’s neck. He was still in complete control unlike the previous times where he had gone wild, but he still found himself driven by feral urges.

Those urges told him to tear Alexander’s throat out.

Yet, as much as Fenrir waned to tear apart Alexander’s neck from the feral instinct urging him onward, Alexander was not so easily defeated.

Alexander let go of his sword to repeatedly punch Fenrir in the side of his head. His metal gauntlet only added to the pain that Fenrir felt with every blow. Swordplay was not all that Alexander knew either as he managed to use his legs and single available arm to reverse positions with Fenrir and pin him down to the ground instead.

The only good thing about getting pinned down was that the sword was forced out from Fenrir’s abdomen. Aside from that, Fenrir was quickly turning into a bloodied mess as Alexander relentlessly slammed his hand into Fenrir’s face.

Nell lifted her head and looked at what was happening.

Her beloved hero was pinned down on the ground with blood pooling beneath him and covering his face. It may have just been a game, and she may have had traumatic content disabled, but that did not prevent her from seeing the aftermath of Fenrir’s face getting brutalized.

But Fenrir had not given up yet as he struggled against Alexander, grabbing his fist to stop him from punching him any further, and Nell had not given up yet either.

Nell used her tail to get up onto her feet. Walking was difficult with how tightly she was chained up, but with how distracted the men were, neither noticed her approach until it was too late. She whipped her serpentine tail around right into Alexander’s head! The rough scales coating it grated against his flesh as the force of the blow knocked him off of Fenrir.

Alexander immediately got back up and looked at her. The cloth that was previously tied around her head had been loosened enough to reveal her left eye, so he looked away from her before she had a chance to control him.

She may have been chained up, but Fenrir was the one on the verge of death. He was torn between which one of them he should kill first. Killing Fenrir would be the easiest but killing Nell while he still lived would piss off the wolf even more. Plus, killing her first would prevent him slipping up and accidentally looking at her. Killing her without looking at her might prove troublesome, but with the wolf hardly alive on the ground and her chained up, it wouldn’t be too difficult.

But first, Alexander grabbed the nearest sword on the ground and cut apart the fishing line that had been holding back his right hand.

He then charged at Nell with the intent to finally kill her. Not letting her see his eyes meant not looking directly in front of him, though, which meant that he didn’t notice that Fenrir was the one standing before him.

When he looked up at Fenrir’s eyes, he saw eyes glowing green and his forearms twisted into canid form, large claws protruding from his fingers.

“I got you up, now it is your duty to finish the fight, yes?” Nell asked, releasing control of her hero.

“Thanks for the assist,” Fenrir said, hardly able to stand on his own, but he didn’t need to stand. He just needed to fall forward while swinging his arms as powerfully as he could.

Alexander stopped his charge but did so too late. Fenrir’s monstrous arms already reached him. With Fenrir’s left arm grabbing onto Alexander by the neck, his right arm swiped down at Alexander’s chest and pierced through the armor with his canid claws.

Alexander’s eyes went wide when he looked down at his chest. Five feral claws punctured his armor and tore into his chest. The arm attached to those claws looked like a wolf’s leg, but the rest of Fenrir aside from his ears and tail were clearly human still.

Fenrir was only able to stay standing by leaning against Alexander’s body.

Alexander took a few steps back, bumping into the wall of the captain’s quarters, and then tried to raise his arm wielding the sword.

Fenrir took his hand away from Alexander’s neck and stabs its claws into his opponent’s arm, causing Alexander’s arm to fall limply to its side and the sword to the ground.

“Nell, do me a favor,” Fenrir said, looking over at Rod. He may not have felt the full extent of the pain from the damage inflicted by Alexander, but he still felt half of it, and it was intense. “Hand me Rod.”

It took Nell a couple of moments to walk over to Rod, pick him up, and then bring him over to Fenrir, but she did and Fenrir took Rod into his hand with the hand that just disabled Alexander’s arm.

“You’re lucky that I don’t have my blessing, wolf. Your Feral wouldn’t be able to stand up against an angel,” Alexander said, spitting blood onto Fenrir’s face.

“That’s a boring way of saying that you’re mad you lost,” Fenrir said, spitting some blood onto Alexander’s face to make things even.

Before Alexander could spit even more blood onto Fenrir’s face, Fenrir pressed Rod against Alexander’s neck. The claws embedded into Alexander’s chest got pulled out so that Fenrir could grip Rod with both hands to press him with as much force as he could muster into Alexander’s neck.

“You’d get along with Olly with how you take rods into your throat,” Fenrir said and managed to get a giggle out of Nell.

While those two enjoyed the somewhat comedic situation of Alexander being choked to death by a pole, Alexander tried pushing Fenrir away with his only working arm as he desperately struggled for air.

“Now that is a good expression, Alexa. It’s almost good enough to make me want to release you since I feel bad for you always losing, but you hurt Nell’s tail, and I really like that tail,” Fenrir mocked Alexander even more. His arms were back to their humanoid forms at that point as he was no longer giving in to his feral instinct, instead relying purely on his human side to cruelly choke Alexander by caving in his throat.

But then something was different.

The look in Alexander’s eyes changed as if some other soul was within him now. He was still struggling to survive, but that defiant spirit was gone and replaced by an imitation.

“He quit!” Nell said, trying not to laugh.

Not being able to kill Alexander himself wasn’t that satisfying, but it was more than made up for by knowing that he ragequit in his final moments.

Fenrir used all of his strength to give Rod a final push against Alexander’s character’s neck, caving it in and killing the avatar that was just being controlled by the game’s overseer.

He heard fighting still raging on out on the ship’s deck, but he found himself too weak to go and help out. Instead, he leaned against the wall and slumped down onto the floor.

“I win, asshole,” Fenrir said.

“The hero always wins at the end of the day, does he not? A story without a victorious hero is not a very good story,” Nell said, crouching down in front of him.

“Surprising words to hear coming from you. I thought you loved tragic stories? The heroes never win those.”

“I may love tragedy, but I want only a happy ending for my own story, my hero.”

Their reunion was interrupted when a man was sent flying through the wall into the room! Going by the fact that he was bent in a way that no human should ever be bent, it was safe to assume that he was dead. But, what killed him?

Both Fenrir and Nell looked through the new hole in the wall. Tabitha was standing on the other side of it with a proud smile and her bloodied, oversized hammer resting on her shoulder.

“Ya lovebirds done yet? Oi,” Tabitha said when she looked at Fenrir’s face, “ya ain’t goin’ to expand your harem if ya look like that. You are alive, right?”

“I can’t die until I get to pilot a mecha,” Fenrir told her.

“Yep, you’re alive and the same old captain as ever.”

Behind Tabitha was Bonekraka brutally swinging his axes into a terrified, helpless man. The axes were not powerful enough to cut through the man’s armor, and they broke more with every swing, but that didn’t stop Bonekraka from violently shouting in the man’s face while trying to slash through his armor.

Then there was Cassiel. She looked injured and bloodied, making Fenrir want to stand up and go kill whoever did that to her, but he saw who did it to her impaled onto the ship’s mast by her sword. She was already healing herself, but when she saw Fenrir, she rushed over to heal him.

“Sorry, my face got messed up,” Fenrir said.

“Just don’t let this happen to your real one. I like that one better, you bastard,” Cassiel replied.

“Come on, calling me a bastard while I’m almost dead here? I got a long pointy thing stabbed through me again. Only you’re supposed to do that to me.”

Cassiel stopped healing him to heal Nell instead.

“We done causin’ trouble now?” Tabitha asked as she watched Bonekraka finally give up on using his axes to instead just snap his opponent’s neck out of frustration.

“Hopefully,” Fenrir said. He looked at The Shoebill’s bow to see what sort of shape it was in and was happy to see that it had already repaired itself for the most part after ramming The Steel Tiger. Then he looked at Bonekraka and saw him stripping the bodies of their dead enemies. While such a thing may have looked and sounded horrible to somebody not experienced with video games, to anybody that had ever played a game where looting corpses was a thing, it was completely natural.

Fenrir looked at Alexander’s body. He was wearing some pretty nice armor, accessories, and there were those two masterfully crafted swords on the floor. There was even a nice, large chest for them to loot sitting in the far end of the room.

“We’ll loot these guys once we’re healed up, then we’ve got to get going,” Fenrir said.

“My hero,” Nell said, “I overheard them talking about meeting up with somebody in the direction they were heading. I do not know if we are close enough, but if they heard the fighting—"

“It’s fine. Olly would warn us if he saw any other ships approaching, so let’s just be quick. Just waiting on somebody to heal me so I can move again.”

Cassiel huffed and crossed her arms but gave in to heal him a second later.

While Fenrir may have still been bloodied and bruised, his face no longer looked as disfigured as it was just moments ago.

“I’m curious,” he said, grabbing the chainmail and vest to lift them both up at once.

Cassiel may have like his real appearance more, but when she saw Fenrir lifting up his armor and clothes to reveal toned abs—his abs, she still blushed and found it hard to look away. Nell was right there beside her nodding her head both out of appreciation and approval.

“Yep, that’s like, three scars there now from being stabbed or impaled,” Fenrir said, wondering why some attacks left no scars but others did.

“Well, Onii-chan,” Saya chimed in for the first time in a while, “just like with your ear, if you want to keep scars as part of your aesthetics, then you can! So if you have scars then that must mean you think they’re like, cool or something. But if you get a hand chopped off and want to have it back after being healed, you’ll have it back! If you don’t want it back to replace it with a hook or mechanical arm or something, you won’t get it back!”

After mentally thanking Saya for the explanation, Fenrir imagined there being a knight who somehow went around with no legs nor arms while challenging people to duels. Then, mid-duel, he somehow healed himself to regrow his limbs after his opponent had underestimated him.

Fenrir shook that thought out of his head.

“Alright, let’s just toss everything into that chest over there and take the whole thing back over to our ship,” he said.

Nell had never killed another player before, so she left the looting of corpses to the other four aboard The Steel Tiger. What she did do was pick up Rod and hold onto him for the time being. “Thank you for assisting my hero and I, brave soul,” Nell told the fishing rod.

She swore that she can see a light red color mixed into the rapid pulses of his shining gem. That light got even redder when Nell placed a single, appreciative kiss on him.

Cassiel noticed what was going on with Nell and Rod and got jealous. The way that she interpreted the situation was that Nell was kissing Fenrir’s Rod, which made her think of Fenrir’s rod, thus making Cassiel’s face turn bright red and look away. Her jealousy had been replaced by an ashamed feeling for how perverse her mind had grown ever since she started dating Fenrir. First his abs, now his rod, and she still wanted to kill herself every time she remembered how easily she submitted during their first time.

“Alright!” Fenrir said, closing the lid of the chest. “I think that’s everything good from these pricks.” He looked over at the captain’s bed. “You respawn where you last slept, right? Guess we should destroy the beds then.”

“Wait a second there, captain. This game doesn’t have a problem heavily punishin’ people for havin’ bad respawn points set, so if we sink this girl but don’t destroy the bed, he and the rest of his crew will be respawnin’ on the bottom of the ocean,” Tabitha explained.

“Change of plans, make sure that all beds are in perfect condition.”

Everybody was in agreement with that order.

“Let’s take the chest and get going.”

Bonekraka tried to lift the chest, but he failed to from just how heavy it was. The lid couldn’t even completely close from just how overloaded the chest was. However, Tabitha was able to lift it up with ease after strapping her hammer back to her back.

She looked up at the green orc and stuck her tongue out at him.

“Must get stronger. Is stupid being weaker than small girl,” Bonekraka grumbled to himself.

“Fen, how’d you kill that asshole anyways? I couldn’t tell,” Cassiel asked.

“Oh, I choked him to death with Rod,” Fenrir answered.

“You seriously killed him with a fishing rod?”

“Yup.”

“I… don’t know whether to be impressed or feel bad for him from dying such a stupid death. What is wrong with you, you bastard?”

“If it’s stupid but it works then it ain’t stupid.”

“No, it’s definitely still stupid.”

Fenrir smiled and shrugs before bending over to kiss the top of Cassiel’s head, automatically winning the argument for himself.

Rock jumped out of Serra’s arms to check on Fenrir once he and the rest of the crew were back onboard The Shoebill.

“Miss me?” Fenrir asked her.

Rock whined and pawed at his legs.

Fenrir picked her up and held her in front of his face to kiss her on the top of her head, and then she started licking up all the blood from him. “That’s kind of gross, Rock, but I appreciate the cleaning,” Fenrir said.

“Want me to lick, too?” Serra asked.

“Depends on what you’d be licking.”

The two exchanged smiles, proud of their perversion.

“Reverse us out of here, Olly!” Fenrir shouted.

Oleander went back to the ship’s wheel and did as ordered. Once pulled away, The Steel Tiger lurched downward and began its descent to the bottom of the ocean.

“Incoming ship!” Oleander shouted.

“Really? One thing after another,” Fenrir groaned before rushing to the ship’s stern to look at the latest arrival.

Cassiel, Nell, and Corwin all recognized the symbol on the ship’s flag. It was a holy grail with angelic wings coming from its sides and a pair of crossed swords behind it. “What’s an empire ship doing here?” Cassiel asked.

“That man—Alexander, was working for them. He used to be an angel from what I could gather,” Nell said.

“Tch. That explains how I was recognized.”

“You used to be an angel as well, Cassiel?”

“Yeah, but I quit.”

“So you are a fallen angel of sorts! A fallen angel who has fallen in love with a wolf and now wishes to take revenge against the holy empire she was once a soldier of!”

Cassiel had been free from Nell’s delusions thus far, but no longer.

Fenrir looked past The Shoebill’s bow and saw The Steel Tiger’s flag still visible above the water. “Guess they’re the friends they mentioned then, and I guess they’re going to see that we just sank their guys,” he said.

“They’re crossin’ us, we’ve gotta get out of here,” Tabitha said.

The empire’s ship positioned its portside perpendicular to The Shoebill’s stern. With no cannons nor ballista on the back of The Shoebill, they had no way of defending themselves aside from trying to either sail away or turning to line up their cannons while also giving the enemy a larger target to attack.

“Look!” Corwin shouted, pointing at the cliffs that The Shoebill and The Steel Tiger had to turn around.

“Get below deck, Nell,” Fenrir told her.

Nell hurried to follow his order when she saw what Corwin pointed out.

Two ships from both The Free Sailors and The Northern Wardens were coming around the bend and approaching The Shoebill.

Each of the new ships sailed up to The Shoebill before turning to reveal their sides to the empire’s ship, and once they are lined up, cannon fire erupted from The Free Sailor’s vessel while the longship of The Northern Wardens threw spears and shot magic at the empire’s ship.

The combined assault made short work of the empire’s vessel as cannonballs, spears thrown with extreme force, and magic tore through its hull. It didn’t even get a chance to fire a single volley of its own cannons before getting sent beneath the waves to join their sunken comrades.

“Guess they made the alliance official,” Fenrir told his crew who were standing around watching and waiting to see what the other two ships were going to do.

“If it wasn’t, it will be since The Northern Wardens just declared war on the Augus Empire by sinking one of their ships,” Cassiel said.

The ships came up next to The Shoebill. Fenrir noticed that they were not just being captained by some random players from their factions, but instead were captained by Blackstache and Ull.

“Your big ships not fast enough to get out here in time?” Fenrir asked them. Looking the ships over, they were both far smaller than their respective flagships, but each one had a sleek and aerodynamic design. Their flagships may have been mighty and grand, but they looked slow and bulky. The ships that the leaders were currently onboard looked built for speed.

“Mind if I come aboard, wolf?” Ull asked.

Fenrir didn’t want to let him come over as long as Nell was hiding below deck.

“We’re comin’ over,” Blackstache said.

As much as Fenrir wanted to reject them, he knew that he couldn’t. Refusing them would turn into a game of back-and-forth until he was inevitably forced to let them onboard, and if he tried to make a run for it with The Shoebill, he had no idea what was going to happen.

If worst came to worst, he might be able to fight against Ull thanks to the boost from being near Nell, but he had no idea if Blackstache would help Ull nor did he know how strong Blackstache was.

There was always revealing who he was to Blackstache, but would Blackstache really betray a new alliance just because he used to play underneath Fenrir’s command?

He felt just how nervous Nell was. Her nervousness had been overwhelming ever since they first heard Ull’s voice, and it killed Fenrir to do something that he knew might be bad for her, but it was his only choice.

Fenrir bit his lower lip before sighing and shrugging his shoulders. “If I knew we were getting guests then I would’ve gotten some snacks ready,” he said.

The other ships extend their gangplanks onto The Shoebill to allow the two leaders to come over. 

It came as a surprise to Fenrir and the rest of the crew when he saw their ships pull away afterward.

Ull and Blackstache looked over the worn crew of The Shoebill before looking at each other and nodding.

Blackstache, with his massive mustache and an even larger grin, charged at Fenrir to wrap his arms around him and lifted him up in a tight hug!

“Never thought I’d see you again! Rachel told me everything,” Blackstache said, his false accent dropped to act more like the lovable doofus who Fenrir once commanded.

“Are—are you sure now is the right time for this?” Fenrir asked, looking at Ull.

“I turned my stream off, Divine Brigade leader,” Ull said.

Fenrir cringed when he heard that Ull knew who he was. If there was anybody he didn’t want knowing who he was, it was the leader of a faction who probably hated him and ruled millions of players.

“You told him?” Fenrir asked Blackstache.

“My bad,” Blackstache said.

Fenrir’s serious composure was interrupted when Blackstache’s mustache tickled his nose.

“Alright, alright, go say hi to the others,” Fenrir told him, patting the older man on the back.

“Right!” Blackstache dropped Fenrir and looked at Bonekraka. “Viktor! It’s been years! How’s the lady doing?”

“Wife now,” Bonekraka answered.

“Damn, I was hoping one of us would avoid that trap, but I guess we both caved. Spence,” Blackstache looked at Oleander, “how’ve you been?”

Oleander clung to Corwin’s arm and introduced his boyfriend.

While those four talked, the girls of the crew stood off to the side feeling like fifth, sixth, and seventh wheels.

Rock was the only girl actively participating in the current events by growling at Ull and standing next to Fenrir.

Ull frowned when he looked down at her and saw one of her legs still broken off. “Sorry about that. I assure you that the man who did that to her has been punished. They know I don’t tolerate cruelty towards animals, even if they are our enemies,” Ull explained. “I also wish to apologize for the ear,” he said, looking at Fenrir’s left ear that was still halved.

“It’s fine. I get to match with her now,” Fenrir said. “I guess you didn’t send those guys after me?”

“Not at all. If I wanted to attack you, I would be honorable about it and challenge you in front of everybody. Those men who cowardly chased you into alleys are not worthy of serving me and have also been punished.”

“Can’t say that I don’t emphasize with that. You lead way more people than I ever did, and even I still had people misbehaving and acting behind my back.”

The air between them was tense and silence lingered in the air.

Fenrir took a deep breath. “Let’s get to the point,” he said.

“Let us,” Ull replied.

“I’m not handing Nell over to you. If I have to fight you, I will.”

The conversation on the other side of the deck went silent to listen in.

“You wish to fight for a dead woman? I assure you that I have no interest in her corpse,” Ull said.

“What?” Fenrir asked, blinking a couple of times and tilting his head like a confused dog.

“Am I mistaken? She was onboard The Steel Tiger, and going by the bodies floating in the water behind us, I am assuming that all onboard that vessel died. I collect the living, not the dead.”

Fenrir caught onto Ull’s intentions as did Nell. That feeling of nervousness had been replaced by cautious gratitude.

“Yeah, I was too slow. Alexander killed her before I could save her,” Fenrir said, the smile on his face and tone of his voice sounding contradictory to his message.

“Just know that, should you happen to come across a similar girl someday, it would be wise to keep her hidden away from the public. Word would surely get back to me about a sighting of her, and then I would be pressed into taking action,” Ull explained.

“By the way, how’d you know to come after us?”

“We had a few… informants who were more than eager to give us the information we needed after some persuasion. They got done telling us about this new information right as I discovered that my trophy was stolen from me. It turned out that Alexander and his crew were infiltrators working for the Augus Empire, and they were trying to prevent an alliance from forming between Blackstache and I. Instead, they cemented the alliance and have riled up my forces for an invasion of the empire. I doubt they will have any coastal territory left by the end of the month.”

Ull’s words sent shivers down Fenrir’s spine. It sounded like one epic war was going to happen, and Fenrir couldn’t wait to hear how it played out.

“I do not suppose you have any interest in serving me, wolf?” Ull asked. “A man with your experience—you would be more useful than most of my commanders. I am sure your friend there would be happy to take you on as well. Your assistance would be greatly appreciated in the upcoming battles regardless of which of us you serve.”

“Sorry. I appreciate the offer, but I’m just playing this game for the fishing,” Fenrir answered.

“Is that why you commandeered the city’s defenses to attack one of my ships, released a serpent, have destroyed two ships and killed all of their crews, and have threatened to attack me? I have also heard of some experiments involving fish at the scholars’ office.”

Fenrir wasn’t sure whether he was more surprised that Ull knew about them hijacking one of the city’s coastal cannons or more ashamed that word of his fishy experiments with Thelmes reached him. “What can I say? I keep on getting distracted.”

“Ryouta! You’ve got yourself some fine girls here,” Blackstache said, twirling his mustache while eyeing Cassiel and Serra. “This one looks a bit too young for you, though. I mean, I know you’re one of those weebs, but I didn’t think you were actually into little girls.”

“Oi,” Tabitha said, “one, I ain’t one of the deviants in his harem. Two, my hammer doesn’t discriminate between ships, empire wimps, and old geezers with mustaches.”

Serra and Cassiel took the opportunity to go and stand near Fenrir. Rock stood between them and Blackstache now, growling at him whenever he started checking them out.

Fenrir’s eyes widened a bit when he heard giggling come from beneath the deck. Nell was supposed to be “dead,” and dead people didn’t giggle.

He looked at Ull for his reaction.

Ull looked down at the floorboards. “Liz says she’ll miss you, Neha—Nell,” he said before looking back at Fenrir. “Do not let her fall into the hands of anybody who would take advantage of her. There are many like me, and many far worse, who would kill to have her. She may be a living person, but her character is an in-game asset worth more than most people make in years.”

“I’ll make sure she stays free. If I was willing to challenge you, I’ll be willing to challenge anybody else,” Fenrir answered.

Ull and Blackstache signaled for their ships to come back over and took them away.

“It would be wise if we did not spend too much time here,” Ull explained.

“That’s understandable,” Fenrir said.

“Given your prior experiences, should I expect you to steal my ship and send it into the sun?”

“Don’t worry. Serra here wants to steal Blackstache’s ship, but I don’t think any of us are interested in yours.”

“I heard that,” Blackstache said.

Serra hid behind Fenrir even more.

“You do not find my ship worthy of stealing?” Ull asked.

“I don’t plan on stealing any ships. The Shoebill here is my one and only,” Fenrir answered.

“You are more faithful to your ship than your girlfriends.”

“H-hey, the multiple girlfriends thing was their idea.”

Ull raised a hand to cover his mouth as he softly laughed. “My Liz is the same, so I understand.” He looked at one of the girls, Cassiel, who had been suspiciously eyeing him throughout almost the entire conversation. “Is there a problem?” he asked her.

“I—I don’t get you. You were acting like a real asshole back on your ship and with Nell, but now you’re friendly. What’s with the change? How can we trust how you’re behaving now?” Cassiel asked.

“Much like how your lover here once played the role of many worlds’ most hated villain, and how Blackstache acts the part of an accented pirate, I am just giving my viewers and followers what they expect of me. Given that none of them are around at the moment, I can act more like myself—I can be Ekon rather than act like Ull.”

“Ekon… where is that name from? Never heard it before,” Fenrir asked.

“I am from Nigeria, wolf. And no, I was not in Lagos for the flooding. Everybody always asks that when they find out I’m Nigerian.”

“Actually, I’m more curious about how you got into Norse mythology.”

“Same way you did, most likely. The internet is a great tool for learning regardless of what region one lives in.”

Fenrir looked behind Ull and saw his longship getting closer. It was time to wrap things up. Fenrir held his hand out for a shake.

Ull grabbed his arm instead and held onto it. “You and your crew were fierce competitors in the tournament, wolf. We may have our… disagreements, but you and yours are worthy of respect.”

Fenrir grabbed onto Ull’s arm the same way that Ull held his. “You’re pretty cool when you’re not pretending to be an asshole.”

“Unfortunately, being an asshole is what gets me viewers.”

“Fen,” Cassiel interjected, “what about the NPCs they killed?”

Fenrir let go of Ull’s arm and looked back at her. He didn’t like just brushing past that, and he still wanted to help NPCs however he could, but what was he supposed to say to Ull? He couldn’t just ask him to be nice to NPCs now, and he doubted that his millions of followers would listen. There was a fundamental difference in beliefs at play there. To some, NPCs in games—the AIs in Life of Fantasy Online were as disposable as ants on a sidewalk. To Fenrir, they were living beings deserving of respect and rights. He knew he was in the minority with that opinion, though.

“As part of the alliance with Blackstache, my followers are to avoid killing or maiming sapient NPCs whenever possible. Monsters and criminals are not subject to this, but those who are just trying to live their lives will be spared if possible. I hope you understand that it all I have the power to enforce,” Ull explained. “I should also mention that your actions influenced that entering the deal, wolf.”

Fenrir looked back at Ull and saw an immediate change in expression before he could say anything.

“Now then, wolf, if I find that you are lying to me then keep in mind what I said. I will not hesitate to hunt you down no matter where you may be, and I will guarantee that no mercy is afforded to you,” Ull said, his tone more demanding and cold than it was just moments ago. “You are fortunate that you won the tournament.” With that, Ull turned around and crossed the gangplank over onto his longship.

“Guess it’s time for me to be going as well,” Blackstache said.

“It was nice seeing you again. I’ll send you an email with my new Fiscord information so that we can stay in touch, and I better get some pictures of your baby when she’s out,” Fenrir told him.

“I’ll make sure of it. But, you better watch out,” Blackstache said while pointing at Fenrir’s girlfriends. Each one of them had sparkles in their eyes and slightly reddened cheeks. “They’ve looked like that ever since you mentioned babies.”

Cassiel and Serra weren’t the only ones. Fenrir felt a sense of excited impatience coming from Nell as well.

He was going to need to get one damn good job to support their expectations.

Wait, was Nell a part of their relationship now?

Fenrir nervously laughed and rubbed the back of his head. “We’ll see what happens.”

“Going with you,” Bonekraka told Blackstache.

“What’s going on? You’re not staying with Ryo and Spence?” Blackstache asked the orc.

“Nyet. They are boring now. Tournament was most fighting we had since started playing.”

“I can see why you of all people would be upset then.”

Oleander and Fenrir looked at each other. They felt guilty for not being able to make things more fun for Bonekraka, but they also knew in their hearts that parting ways was the best thing for them all. It was only a matter of time, and Bonekraka did tell them that he was going to leave after the tournament. If he didn’t leave now, he would just leave the next time they docked The Shoebill.

“You can come back whenever you want, Viktor,” Fenrir said, holding out his hand.

“Da,” Bonekraka said and shook his hand.

Oleander went in for a full-on cling attack against Bonekraka’s free arm.

“Don’t cheat on me with any other cute boys while you’re gone!” Oleander whined before getting promptly shaken off and grunted at.

“Don’t worry, we’ll take care of him,” Blackstache said.

“Nyet. Only want to go back to port. Going to go on my own for a while,” Bonekraka explained.

“Well, we’ll still have you on Fiscord at least.”

Bonekraka let go of Fenrir’s hand and walked over to Blackstache’s ship now that it arrived.

Fenrir didn’t like how he didn’t get a response to that, and Oleander looked concerned as well.

“Where you going after this?” Blackstache asked, standing in front of his ship’s gangplank.

“Not sure yet. Have to talk it over with my crew, but I’m thinking we might head east. Not sure if we’re ready to cross the ocean and go west yet,” Fenrir said.

“Shame you can’t stick around,” Blackstache said, looking at the floorboards. He was well aware that Nell must be down there. “But I’m sure you’ll cause trouble wherever you go.”

“I hope not,” Fenrir said with another laugh. “It was good catching up with you.”

The two men shook hands, and then Blackstache said his goodbyes to Oleander before looking at Serra and Cassiel. “Don’t get jealous if this sly dog gets himself a following of girls. He always makes his avatars to attract girls, and he’s got the sort of personality that gets him into tons of trouble with them,” Blackstache explained.

“I’ve noticed,” Cassiel said.

Serra nodded her head and hugged Fenrir’s arm.

“Until next time, Fenrir and tha crew o’ Tha Shoebill. Yer all welcome in Port Tugator if any of ya ever come on back ‘round these waters,” Blackstache said with a twirl of his mustache before crossing the gangplank and returning to his ship.

Both Blackstache’s and Ull’s ships sailed up to the wreckage of the ship they sunk, surely planning on investigating it for any important items from the empire.

The Shoebill was free to go wherever now. With the tournament being won, Nell safe below deck, and goodbyes said, there was nothing tying The Shoebill nor its crew to these waters any longer.

“Let’s find somewhere safe to dock so that I can go and take a nap. I’m exhausted,” Fenrir said. “I barely got any sleep the last few nights.”

Nobody had an issue with that request.

Everybody but Oleander and Corwin went below deck. While Tabitha checked on her engine, Fenrir, Serra, Cassiel, and Rock checked on Nell.

Nell excitedly jumped up and wrapped her arms around Fenrir’s neck! He was not even able to say anything to her before she clung onto him and nuzzled the side of her face against his own. “My hero! You truly did save me!”

“Told you I would, didn’t I?” Fenrir replied and patted her on her back.

“Welcome to the harem, Nell Nell,” Serra said.

“H-hey, I never said she could join,” Cassiel said. However, when she saw Nell looking at her with puppy-snake eyes, she pouted and looked away. “Fine. You’re lucky we like you.”

“Cass Cass is so easy,” Serra teased and poked Cassiel in the side before she got to huff and shout about being easy. Instead, she huffed and shouted about being poked and making her squeak.

Tabitha rolled her eyes while opening the engine up.

“If Cassiel is Cass Cass, and I am Nell Nell, what does that make you?” Nell asked Serra, still clinging to Fenrir’s neck, and blinked a couple of times.

“Serra Berra,” Serra answered.

“Serra Berra! That sounds adorable! Who came up with that one?”

Serra pointed at Fenrir while Cassiel shook her by her shoulders still.

“What is my hero’s nickname?” Nell asked.

“Fen, Fenny, Sausage Provider,” Serra said.

“H-hey, I haven’t heard that last one before,” Fenrir replied.

“Worry not, my hero. You will forever be my hero and nothing else! Well, until you become my husband, but it is unfortunately too soon for that,” Nell explained.

“Cass Cass, we have competition to see who he marries first,” Serra said.

“I’ve noticed,” Cassiel groaned.

With the three girls all exchanged innocent yet challenging looks at one another, Fenrir slipped out from Nell’s arms and rejoined Oleander and Corwin above deck. He needed a bit of man time.

Unfortunately for the wolf, the two lovers were busy having their own man time at the ship’s wheel.

I’m sorry for what they do while on you, Fenrir mentally apologized to The Shoebill.


Patch 11.0

Once The Shoebill found a safe and hidden cove off the coast to hide in, the crew went to sleep one by one until the only ones left were Corwin and Oleander doing perverse things to each other by the ship’s wheel.

Ryouta, now staring up at his ceiling fan, hoped that Rock covered her ears and didn’t go above deck while they were offline. He didn’t want her witnessing their lewd acts. Rock was pure and her innocence had to be maintained!

He looked over at his computer screen. Nell said that she didn’t have Fiscord, but that she would get it and add him on there before going to sleep. He was curious what kind of person she’d be on there given how Serra behaved so much more bubbly and hyper in text.

“Tournament won, asshole killed by fishing rod, Nell saved, discovery of Ull not being a super asshole—I mean, Nell did tell me that he donates to exotic animal shelters, so of course he couldn’t be all that bad. Anyways, Fan, I think I’ve earned the right to catch up on all of the sleep I’ve missed over the past few days. Wait, am I actually calling you Fan now? I swear, I’m going to start naming my food and furniture if I keep this up,” Ryouta said.

Fan continued spinning its blades around.

Ryouta closed his eyes and fell asleep no more than a minute later.

Once more, he has that dream—nightmare, of his childhood friend. Aiko.

His dream was full of vivid detail. Everything from the shapes of clouds that he memorized while staring up at them on the road to the sounds of chirping birds was just like it was on that day.

“Aiko! Wait!” Ryouta shouted, his body a mimicry of what it once was as a child.

“H-hero! Slow down!” Aiko shouted at his dog that she was walking, but it was more like the dog was walking her with how strong and fast he was. A girl as small as her should have never been walking a dog as large and powerful as Hero was.

Ryouta knew what was going to happen. It all happened before, yet despite knowing what came next, he chased after her none the same.

His only regret from that day was not being able to save Hero. He had never once regretted being able to at least save Aiko, though.

Ryouta spotted the autotruck destined to ruin his legs coming down the street. It may have been obeying the speed limit, but it was on a road that parents had been telling the city to lower the limit on because of the children for years.

“Automated vehicles have never been the cause of an accident involving a loss of human life. One hundred percent of accidents where a human has died have been because of natural disasters impossible to predict and compensate for, or people not respecting the road and using their heads to avoid mistakes that should be common sense. Even then, pedestrian deaths have experienced a drastic drop since automated vehicles have been steadily replacing human-driven vehicles. The autotruck in this latest tragedy performed exactly as it should have, and no humans were even killed. Yes, one was hit, but where were the parents? Why did the parents allow a small child to walk a dog that she could not handle on her own, and why did the boy who got hit run out into the road when he clearly saw danger approaching? It is a misfortunate accident, but it could have been avoided had the parents done their job.”

That was what the local news reporter was going to say after what was about to happen. Ryouta remembered hearing all about it on the television that was in his hospital room. Hearing that it was his parents’ fault always pissed him off, and Aiko’s parents would be sure to use the reporter’s logic for why their daughter was almost killed. Never once did they thank his parents nor himself for saving Aiko. Instead, Ryouta and his parents were blamed for it all happening and all contact between the families was cut off when Aiko’s parents moved away to force her away from him.

“Aiko!” Ryouta shouted, rushing out onto the road.

He made the mistake of only pushing her before.

Aiko stood still in the center of the road, unaware of what is about to happen, and petting Hero now that she had finally gotten him to stop.

In real life, Ryouta pushed Aiko forward to knock her out of the vehicle’s path and was too slow to save Hero. However, him not being able to save Hero was the only thing that prevented him from taking the full force of the hit.

Ryouta lunged forward and pushed both Aiko and Hero forward at once, barely pushing them out of the way.

Without Hero between Ryouta and the incoming autotruck, the vehicle slammed right into him and rolls his entire body instead of just his legs underneath its wheels.

He looked up, unable to feel anything below his neck, and saw Aiko and Hero safe.

He looked at the clouds. They were just like how he remembered them.

He closed his eyes. If that was what happened in reality, he would never be opening them again. Instead, it was just a dream, and he opened his eyes to the sight of his fan swishing above with cold sweat covering his body.

“Seriously?” Ryouta groaned. “I finally get some sleep and that is what I dream about? Come on, that’s not fair.”

Ryouta wiped away the only tear on his cheek before crawling out of bed and limping over to his computer.

He only managed to get a few hours of sleep, but at least Nell finally got around to adding him on Fiscord. At least, he assumed that “Hero’s Princess #5693” was Nell. Who else could it be?

The moment that he accepted the friend request, her profile picture loaded and showed a girl with dyed hair similar to Nell’s in-game hair, but she was wearing a frilly dress that looked more like a cosplay than proper clothes. She was even winking while making a peace sign for the camera. Her hair was straight like Nell’s as well, but it looked like it might have been even longer than it was in-game and completely covered her forehead unlike Nell’s whose stopped just above her eyebrows.

Ryouta could barely make it out with how small the picture was, but he saw just enough of the room behind her—that he assumed was her bedroom—to tell that it looked really nice. Like, rich girl nice. There was a giant mirror and a vanity behind her that was covered in makeup and had a bunch of wigs on stands, some pretty dresses hanging from the wall next to it, and everything was in bright pastel colors.

“I think I get where the princess delusions come from now,” Ryouta said. More importantly, as shallow as it made him feel, he was really happy that she was just as attractive and cute in real life as she was in-game. There was always the worry of getting romantically, or sexually, interested in somebody over the internet and then realizing that they weren’t exactly attractive in real life.

That was one less thing to worry about, and with that, he could limp back over to his bed to hopefully get some more sleep that was not plagued by old memories.

Instead of dreaming about changing history by saving Aiko and Hero, and dying in the process, he dreamt about sailing on The Shoebill with nobody but Rock by his side.

While he steered The Shoebill to a decent fishing spot, Rock ran about on the deck gathering all of the fishing supplies together. She picked up buckets of bait by biting the handles, carried Rod in her mouth to Ryouta, and… wait, did Rock have a mustache?

Ryouta looked down at her. Yep. Rock had a mustache. A black and twirled mustache.

Good thing that it was just a dream. It looked kind of cute and was definitely amusing, but he would rather Rock not take after Blackstache.

Once The Shoebill reached a spot where a bunch of birds kept on diving into the water to grab some fish, Ryouta and Rock both sat down on the side of the ship and cast their fishing poles. He wasn’t going to question Rock sitting on her back two legs and holding a fishing rod in her front paws.

Most of Ryouta’s dreams from that point until he woke up involved going on various adventures with Rock. They went diving together, but Rock just sank to the bottom of the ocean and pranced around playing in the sand and chasing crabs on the bottom. They turned The Shoebill into an airship and Rock took Serra’s job of manning the ballista to shoot flying cats out of the sky. The final dream involved Rock taking on a feminine, human form by turning into a busty girl with dog ears and a dog tail, but Ryouta felt so guilty by that dream that he woke up before anything happened.

Rock was pure and her innocence had to be maintained!

Ryouta finally managed to get some good enough sleep. The date had changed when he got up and limped over to his computer to check on the time. Going by how low the sun was outside and the time on his computer, he got a solid fourteen hours of sleep. Sure, that was a bit overkill, but his body and mind needed it. He felt refreshed for once! So refreshed, in fact, that he’d continue his goal of improving himself for his girlfriends by going on a run with his leg supports on.

Of course, the run only lasted a few minutes before he found himself far too exhausted to continue. Running right after waking up without eating or drinking anything probably wasn’t a smart idea.

Ryouta slowly walked back to his apartment. His calves felt like they were on fire and anybody he walked by could surely hear the grumbling of his stomach.

He looked up at the sky. It was a pretty beautiful day outside. It wasn’t too hot yet since it was the morning, clouds obstructed the sun from annoyingly shining on him, and there was a gentle breeze to help cool him down from the run.

However, he learned that looking up at the sky while walking on a sidewalk with other people on it wasn’t a very smart thing to do when he bumped right into somebody. “Sorry!” Ryouta apologized, looking at who he bumped into.

He couldn’t tell the gender of whoever he bumped into, nor could he see their face since they were wearing a hat and shades, but they looked shorter than him and petite. Of course, he could be wrong about that as well given how they were wearing a heavy coat.

The only identifying feature he saw of them was their shoulder-length, brown hair.

“I didn’t hurt you, did I?” Ryouta asked.

He learned that they were a she when she looked directly at him. Well, maybe she was a he. Spencer looked just as feminine when he was in-game as Oleander. Either way, with this girl looking up at him, he saw her brown eyes poking out from behind the oversized shades slipping off of her nose and freckles extending from cheek to cheek and going over her nose.

Her small, feminine facial features and the subtle gloss on her lips were all that made him think that she was a girl.

If she was a girl, she was a very strange one as she just stared directly at him with wide eyes and not a single word leaving her lips.

Ryouta assumed that he must have really offended her by bumping into her. Or she was just creepy. Either way, he apologized again and left.

His apartment wasn’t too far from here.

Somebody was watching him.

That was the feeling he got, anyway. Maybe people trying to follow him in games had trained his intuition, but it felt as if somebody was following him—watching him.

He turned around and caught a glimpse of that girl’s hat from earlier. The hat disappeared behind the corner of a building as soon as he looked in that direction.

There was no way that Ull doxed him, right? He doubted that Blackstache told Ull his personal information, and he didn’t even remember if Blackstache knew where he lived now to accidentally slip up about that.

Was it somebody from the old days who found out where he lived?

No, he couldn’t be paranoid about that. The chances of him just accidentally bumping into somebody who knew who he was from a game who wanted to stalk him was ridiculously low. She was probably just really angry at him, or something.

He hoped.

Ryouta checked behind him every now and then for the rest of the walk back to his apartment. While the feeling of being watched never left him, he didn’t see that girl again. He also made sure that nobody was watching when he got into the elevator to go up to his floor.

If they wanted to find out where he lived, that was going to be next to impossible now. There were a few hundred apartments in his building and no identifiers as to who lived where aside from room numbers. The apartment staff wouldn’t give out that information to anybody, either.

That was actually one of his concerns when he moved there since the move happened around the time when doxing was a concern for him. The management assured him that nobody would be able to ask and find out where he was unless he called them ahead of time to let them know that he was expecting somebody.

Ryouta reached his apartment, looked left and right, and let out a breath of relief. Nobody around. There was still an uneasy feeling that he had, but that feeling went away when an amusing thought popped into his head.

What if that girl was Alexander in real life? Alexander, this tall and masculine looking blonde asshole, was actually a small girl in real life? Ryouta knew how extremely unlikely that was, but it was still a funny thought that he knew would piss off Alexander.

“I wish Rock was here to come and greet me, or go on runs with me,” Ryouta said, closing the door behind him.

Time to eat some food left by Cassandra’s shopping trip and then be lazy at the computer.

Once he was done eating and cleaning himself up, Ryouta plopped himself down in his chair and shook his mouse to wake the monitor up.

Oh boy.

Fiscord had a lot of new messages. Opening it up, he went to his direct messages and saw that they were almost all from Nell.

>Hero’s Princess: My hero! I hope that you have slept well! Here are some presents for you for when you wake up!

The next… twenty-three messages were all pictures of her. She was wearing anything from princess-esque dresses to Gothic Lolita fashion. She had a bunch of differently colored and styled wigs on, different makeup styles, and she made all sorts of expressions that girls who were addicted to taking pictures of themselves usually used.

The one picture that stood out the most had her wearing a pastel dress that gave him the first glimpse of what she had underneath her clothes. Her breasts were pushed up and showed him that she had a pretty nicely sized pair under the usually-covering clothes that she took pictures in, but what really grabbed his attention in the picture was that he could see some of her wheelchair in it. Every single picture had been her either sitting on her bed or on the stool at her vanity, but this one picture showed half of her wheelchair in it at the edge of the image.

What little he could see of her wheelchair let him see that it was brightly colored, had a bunch of cute stickers all over it, and—his eyes ended up going back to her cleavage.

>TheMemeStruggle: Hey. Just woke up. Thanks for the presents lol. You look nice in them. By the way, here’s the invite to our server. Everybody’s in it but you and Corwin. And Rock.

Ryouta checked out the server after sending her the invite.

The member’s list looked shorter than it should have, and when he looked at it, he noticed that Viktor wasn’t in it anymore. He checked out his friends list. Viktor wasn’t there. Ryouta tried sending Viktor a new friend request, but it said that the account didn’t exist.

“Dude, what the fuck? Seriously? You’re just going to completely cut us out like that? I thought we were still going to be friends and talk outside of the game,” Ryouta said to his monitor. He was in a good mood thanks to Nell’s picture spam, but now he just felt hurt. Their friendship had lasted for so long—it was one of his two longest friendships alongside Spencer, but now Viktor was just throwing it away because he got bored and wanted to go off on his own in-game? “Asshole.”

A new message popped up in the Fiscord server by the latest member to join. It was a picture of Nell puffing her cheeks up and holding up a piece of paper greeting everybody with cute little drawings on it. Either she had that prepared for some time, or she was really fast at making pretty nice doodles.

Another message popped up.

>Hero’s Princess: Am I cute, my hero? Am I, am I?

Ryouta had to admit that she was pretty good at cheering him up without even trying to.

>TheMemeStruggle: You are

>Holy Justice: I’m cute too, right, Ryouta?

Oh boy. The yellow mark next to Cassandra’s profile picture just turned green.

>TheMemeStruggle: Of course you are, Cass Cass.

>Serra Berra: I’m cute too, right?

The beehive was poked.

>TheMemeStruggle: Definitely. You’re all cute

He knew that Serra was just teasing, but Cassandra’s jealousy showed when she posted a picture in the chat. Ryouta clapped his hands together and thanked whatever higher power there may have been up in the sky for the gift of seeing Cassandra in a black sweater.

But then Nell retaliated with a picture of her in a pastel sweater.

Ryouta clapped his hands together again and thanked the god of sweaters for this holy day.

Serra joined the fray by posting a picture of her wearing a sweater a few sizes too large for her. It was large enough that her hands didn’t even poke out through the sleeves and the front of the neck hung down to her chest, and just—perfection.

Ryouta was a religious man now.

>Da Best Engineer Ever: You girls know we can read all of this, right? Take your competition to a private group chat or something. Me and the other guys don’t want to see any of this

>Da Best Engineer Ever: Where’d the big guy go? Don’t see him on the list anymore.

>Ryouta’s Favorite Slut: i like the pics, u all look so cute<3 ryouta is a lucky boi

Spencer’s new nickname and change of subject told Ryouta that he already noticed Viktor’s leave.

The morning had been an odd one. It started off great, then it got weird, then it got great again, then he felt hurt and betrayed, then he felt nice again and became religious, but now he was just left feeling… meh.

>Hero’s Princess: When is our first date? I can fly to you if you arere far away, so we can go whenever!

And now he was back to feeling weird. Just how much disposable income did Nell have if she had all those wigs, fancy clothes and furniture, and now could just easily fly to him whenever he wanted her to?

>TheMemeStruggle: Im going to start thinking you’re an actual princess pretty soon

>Hero’s Princess: Oh! I am.

Huh?

What?

Did she misread his message? Maybe she was just roleplaying or calling herself a princess to be cute.

>Da Best Engineer Ever: I’m calling bullshit. No way you’re a princess. Royalty isn’t even a thing anymore.

>Hero’s Princess: You are technically correct! However, my great-uncle was the last king, and he never had children, so I would technically be the princess if the royal family was still considered legitimate!

>Hero’s Princess: I may not be legally considered a princess, but I come from the old royal bloodline!

First, Cassandra and Serra ended up living in the same city as Ryouta. Then he managed to pick up a fishing rod from a random shop that was worth way more than he bought it for and had powers yet to be unlocked. Blackstache and Rachel ended up being his old guildmates. Now he was finding out that the latest entry to his relationship may not technically be a princess anymore, but had royal blood in her and could potentially become a queen if that archaic system ever came back. He saw protests on the news before of people overseas wanting the royal family to be restored.

“I’m going to start thinking I’m some anime protagonist at this rate.”

Before Ryouta could fully realize it, his life had become busy. No longer were the days where he woke up, played video games, forced himself to eat something, and then went to bed before waking up and repeating that exact same process over, and over, and over again.

He would never have believed it if anybody tried telling him a few months ago that he would have not just a girlfriend, but three girlfriends. He wouldn’t have even believed it if somebody tried telling him all about the fishing tournament, meeting up with Blackstache and Rachel, getting on questionably-good terms with a man that he originally disliked at first sight, and losing Bonekraka as a friend.

Ryouta rested in bed, staring up at the ceiling.

The last couple of months had just gone by in a total blur. It felt like yesterday he first started playing Life of Fantasy Online, and now he was here.

Oh, and not only was he dating three girls, but one of them technically came from a royal bloodline.

“Would I be a king if I married her and then the royal family was put back in power?” he asked nobody in particular. “What if we all got married… would I be the king, and would all three of them be queens?”

These were questions that Ryouta did not know the answer to and he doubted that there were many who would know how to answer such questions.

One thing was for sure, though, and it was that he was one hell of a lucky man. Serra, Cassandra, and now—wait, he still didn’t know what Nell’s real name was. Either way, Serra, Cassandra, and now Nell were all amazing. Even if Nell had only officially been a part of their relationship for a few days, she got along great with both him and the other girls. Cassandra was a bit more competitive than usual at first, but now she had come to accept Nell as an equal, a friend, and a girlfriend that she didn’t need to worry about.

As for The Soaring Wolves and The Shoebill, after they got back in-game, they decided that it would be best to head east. Going north is not safe due to the Augus Empire and the Goddess’ Own, going west was not safe due to the Northern Wardens, and all of the nearby islands were under control of the Free Sailors which The Shoebill’s crew was tired of being around. They had had enough of pirates for the time being, so they wished to head for new and preferably safer lands where they were not going to be hunted down by some of the game’s major factions.

According to Cassandra, there was a mountain range the size of a continent to the east, and the only people who lived over there were all parts of small villages who just wanted to get away from everybody else. They either ventured into the mountains for riches or stayed near the bases to live quiet and simple lives. Due to how little the land there was worth, none of the major factions tried to conquer them either.

And so that was where The Shoebill’s crew decided to head.

But, given how it would be a long journey even with the engine that Tabitha installed on The Shoebill, little time had been spent in-game lately.

Ryouta made sure to go spend some time as Fenrir every day to play with Rock and keep Spencer and Corwin company as they took turns helming the ship.

There was one other reason that Ryouta was so interested in heading to the east, but for now, he kept that reason to himself.

Instead, he had to worry about meeting Nell at the airport.

Only a week had passed in real life since the tournament and Nell has already bought a plane ticket to come over and visit from overseas. He would have thought that her parents, given that she technically had the blood of royalty in her, would be much more concerned about her flying overseas to meet a guy she had known for a few weeks.

Nope.

Apparently, her father was fully supportive of her decision to fly over and meet him.

He was even on the phone with her when they were going over her flight plans, and she was talking about one of her delusional fantasies where he was actually fooling her and planning on selling her into the sex trade of a foreign country. This was while he could hear her father in the background actively engaging in her fantasies.

Ryouta had a feeling that he knew who Nell inherited her personality from.

That aside, it was his first time in the airport since he moved there with his parents years ago. Supposedly, airports used to be full of life with hundreds of flights going to and from every day, but now they were mostly barren. Most people who used airports anymore were just businesspeople or celebrities as tourism had seen a major decline across the world, and few people ever had to leave to visit family as most families lived together in megacities.

Travel via plane was only done out of necessity or as a luxury for the rich.

Serra tugged on his sleeve.

He signed “welcome back” to her and then returned his vision to the television hanging from the ceiling. All they’ve been talking about the entire time was how today was the five-year anniversary of the tragedy that made Australia uninhabitable. The ones responsible for it were still in hiding, and while progress had been made on curing the disease responsible for evacuating an entire country, they expected it to take another three years before a vaccine was ready.

While many claimed that what New Zealand did was cruel by outright refusing any refugees showing common symptoms of the disease, including symptoms as simple as coughing or being dizzy, Ryouta didn’t think that New Zealand would be free of the disease were it not for that.

Serra tugged on his sleeve again with her left hand while pointing up at the screen of flights with her right hand.

Nell’s flight had “Arrived” next to it in large, green letters.

It was another twenty minutes before a certain wheelchaired girl rolled up to baggage claim where Ryouta and Serra had been waiting.

“My hero!” Nell shouted for everybody to hear, waving her arms with a huge grin on her face.

Everybody looked at her and then the man she was calling her hero. Being called her hero, in real life, around a bunch of strangers, was incredibly embarrassing for Ryouta.

Serra was in the path of all their stares as she was next to Ryouta, so she tucked herself behind him to hide from their eyes.

“Could Cassiel—whoops! Could Cassandra not come?” Nell asked, rolling up to the two.

“She had to,” Ryouta yawned, “cover for somebody at work. They called out at the last minute, and since Cass Cass promised she’d go in when needed to the next time since I guess she refused the last few times, she had to go. Said to tell you she’s sorry that she couldn’t be here but will come over after work.”

“That is most alright! I am looking forward to seeing her.”

“Hi,” Serra greeted her.

“Hello, Serra! Your voice sounds so different in real life.”

Ryouta realized just now that, as far as he knew, nobody told Nell that Serra was deaf in real life. He also realized that one of his girlfriends was in a wheelchair and the other was deaf. What was next, somebody who was blind? He was starting to remind himself of that one game he played before where the protagonist had heart problems and was in a school full of girls with various disabilities to romance.

“She’s deaf, by the way,” Ryouta explained.

“Really?” Nell asked, looking up at him, then looking back at Serra. Ryouta was not expecting her to look as excited as she looked right now.

To both his surprise and Serra’s, Nell started signing to Serra. Not only was she signing, but she was using ASL which really surprised them.

While Ryouta maintained his expression of surprise, Serra brightly smiled and signed back to Nell.

“How’d you learn sign language, and I thought I read that BSL is different from ASL? Wouldn’t you know BSL instead?” Ryouta asked.

“Oh! One of my maids is deaf and originally from America, so I learned ASL to talk better with her,” Nell explained.

Nell may have been a perverted and delusional princess, but she was also a nice person.

“You’ll have to give me some pointers then. I’ve been trying to learn it myself, but I think Serra misunderstands me half the time. She either starts taking her clothes off or tries taking off mine every other time I try signing to her,” Ryouta explained.

Nell signed some more to Serra, got a response, and then looked back up at Ryouta. “She says that she understands you perfectly fine. She just pretends to misunderstand you to try and have sex,” Nell explained.

Ryouta and the other strangers nearby all blinked a few times at how blunt that was.

“A-anyways, let’s get your luggage. Which one is yours?” Ryouta asked.

Nell pointed at the conveyor belt for luggage.

There were nine large suitcases all in bright colors on it.

“The tourist visa was good for six months, so I brought enough clothes to last!” Nell explained.

“You’re—you’re staying all six months? I thought you were just coming over for a week?” Ryouta asked.

“Oh! I am sorry, my hero, I forgot to tell you that I changed my mind a few days ago about how long I would be staying.”

“But… but you said just yesterday that your return flight was next week.”

“Did I?” Nell asked, trying to innocently tilt her head and smile, but Ryouta saw right through her.

It looked like he had a roommate for six months.

Knowing Cassandra, she was going to get jealous and force herself into his apartment to stay that entire time as well.

Knowing Serra, she was most likely going to play along and do the same thing that they were. He doubted that Serra’s parents were going to complain.

At least his bed was big enough, barely, for the three of them. Though, he wasn’t looking forward to sleeping on the couch for six months.

What he had to worry about right was how to get those nine suitcases back to his place.

Ryouta ended up renting an autocar from the airport, and the cost of it made him cringe. But, it was the only way that he could realistically get all of Nell’s luggage back to his place. He had no idea where it was going to go once it was there, but that was something they’d have to worry about once they got to that point.

“By the way, this feels really awkward considering that I’m only just now asking, but uhh, what’s your real name?” Ryouta asked Nell.

“Oh! My real name is Alice!” Nell—Alice answered.

“Alice. I like that name. It’s pretty.”

“As pretty as I am?” Alice teased, poking his arm.

Ryouta may have been affectionate, but when around others in public, it was still embarrassing. “I don’t think a name could ever be as pretty as you are,” he tried to be smooth, but most of his effort went into resisting cringing at his own words.

Of course, as much as he may have wanted to cringe, Alice relished in the cheesy affection and brightly smiled.

“Now then,” Alice said and patted her lap, “just put the suitcases on me!”

“That’s—that’s a lot of suitcases. Are you sure?” Ryouta asked.

Nell nodded and patted her lap again. “I cannot feel anything there in the first place, so please go ahead and pile them on! I will just require you to push me as my hands will be busy making sure that they do not fall over.”

Ryouta may have been concerned about her legs even though he knew that he didn’t really need to be, but he was more worried about what people were going to think when they saw him pile nine suitcases onto her.

But, she looked like she was going to insist no matter what he said, so he started to pile the suitcases on.

“H-hey, Serra, don’t give me that look,” he said when even Serra judged him for stacking suitcases onto her. “It was her idea!” he tried explaining, speaking slowly so that she could read his lips as his hands were busy with a suitcase, but Serra wasn’t having any of it.

Alice looked content with all of the suitcases forming a tower on her lap, but when he looked around and saw more people stopping to watch what he was doing, he started feeling like a horrible boyfriend—no, just a horrible person in general.

“I—I cannot feel my legs from all of these suitcases!” Alice whined with tears in her eyes.

“I thought you couldn’t feel them at all in the first place?” Ryouta asked in a hurried panic, looking around the suitcases to see her face.

She had a mischievous smile on her face.

When he looked around, he saw that those judging stares were even more intense now.

Ryouta caught on to what she was doing.

“Excuse me,” a woman said from behind them, “would you like to use this trolley?”

Ryouta looked at her and saw that she was with the airport’s staff. That was when he noticed that there was a section with trolleys to borrow from.

“M-my hero, why do you insist on piling these heavy suitcases on me when trolleys have been right there this whole time?” Alice asked with fake pain in her voice.

Of course, when Ryouta looked at her again, he saw her trying to hold back a smile.

He looked back to see where Serra was and saw her pretending that she wasn’t with them.

“Yeah, umm, a trolley would be nice. Thanks,” he told the staff member and started taking the suitcases off of Alice’s lap to stack on the trolley.

Serra rejoined them once the trolley was loaded and still looked disappointed in Ryouta, but when he tried to explain the situation to her again, she started giggling. The way that Serra laughed was unlike any laughter they had ever heard before. It sounded like Serra didn’t even know how to properly laugh, but that just made her endearingly adorable to both Ryouta and Alice.

“This is why I need Cass Cass. I’m always the bully victim when she’s not around,” Ryouta groaned while pushing the trolley toward the outdoors pickup area. Serra stayed behind Alice to push her wheelchair for her.

“I could tell, my hero. You always tease Cassandra, and us girls must stick together, so I shall be punishing you in her stead!” Alice explained.

“Please, that was enough punishment for a year. I’m pretty sure that everybody in there thinks that I’m a horrible person now.”

“That is most alright, my hero. You know that you being a horrible person will only give me more to fantasize about.”

“I don’t know if I’ll be able to keep up with you. Oh, hang on. Gotta text Cass letting her know that you got here safely. She’s never been on a plane before, and I guess she’s afraid of flying, so she was worried,” Ryouta explained while sending a message on his phone for Cassandra.

That was the first time that Alice heard about Cassandra being worried over her flight, and the image of Cassandra worrying about such a thing was cute and made Alice smile even more.

“Alright, and there’s our autocar,” Ryouta said, pointing at one of the grey cars waiting in the temporary parking.

He realized that there was a complication when they got to it.

He looked at Alice’s wheelchair then back at the car.

How was he supposed to get that in there?

Alice, seeing his silent concern, raised a hand over her mouth to giggle and then said, “Worry not, my hero. It folds.”

“Oh, alright,” Ryouta said. Now there was the problem of how she was supposed to get inside of the car.

Alice lifted her arms up. “Lift me, my hero,” she said, wiggling her arms in the air like an impatient child.

At least that couldn’t possibly look bad. He’d look like a helpful, kind boyfriend assisting his girlfriend.

That was what he thought.

Instead, as soon as he lifted her out of her chair, she started playfully smacking at his arms and saying, “Oh noooo, I’m being kidnapped, somebody help meeeeee,” with a quiet, playful voice.

Thankfully for Ryouta, she was not loud enough for the passersby to hear, and she didn’t sound very serious about needing help in the first place.

“I’m going to get arrested if you keep this up,” Ryouta tried explaining to her, but she didn’t seem concerned about that.

“Worry not, my hero. My family may not be officially in charge anymore, but we still have our connections! I am sure that you would be freed within a few hours, or maybe a couple of days depending on bank issues,” Alice explained.

“Here I thought I’d either be eternally single or maybe settle for some boring girlfriend who I have to lower my standards for, but instead I’ve got a princess in a wheelchair, a deaf borderline and small girl who likes making things explode and is taking after my old me, and Cass Cass who is always threatening to kill me. I guess she’s the most normal out of you three.”

“Her breasts are certainly not normal, my hero. I wish I was even half as blessed as her!”

“Yeah, they are pretty big. Don’t usually see girls with boobs that big unless they weigh more than four hundred pounds, and even then....”

Alice looked down at her chest and groped herself through the flowery dress that she was wearing, pushing them together and up to try and make them look larger. “Are my own satisfactory for you, my hero?” she asked, looking up at him and noticing that his eyes were transfixed on the little display that she was giving him. “Such a perverted beast you are, my hero.”

“Y-yeah, they’re great. Anyways,” Ryouta turned around to try and figure out how to fold Alice’s wheelchair.

Serra was standing there with her hands on her humble chest. Her own breasts weren’t even large enough to push together, and despite having very small hands herself, she could completely cover her breasts with them.

Ryouta patted her head and signed to her that she and her boobs were both perfect.

“Boobs” was actually one of the first words he learned how to sign because it was in a top ten list that he found online of words that people wanted to learn when new to ASL. That list, which he thought was horribly put together at first, was now useful.

Serra hopped into the car next to Alice and scooted Alice over until there was enough space for her to lie down. Serra then placed her head up on top of Alice’s thighs for a proper lap pillow as Ryouta finished loading the car.

He peeked into the backseat and was instantly jealous. He was also curious as they were both signing about something, and Alice seemed awfully embarrassed about whatever they were discussing. Reading sign language from the side was still too difficult for him.

When the car was finally loaded, he got into the front seat as all automatic vehicles still legally required somebody in the front seat, and looked back at them to ask what they were talking about.

Alice looked at him and pouted. “She said she knew my thighs would be soft since my legs never get exercise! She called them soft and like gelatin…”

That made him really jealous of Serra.

With everything and everybody loaded into the autocar, Ryouta, Serra, and Alice went back to his apartment. They had plans to go out and eat, but until they got all of the luggage dropped off, they couldn’t do much. There was also the fact that Ryouta didn’t want to pay the outrageous price for renting an autocar for an extended period of time. They had a single hour to get back to his place, drop off her luggage, and then set the autocar to return to the airport before his wallet started to really hurt.

“My hero, you need not look so worried. I have told you before that I can pay any expenses,” Alice said.

“Nope. I’m the boyfriend here, so I’ve got to pay for it. I have to try to at least,” Ryouta said. “My pride as a man is making me.”

“Do you plan on holding this against me to coerce sexual favors out of me? Are you only paying because you believe that I will owe you my body as a result? Such a cruel man! Your kindness only lasts for as long as my virginity does!”

“You’re something else, Alice, seriously.”

“I’m just another woman that you are keeping around for sexual favors is what I am!”

Ryouta saw Serra watching Alice’s face, and when she caught onto him, she looked at him and called him a “horrible pervert” via signing.

“You of all people can’t call me that,” he told her and then returned to looking forward. A human was required by law to sit in the “driver’s” seat of any automatic vehicle whenever human passengers were present. He wasn’t sure why they could drive on their own without a human behind the wheel when there are no passengers, but for as long as there is at least one human in the vehicle, a human needed to be behind the wheel. The wheel wouldn’t even work unless the autocar faced a serious malfunction at which point the human’s only purpose was to steer the vehicle off to the side of the road.

His anxiety regarding autocars was a problem, but he was able to tough through it enough to look good—or well, normal, in front of his girlfriends. He also distracted himself by forcing himself to care more about the price than his anxiety.

“Those bastards,” Ryouta said.

“What, my hero?” Alice asked.

“They know that it takes more than an hour to get anywhere with the traffic in this city, and they start charging way more as soon as you rent the autocar for more than sixty minutes, and given how airports don’t make as much money anymore from flights… they’re totally depending on people renting these autocars and charging them a bunch of money to cover the costs of everything else. This service definitely isn’t worth the money, it’s just slightly more convenient than calling and waiting for an autocar from a third party.”

“Is it truly that expensive? I thought it was only fifty dollars for the first hour?”

“Yeah, and then two-hundred for every hour after that. These aren’t meant to be rented for the long-term.”

“They aren’t? From the few cities I have visited, we would always keep the vehicle for several hours. Two-hundred does not seem like too high a price for renting.”

Ryouta was starting to realize that Alice had a horrible perception of what was expensive and what wasn’t. “You live in a mansion, don’t you?” he asked.

“Oh! No, but we do have one as a summer retreat. We spend most of the year in our family’s castle that was built in seventeen hundred!”

Of course she would live in a literal castle. If anybody was ever going to live in a castle, it would be Alice.

“You might be in for a culture shock then. From what I’ve seen in those pictures you love to spam me with, your bedroom is probably bigger than my entire apartment,” Ryouta warned.

“That just means we will always be close to one another!”

Ryouta thought of another problem. What about Life of Fantasy Online? He only had a single headset, and characters were bound to their headsets. “You bring your headset with you so we could still play together?” he asked.

“Of course!” Alice answered.

He has a feeling that even if she didn’t, she wouldn’t have a problem flying back overseas to grab it and then come back. Or she would have a servant do it for her, or with how much wealth her family apparently had, personally fly it over and airdrop it right in front of his building’s entrance.

His hands shot for the wheel when a couple of kids ran in front of the autocar with a dog.

The autocar came to a screeching stop on its own, and the children were left unharmed with wide eyes when they realized what just almost happened.

Ryouta felt his hands shaking and sweat dripping from his forehead. He got better about vehicles lately, but of course this happened as soon as he was getting over his fear.

The children’s mother ran out and grabbed the children while waving in apology to Ryouta.

“My, such unruly children. Hopefully they have learned their lesson and will not do something like that again!” Alice exclaimed.

“I’m sure they did,” Ryouta said.

Serra leaned between the two front seats to plop her chin onto Ryouta’s shoulder while her hands went for his right one, holding it between them. Serra knew the story of what happened to him as a child, but Alice didn’t.

“Are you alright, my hero?” Alice asked, looking at his face through the rear-view mirror.

“Yeah. Just, remember when I told you about how I’ve got some leg problems myself? Only difference between these kids and me is that the autotruck that hit me couldn’t stop in time. Not a fan of vehicles because of that, so for that to just happen… not exactly helping my phobia out,” Ryouta explained. She was one of his girlfriends now, so he figured he may as well explain the situation to her. He wouldn’t want her to be in the dark about something the other two already knew about.

“I—I am sorry, my hero. I do not know what to say at times like this, but I am sorry that you had to go through such a thing.”

“Don’t worry about it. Oh, wait, I forgot to include the part about how my parents died in an autocar accident,” he said in a much more casual tone than before. He already felt better after telling her that first part, and she had been teasing him ever since she landed, so he figured that talking about something so casually and matter of fact might be a good way of throwing her off balance.

Instead, when he looked through the rear-view mirror, he saw her eyes welling up with tears as she covered her mouth with her hands.

He took it a bit too far even if he was just telling the truth.

“My—my hero, I am—I am so sorry to,” Alice sniffed, “your life has been so tragic!”

“D-don’t worry about it, it’s not a big deal anymore. I’m over it, promise. I just wanted to—” he stopped himself from saying anything else when he realized that saying “oh, I just said that to get revenge for the teasing,” would make him sound like an ass.

Serra peeked at the rear-view mirror, flicked Ryouta in the cheek, and then leaned back into her seat to comfort Alice.

“Sorry, didn’t mean to upset you,” Ryouta apologized.

“It is nothing to apologize for, my hero. It is just that hearing such tales always makes me emotional,” Alice explained, still sniffling while Serra patted her head. “I cannot even watch romantic comedies anymore because the romantic parts always get me so worked up that I just end up crying most of the time.”

“So, you love tragedy and fantasize about being involved in tragedies, but you can’t actually watch or hear about them because you just cry the whole time?”

Alice nodded her head, eyes still watery from his story.

She really was something else.

It was a rush out of the autocar when they reached his apartment building. The first thing that Ryouta did was take out Alice’s wheelchair, unfold it, and help Alice into it. Then, all of her luggage was quickly but carefully brought out onto the sidewalk with Serra’s help. Finally, with just a minute left on the autocar’s timer, Ryouta swiped his card in front of it to finalize the ride and pay.

“Thank you for riding with us!” popped up on the autocar’s dashboard screen. As soon as Ryouta closed the door, the autocar waited for a moment to pull out from its temporary parking spot and returned to the airport.

Now there was the problem of taking all this luggage up to his apartment.

“Would you like to place it on my lap, my hero?” Alice asked.

Ryouta picked up two suitcases by their handles in each of his hands to carry in on his own. He just ended up having to make a few trips to the elevator and back to the sidewalk to get everything inside.

He wasn’t falling for her teasing again.

“Here we are,” Ryouta said at the door to his apartment. All nine of Alice’s suitcases had been brought up and were stacked against the wall next to his door. “I bet this is pretty different compared to what you’re used to.”

“It is true that I am used to gates and bowing servants, but such a casual way of life is not bad! I am truly looking forward to my time with you. All I am worried about are my maids. They are rather attached to me, so I am not sure how they will cope without me,” Alice explained.

“A princess beloved by her people?”

“You could say that! Though, I think they may just like me because I always try to do as much as possible on my own when it comes to cleaning, so their jobs are admittedly easier when I am around. I do not believe that my father will be as lax with them.”

“Speaking of cleaning…” Ryouta opened the door just a crack to look through and make sure that he cleaned. He promised Serra and Cassandra that he would clean before Alice got here, but he had completely forgotten whether he actually did or not. Thankfully, he did.

He let out another sigh of relief and wiped some sweat off his forehead.

“Is everything alright, my hero?” Alice asked when he turned back around to face them.

“Ah, yeah. Just had to check something. Anyways, ladies first,” Ryouta said, pushing the door the rest of the way open and giving her a playful bow to welcome her. The same bow got extended to Serra.

What he didn’t expect was to get something in return from Serra, and that something just so happened to be her hand brushing against his crotch as she walked by.

She looked back at him and grinned when she saw the red of his cheeks.

“You’re something else, Serra,” Ryouta said under his breath as he started bringing in all of Alice’s luggage.

He was right about being low on space. His living room already felt cluttered from Alice’s suitcases, and he had a feeling that she packed her clothes and any other items in them really tightly given how heavy they are. At least he doesn’t use much of his closet, so there should be enough space in there for all of her clothes. He hoped.

Wait, but if Cassandra and Serra joined in on Alice’s plan… he might be in trouble. Not only was his savings account going to take a ton of abuse, but there just wasn’t enough space in his apartment for all of their clothes! Then there was the fact that he was supposed to tell his landlord about anybody staying for more than two weeks, and if he didn’t, he was sure that his nosy, elderly neighbors wouldn’t hesitate to tell on him. He might just need to put his foot down, as hard as that might be and as much as he may not have wanted to, and tell Serra and Cassandra that they couldn’t stay.

Well, it wasn’t like he knew they are going to try to stay in the first place. He was just assuming that.

“Oh, great! My hero, Serra just told me that she texted her parents and her mother will be dropping off her clothes and headset in the lobby!” Alice told the increasingly-concerned Ryouta.

Then his phone vibrated in his pocket.

He looked at it and saw that Cassandra was able to get out of work early and was on her way over with her own clothes. He probably should have waited until she was over before telling her about Alice staying over for six months.

The last text he got from Cassandra was her telling him that her phone was about to die and that she’d be over soon.

Well, too late to put his foot down. He was either going to get evicted for having four people living in an apartment meant for one, get kicked out for noise complaints because he knew for a fact that his neighbors hated young people having fun, or he was just going to run out of money and become homeless.

“My hero? You look as if you are on the verge of death! You did not even look so ghastly after your fight with my kidnapper,” Alice said.

“Just… thinking about logistics,” Ryouta said. “I have no idea how the four of us are all going to last in here.”

Then a horrifying thought popped into his mind.

What about the bathroom?

His apartment only featured a single bathroom! With three girls sharing the apartment with him, just how impossible was getting any bathroom time going to be? The positive aspect of the situation was that he knew he’d be forced to take better care of himself on a daily basis as he wouldn’t want his girlfriends thinking that he was disgusting, but at what cost? His bathroom—a man’s bathroom was meant to be something sacred. It was a place of solitude free of judgment and worldly concerns. But now? Now he had a feeling that he would finally, truly understand the internet memes about girls leaving hairpins everywhere, bathrooms becoming cluttered messes after girlfriends moved in, and finding hair everywhere.

Take all of those problems and multiply them by three, and that was why Ryouta looked like a ghost.

“Ah! You look so cute!” Alice said.

Ryouta turned around to look at what she was talking about and saw Serra standing in the doorframe to his bedroom wearing one of his shirts. While his clothes would likely look normally sized on Cassandra and potentially Alice, when Serra wore his clothes, they looked adorably oversized on her.

Serra signed to the two of them telling them that girlfriends were supposed to wear their boyfriends’ oversized shirts.

The invasion of his apartment was happening faster than he thought it would. The most devious of his girlfriends was already establishing a beachhead and claiming territory! Soon, Alice’s mobile corps would be advancing on the beach and laying heavy fire by opening her suitcases, and then wat is only a matter of time before Cassandra brought reinforcements and airdropped hairpins and scrunchies!

Ryouta and his legions of hard cider bottles and bags of chips would not be able to last under such a powerful and sustained assault. Their defenses would be breached, and without reinforcements, it was only a matter of time before he was brought to his knees and forced to surrender.

There would be no reinforcements, hope, nor escape.

It already begun.

Serra reached into her pocket to pull out a scrunchie, but then dropped it and had to bend over to pick it up.

However, she was very slow in picking it up, fumbling with it a few times.

There was hope after all.

No, it was not hope for Ryouta and his armies, but it was the kind of hope that could start a new religion: the church of Serra.

While she was bending over, his oversized shirt hung down and gave him the perfect view down into the shirt to see her modest breasts hanging down in it. What made this sight truly glorious was that he discovered she also removed her bra when switching into his shirt.

Ryouta felt like a traitor. While his armies were in desperate need of him, he raised his hands into the air and volunteered to serve the enemy instead.

Serra looked up directly into his eyes with a smug smile. She knew exactly what she was showing him. Going by how his eyes were transfixed on the gap between the shirt and her chest, she won.

Alright, maybe living with three other girls wouldn’t be as bad as he feared it meant he got to see sights like that every now and then.

Life was great and the church of Serra gained a new and devout follower.

“My hero has such lustful eyes. To stare at a girl’s chest with the eyes of a ravenous beast—you are a monster, not a hero!” Alice called him out.

Ryouta shook his head to break free from Serra’s trap. “I—it’s okay because we’re dating,” he tried justifying it.

Fortunately, Alice seemed amused and laughed at his answer. “It is alright, my hero. I rather enjoyed the sight as well. Just make sure to let me experience that monstrous side of yours at times too, yes?”

“I’ll see what I can do.”

Then somebody knocked on his door.

Was Cassandra already there? There was no way that she got over there that quickly unless she had suddenly developed superspeed or a miracle happened and there was no traffic on the way over. It would take more than a miracle to make that happen, though.

Ryouta walked over to the door, opened it, and was immediately greeted by a smaller body leaping up against his and wrapping their arms around his neck!

He had no idea what’s going on. Who was this strange person now nuzzling their face against his own? All he could see was the side of her head which was covered in brown hair.

“Ry-ou-ta! We've finally reunited!” a feminine voice happily declared. “I knew we’d be together again someday! I never, ever, ever, eeevvveeeerrrrrrrrr gave up!”

A feeling struck him telling him that he knew who the girl was, but he just couldn’t place her. She seemed familiar, but—

“Oh! Serra, you’re already here?” she said, looking at Serra and then signing to her behind Ryouta’s back.

Serra looked shocked to see just who the girl clinging to Ryouta was.

“My—my hero, is this one of your friends, perhaps?” Alice asked.

The girl looked at Alice and smiled wide. “Nope! I’m his wife! Well, I’m not his wife yet, but I will be! And he’s my hero, too! He saved my life! We’re destined to be together!”

Wait.

Ryouta put two and two together.

“I knew you were super familiar when Serra showed me a picture of her boyfriend! I was so stupid to brush that feeling off. How could I not have realized who you were? You bumping into me the other day let me see you in person, and that’s when I knew you were my Ryouta!”

“Ai… Aiko?” Ryouta asked.

“That’s me!”


Afterword

Here we are once again. Thank you for taking the time to read this story. I would normally be able to rant and ramble about a lot of things, but I recently lost my dog after fourteen years, so I have been pretty… eh. It is also for that reason that there might be some typos here and there that I missed. Honestly, I wanted to push the release of this volume back to give myself some more time to grieve without feeling the pressure of editing this, but I accidentally messed up the preorder of one of my other books which caused me to lose access to preorders on Amazon for a year. That also included not being able to change the preorder for this volume since it was already up for preorder. So yeah. That was also why I had to submit an unedited manuscript of this volume to Amazon just so that I wouldn’t miss the initial upload deadline, and am submitting this edited version of the story on the day of release hopefully before anybody downloads/reads the unedited version.

Of course it’s after I lose my dog that I am rereading and editing this volume and get to the part about Ryouta losing his dog.

Part of me also feels like I shouldn’t be so gloomy with this afterword, but I don’t know. I like to just put down whatever pure, unfiltered thoughts I have on my mind at the time of writing these afterwords. I might cringe at how open I was later, but I never really regret what I put in these.

Alright, let’s talk about the actual volume.

Even though editing, especially when having to swap tenses as this was originally written in present tense, is a massive pain (it takes 3-6 minutes per page to swap/edit), I really enjoyed getting to read this volume again during that process. I’ve also noticed I was a lot more descriptive with my earlier writing. All my more recent stuff is way heavier on dialogue and simple descriptions to focus more on the characters over anything else. Sometimes, I miss this sort of descriptive writing, but I also am way happier with my current writing style and believe it is far higher quality as it focuses more on my strengths.

I’m also reminded of just how Nell became my favorite girl early on. Cassiel/Cassandra becomes my favorite and pretty much doesn’t get dethroned after her arc happens (which I think happens in the next volume or two?), but Nell is definitely my favorite until then. I just love the kind of banter she provides. Though, back when this was mainly a web serial (and a decently popular one at the time), it was Serra who dominated the rankings. I did a few polls regarding who people thought the best girl was, and Serra was always had at least 50% of the votes. Serra just too OP.

Anyways, that’s all for now. After this afterword is another unedited, as-was-originally-written, bonus, non-canon chapter following the “The True Talkshow” format. That aside, if you enjoyed the volume, then please consider leaving a rating/review and joining my mailing list! The mailing list is the best way to stay up to date with me and my releases, though you can also follow me as an author on Amazon now, I think.

I hope that you’re doing well, whoever you are and wherever you are in life, and I hope you stay around for the next volume!

Until next time!

But before the bonus chapter, here are the usual links.

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/

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




[Bonus Chapter | Non-Canon]: The True Talk Show: Episode Two

This program is brought to you New Realities Incorporated. Life of Fantasy 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 as excitedly as ever.

“And now for our returning hosts, Rock and Oleander!” the announcer declares as stage lights shine down on the trap of a deer and the rock of a dog.

“Welcome back to another episode of The True Talk Show! I bet you’ve all missed this, right? Right? Of course you did! There’s no way that somebody wouldn’t want more of us, right, Rock?” Oleander asks, holding Rock in his arms.

Rock stares directly into the camera for a few seconds, her expression unchanging and body unmoving, and then barks!

“See? Rock agrees! Now, we’ve got a show packed full of guests this time, so let’s hurry up and get on with it! Our first guess is…. Fenny! I’m sure you’ve all had enough of him already, so we’ll let him come on first to get him out of the way with.”

Fenrir walks out onto the stage and is immediately booed. His smiling and waving to the crowd stops when he sees just how displeased they are with him. “What’s – what’s wrong?” Fenrir asks Oleander as he sits down on the couch for guests.

“Uhh, it probably has something to do with the fact that you’ve got three girlfriends now and it’s looking like you’re about to get a fourth! They’re also all super cute, so what do you expect? Most people watching this are guys who wish they could date as many cuties as you! Wait, do we even have any ladies in the audience?” Oleander asks, looking out into the audience.

Neither of them sees a single girl anywhere in the crowd.

“Well, that’s what happens when you’re part of a story where a single guy is hooking up with a bunch of cute girls! Besides, it’s probably a good thing there’s no girls here. She’d probably just fall in love with you for no reason, and then you’d get stabbed on your way out of here!”

“I – I guess so,” Fenrir responds.

“Now then, let’s get onto the first question! Which of the girls is your favorite?” Oleander asks.

Fenrir has a bad feeling about this question. His girlfriends may not be nearby right now, but he can still feel their eyes on him and their ears listening closely for his answer. “Uhh… they’re all great! I don’t have a favorite.”

“You know how this works, Fenny. You have to answer the question or else your girlfriends become the main characters of a netorare doujin!”

“What – what kind of punishment is that?!”

“The one that’ll make you answer the question!”

“Alright, alright! I… Serra has my favorite hips and the cutest laugh, Cassiel has the best chest and her submissive switch is great, and Nell has the cutest outfits and best fantasies – and the best thighs.”

“Good enough! Don’t worry, Fenny. We wanted to have a netorare doujin punishment for you, but we couldn’t find any ugly old bastards that were interested. They all wanted Tabitha since she’s the loli, but she was so not having any of that. Oh, and your girlfriends all threatened to kill me and the rest of the studio’s staff!”

Rock barks.

“However,” Oleander continues, “I’m not sure how your girlfriends felt about that answer of yours!”

The screen above the stage turns on and shows his three lovers sitting on a couch next to each other. Serra is the only one with smiling, and she has one heck of a smug smile. Cassiel is crossing her arms over her chest with a red face and looking like she’s about to erupt out of embarrassment and rage, and then Nell is holding her dress down over her thighs and looking up at the camera with one mean pout.

“Can I go now?” Fenrir asks, standing up from the couch.

“You can!” Oleander answers and hits the button on the pedestal next to him.

Fenrir falls straight down through the hole opened in the floor by Oleander. His non-cut-in-half ear almost gets caught in the trapdoor when it closes.

“Onto our next guests – the girls up on the screen, Fenrir’s harem!” Oleander announcers.

The crowd goes wild with cheering as the girls come out on stage. Almost every man in the audience is wearing a shirt with one of the girls’ faces on it. Serra has the most fans in the audience followed closely by Cassiel, and while Nell may not have nearly as many fans as either of them, she does have some support.

They sit down next to each other on the couch with their eyes watching the suspicious flooring.

“So, how’s it feel being part of the harem, Nell?” Oleander asks her.

“It’s great! Though, I would not quite consider it a harem so much as just a polyamorous relationship, you know?” Nell answers.

“Hey, you can’t say ‘you know!’ That’s reserved for a certain sheep from another story.”

“Ah! Right, I’m sorry! Umm, but yes, it is very nice. I get to have a boyfriend as well as two girlfriends! While being physically affectionate to Fenrir may still be a challenge at times, I have no issue showing my affection toward the girls!” Nell hugs Serra and presses the sides of their faces together to demonstrate her point, and then she pokes Cassiel’s chest to really settle it.

“Wh-where do you think you’re touching?!” Cassiel shouts. “If I don’t let the dog bastard touch me whenever he wants then that doesn’t mean you can!”

“But Cass Cass, we all know you like when Fenny touches you and acts all dominant and stuff. You start acting submissive and melt in his fingers whenever he’s rough with you!” Oleander calls her out as the screen shows several examples of that exact situation happening.

Rock barks at Cassiel.

“Sh-shut up! I like what I like, okay?! First that bastard comes on here talking about my chest, now you’re on here trying to embarrass me!” Cassiel shouts and pouts.

“Speaking of embarrassing, Nell, you sure are sensitive about your thighs! Even though you’re not in your real body right now, they’re still pretty thick and soft looking, aren’t they?” Oleander asks her.

Nell turns red from her face to her horns as she tries covering up her thighs as much as she can. “It – it is not my fault that I can’t move my legs! They don’t get as much exercise as they should, so they end up getting all soft and fl—” she lowers her head, “…flabby.”

“It’s alright, Nell! I’m sure Fenny is going to want to do all sorts of lewd stuff to your thighs no matter what they’re like as long as they’re soft!”

Nell raises her head just a bit as fantasies generate within her mind.

“Now, Serra! You… well, there isn’t much that I can say that would get to you, is there?” Oleander asks.

Serra shrugs and shakes her head.

“But! I know what will embarrass you.”

She tilts her head to the side.

A cameraman walks up in front of her and points the camera directly in her face to show up on the big screen and to everybody watching from home.

“How’s it feel knowing that our entire audience can see nothing but your face right now?” Oleander asks, a sadistic and smug smile contrasting against his feminine features.

Serra takes off her hat and covers her face with it.

“That’s all for the harem members!”

“Hey, you deer bastard! I’m not done with yo—” Cassiel starts shouting, but that’s when the floor opens up in front of them and then a spring underneath the couch pushes it forward to toss them all down the hole!

“We’ll see you after the commercial!” Oleander announces.

Rock waves her paws in the air.

Ero Dungeon Evolution is now available! Taking popular themes and putting an erotic spin on them, this adult fantasy story is now available for your pleasure! Join Damian, the man obsessed with monster hentai, as he is brought to another world where everybody lives underneath an RPG system. Will he accomplish his goal of turning into a monster to have sex with cute girls as, or will he be forever stuck as a boring human? Go read the erotic fantasy Ero Dungeon Evolution if you want to find out!

“We’re back, and our next guest is already with us!” Oleander points at Ull whom is making sure to go nowhere near the floorboards that everybody else has already fallen through.

“Hello,” Ull says.

“So, Ull, let’s get right into it! Lots of people hated you, you know?”

“Trust me, I am aware. I had people leaving comments telling me that they wanted to see me drown at the bottom of the ocean, telling me that they want the wolf to kill me and skin me to use my precious deer hide as a cloak, and there is far more but I have done my best to block them from my memory.”

“You were kind’ve asking for it with the whole, you know, slave harem and being a dick thing.”

“But I’m just acting!”

“Just acting doesn’t excuse you to do whatever you want! Gosh, somebody wasn’t spanked enough as a child.”

“I prefer to do the spanking instead of getting spanked, thank you very much.”

“Are you sure about that?” Oleander asks, that sadistic grin on his face once more as Liz shows up on the stage’s screen. “You see, I heard quite a few scandalous secrets about your sex life from your main squeeze there.”

Ull looks straight on at Oleander with the most serious stare that he has ever given anybody before. “How much do you want?” he asks.

“We’ll discuss that later! Anyways, some of the audience is curious. Why are all of your harem members monster girls? You briefly alluded to it, but we want the whole story!”

Ull clears his throat and proudly explains. “You see, when I was a teenager, I came across a website that was dedicated to explicit images of not-quite-human girls. My fascination with ‘monster girls’ grew from there, and from that point onward, I have never held any interest in a human girl. Liz is the only exception when we are together in reality, but I always have her cosplay whenever we are doing the deed.”

“So, you don’t like your girlfriend for who she is and can only have sex with her if she’s pretending to be something she isn’t? Wow, you really are an asshole, Ull! No wonder nobody likes you.”

“That’s not – that is not what I was trying to say! I – I… IloveherverymuchandamgreatlyarousedbyherbodybutsheenjoysdressingupformesoIneverturnherdown,” Ull mumbles quickly and quietly.

“Whatever you say, teach!”

“Teach?”

“Well, we’re both deer to some degree! I could call you senpai but I’m not as much of a degenerate as Fenny is. Not in that sense, at least.”

“I see—” the floor opens up beneath Ull and closes right after he drops through.

“Next! We were supposed to have Bone come on, but due to contractual issues, he’s not legally allowed to make an appearance! Which means we’ve come to our final guest, Tabitha!”

Tabitha walks up to the stage, looks down at the floorboards, and then walks away.

“Wa-wait! Tabs! You’re supposed to be the final guest!” Oleander shouts and starts to chase after her but stops when her hammer comes flying his way. “Alright! Well, I guess that’s all for today! Until next time, everybody! This has been Oleander and Rock with The True Talk Show!”

“It isn’t nice to forget the most important guest!” a mysterious voice calls out.

Oleander and Rock look around to see who it is, but the floor beneath them opens up to swallow them whole.

A single girl walks out onto the stage with a button in her hand and a wide smile on her face.

“It’s me! Aiko! How rude of them to forget about me, right? I went through all the trouble of making sure that none of those pirates would be able to come on here so that there would be time for me, but they didn’t even invite me! So rude,” Aiko explains.

A single man wearing a shirt with Aiko’s face on it rises from the crowd to cheer for her.

Aiko shows her appreciation, or lack of it, to the man by cringing from disgust. “Gross. You’re not my Ryouta, so I would appreciate it if you didn’t delude yourself into thinking there is any connection between us. Speaking of my Ryouta, those other girls… aren’t they totally cute? Ryouta deserves anybody in the world he wants! He’s so perfect, and dreamy, and cute, and hot, and handsome, and perfect, and I love him, and he’s amazing, and I love him, IlovehimIlovehimIlovehimIlovehimIlovehim– I love him, he’s just so perfect, and he’s so much better than all of you pathetic scum jealous of him.”

Her expression slowly twists from one that is smiling and happy just from thinking about Ryouta to one of dark disgust as she looks over the crowd. “He’s the only one deserving of any love. The rest of you insects may as well—” her voice starts getting beeped over. She glares up at the camera. “Who told you to censor me? Now, where was I…”

The credits start rolling.

“Wait! I’m not done yet! I haven’t told everybody about how great my Ryouta is, and these insects still need to be punished for even looking at me and the others!”

The screen goes black and apologizes for technical difficulties before reminding everybody to tune in to the next episode.
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