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Chapter 1
The Bench


It all happened so fast.  ‘You Died’ didn’t flash before my eyes. There wasn’t a guardian angel or that ‘light at the end of the tunnel.’ I didn’t even get the memory reel that everyone talks about.
Just a giant vastness of nothing.
When my consciousness returned, it didn’t come with a body. Well, it kind of did, but not the corporeal flesh golem I was used to. It was more like an outline, hinting at where the edges of my skin should be. I thought I’d lost all five senses before I found myself standing in a room, staring at the hinted shapes of other people.
Dead people?
There were a lot of ways I’d imagined the afterlife, and this definitely wasn’t one of them. I stood in the lobby of an enormous building flooded with stringent white light. Rooms lined the hallways to my left and right, extending farther than I could see. Each section was closed off by glass panels, allowing curious onlookers to peer into what looked like courtrooms. Stern-faced judges in black robes sat at the head of every room while other souls—at least, that’s what I assumed they were—stood at the defendant’s table. 
Tinkling piano music overlapped the solemn scene. It was bright and cheery; reminded me a lot of a dentist’s waiting room. Which, let’s be honest, has never had the intended calming effect.
The whole setting had a dream-like quality that I couldn’t seem to shake, but something told me that this was very, very real.
“Am I in hell?” I wondered aloud, happy to hear my own voice emit from a source that I was sure had lost its lungs.
“I dunno, man. I just got here.” Another form next to me shrugged. “But this sure is my idea of hell.”
This was all too fast and too damn soon—I’d just barely turned twenty. I couldn’t be dead yet. I still had so much I wanted to do.
“Matthew Kelmer?” a kind voice called over the crowd. I looked up to see a young woman who couldn’t have been much older than me but possessed a more solid-looking body. Her blonde hair fell in waves just past her curved hips, and she wore a sharp black jacket with a tight skirt and brightly colored scarf. Made me think of a sexy flight attendant.
“That’s me,” I said, stepping past the other souls.
Her smile was brilliant and unnervingly comforting. Not that there was anything else to take comfort in. “Come with me, please.”
“Hey! What’s the deal? He just got here!” a man in the back shouted.
“This way, please,” she repeated, ignoring the outcry.
There was an annoyed grumbling from the heckler. I squared my shoulders and fell into step behind the stranger.
“Can you tell me where I am?” I asked once we were far enough away from the crowd.
“Surely you’ve heard of purgatory?” she asked.
“Well, yeah.” I realized that being called back so quickly probably wasn’t the best thing to happen in purgatory. “Hold up, I didn’t just stamp a one-way ticket to hell, did I?”
“No, silly. Quite the opposite. Here, please.” She stopped in front of a large metal door and held it open for me. It was one of the only rooms not sectioned off by glass.
I stepped inside and waited. “Who are you?”
“My name is Leiana,” she said as she shut the door behind her and strode past me to her desk. She gestured to the chair before her, and I took a seat. “I’m one of the managers of purgatory.”
“Managers?”
“Your world refers to them as ‘goddesses,’ I believe,” she said, sitting down.
I thought of pinching myself to wake up. But there was nothing to pinch. “Um. Okay.”
“You see, Matthew—”
I bristled. “Just Matt is fine.”
A corner of her smile twitched downward, but her cheerful demeanor remained. “Your heroic death has earned you another chance. A new life in a different world.”
My what? In a what? A dozen questions assaulted me. “Heroic death?”
With a snap of her fingers, a virtual display appeared above her workstation. A movie in stunning high definition began to play, and I watched in silence. It was me at the gym I’d been standing in not an hour before.
I was lying on the bench, preparing to do a bench press without a spotter. Who the hell needed a spotter? It didn’t look that hard. I’d never done one before, but I knew the other girls in the gym loved to watch guys compete against each other with the weights. And there was a girl there I had my eye on.
“You battled against this metal beast with such courage!” Leiana exclaimed.
The dots began to connect. Oh, Jesus Christ. In the video, it was clear that I hadn’t secured the weights well. Briana, the girl I’d been hoping to catch the attention of, had noticed. She’d jogged over to the bench just as I lifted the bar. Her lips were moving, and she was waving her arms, but I had my headphones in and didn’t hear her.
“See how you struggled!” Leiana clasped her hands and swooned. “You protected her with all your might.”
Yeah, I struggled, alright. As I pushed harder on the bar, my face turned beet-red, and the veins in my throat pulsed against my skin. I’d racked up almost three hundred pounds—nearly twice my weight.
The bar tilted in my unsure grip, and my arms buckled. As my shoulders gave out, the bar hurtled toward me past the catches on either side and crushed my windpipe. I must have died instantly. Briana bent over and wrestled to get the bar off of me, shouting words I couldn’t make out.
“And as all tragic romances end, true love’s kiss,” Leiana crooned.
Briana had tried to give me CPR after the weights were off. I squirmed the entire time I watched. I wanted to crawl under Leiana’s desk. I hadn’t even stayed alive long enough to feel Briana’s lips on mine, god damn it. 
The screen went dark.
“I could not let your judgment pass without offering another chance.” Leiana sighed. “These are the stories that go down in history.”
God, I hope not. I had no idea what to say. “So, another chance?”
“Yes. As a manager, you see, I can grant second chances to special cases such as yours. There are hundreds of other worlds that could use your strength and valor. With a few stipulations, of course.”
“Such as?”
Leiana giggled. “It depends on the world! Every world has its own set of rules.” She replayed the video from the beginning. “Goodness, I believe I could watch this for eternity.”
And now I’m in hell. “Can we talk about the other worlds?”
“Oh! Yes, of course. Let’s see what we have available.” With a flick of her finger, the window closed and a new one opened—something akin to a spreadsheet program. Names and languages I’d never seen scrolled by at a blazing speed. Her smile wavered. “Hmm.”
“What?” I was beginning to wonder if I’d rather risk it with the judge. I hadn’t done anything too terrible in life to deserve eternal damnation, right?
“Well, you see, I only have three worlds available at the moment.”
“Out of that whole list?” I couldn’t hide my disbelief.
“There are many specifications, requirements, and overrides involved in such a feat. But we’ll make the best of it, Matthew, I promise you!”
“Matt,” I corrected flatly.
“Of course, Matt!” The giant list condensed down to three names, all composed of symbols I didn’t recognize. She selected the first line, and a screen filled with bar graphs and pie charts overlayed the spreadsheet. “So, our first potential world has a moderate difficulty rating, a balanced monster score, and vast opportunity for growth!”
“Difficulty rating? Monster scores? Like a video game?”
“Yes! Very much like the video games of your world. You must complete tasks and earn yourself a place in their society by honing your attributes and gaining skills.”
“Are you saying I have to level up?”
“Something like that.”
“Are all worlds like this?”
“No. However, the three available are.”
Okay, maybe this wouldn’t be too bad. I’d played enough games to have a handle on that sort of system. “What are the rules of this one?” I gestured to the graphs.
“You must begin life anew as a dungeon.”
I paused. “A what?”
“A dungeon. It’s very popular, from what I understand.”
I pictured dark, scummy caves filled with bats and spiders and bears. I imagined smelling like stale water and mold. “Who the hell would want to be a dungeon?”
“Well, many before you have chosen this option, but we can move on,” Leiana mumbled, seeming disappointed. She quickly regained her composure and pulled up the second set of charts. “Our second world begins in the Kingdom of Rhodes. The difficulty rating is low, the monsters are on the gentler side, and magic powers the realm.”
Boring. I’d played every JRPG on the planet. The last thing I wanted to do was live in a tropey, easy fantasy land. “Next.”
“You don’t wish to hear the rules?”
“No. Next?”
Leiana sighed and pulled up the third name. The graphs for this one looked more intense compared to the other two. She chewed her bottom lip and glanced at me before looking back at the hologram.
“What?” My interest piqued.
“Well, the difficulty rating is quite extreme, and the monster score is on the higher end of what I’m familiar with. And, well—” she trailed.
This sounded interesting. “Well, what? Go on.”
“Everyone’s a catgirl.”
If I still had a heart, it would have stopped. “Wait. It’s a world full of catgirls?”
“Yes.”
“Like girls with cat ears and tails?”
Leiana narrowed her eyes. “Yes.”
“Do I have to be a dungeon?” There had to be some stupid catch. This was way too good to be true.
“I do not believe so.”
“Do I have to be a catgirl?”
She opened another document and glanced through the illegible script. “No. Per their stipulations, you would arrive just as you were before you passed. But your attributes and profile would be entirely reset. Matt, I don’t—”
“I’m going there.” I leaped from the chair. My head swirled with pictures of beautiful, petite girls with adorable kitty ears and bells. “Send me there.”
Leiana drummed her fingers along the top of her desk as she stared up at me. “Are you sure?”
“Absolutely.” Catgirls wearing maid outfits, in silk lingerie, in bathing suits. It was like the ultimate dream come true.
She paused. “The difficulties will be immense. We cannot change this decision once you’ve made it.”
“I understand.” What part of ‘Send me’ didn’t she get?
She frowned. “You are certain, then?”
“I’m more than certain.” How many times was she going to ask me? I didn’t care how hard it was or how awful the grind could be. It was a whole damn world of catgirls. I wanted nothing more. “Send me!”
“As you wish.” She stood and signed off on the bottom of the stipulations sheet. “Your necessary tools will be given to you after you arrive. Please check your inventory.”
“Wait. How do I do that?” In a video game, my inventory was accessed by a button. How did someone pick through a physical inventory? Would I get a suitcase or something?
She ignored my question and made a series of hand signals. A warm glow surrounded her hands, and her final gesture pointed toward me. “For your valor, Matthew Kelmer. Be reborn!”
For the second time that day, the world went dark. 
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Chapter 2
The Beach


My entry into the new world  was rough, to say the least. I thought I might teleport in, walk through a mystical door, something like that. Leiana hadn’t given me a chance to ask.
No. Instead, she’d warped me above the middle of an ocean, and now I was drowning. I’d learned to doggy paddle with the best of them, but somehow my desperate flailing led me to sink faster rather than bring me back to the surface. My arms waved around helplessly. Were all of those bubbles coming from me?
Did I seriously get dropped into a new world just to die again?
And then I saw her. A lithe, dark-haired girl was swimming toward me. Her expression was hard to read through the water’s blur, and my consciousness was quickly fading. I extended my hand and felt a tug at my wrist.
That was the last thing I remembered.
[image: image-placeholder]

When I came to, golden eyes bore into my head. Her stare was so intense. I wanted to speak, but my body was still so weak—like I’d just run ten miles instead of thrashing my arms in a pathetic attempt at swimming. Why was I so tired? My limbs burned like hell. But, silver lining, I could feel sand on my back and the warm sun on my face. And here was a dark-haired beauty staring me in the eyes.
She hesitated before taking my arm and wrapping it around her shoulders. She was stronger than I expected, but she still struggled 
“Hey,” is what I wanted to say. Instead, it came out as a gurgled mess of water and saliva. I coughed up all over my chest, and the girl was quick to take my hand in hers and lift the back of my head. What an angel. Nothing like the ‘goddess’ that had dropped me in the ocean. Some noble death that would’ve been. Newly reborn and died drowning. What a hero. Add it to your reels, Leiana.
“Are you okay?” the girl asked.
“Been better. I’ll live.” I could finally speak. There was still some ocean water doing its best to choke me out and something stringy that I didn’t want to think about, but I was alive. And man, what a time to be alive. I reached one trembling hand up and brushed the girl’s cheek with my fingertips. “Thanks.” 
She suddenly lurched backward and let go of me. The back of my skull hit a rock on the way down with a gut-twisting crack. She yelped, and her cheeks turned pink. I would have yelled if I had the strength, and I was pretty sure I was bleeding. Instead, I just lay there, watching her frantically pat the sand away from her one-piece swimsuit.
I studied her in a dizzied haze, realizing that there were feline ears atop her head, covered in the same color fur as her hair. A long, thin brown tail swayed behind her back, then flicked sand away from its tip. This was undoubtedly the heaven I was promised.
Well, at least I got what I asked for.
“I-I’m sorry! Are… are you okay?” The girl hunched over me again, concern written on her face. She waved her hands over my chest, hovering as if afraid to touch me again.
“More than okay. I’m great.” My head throbbed, and dark edges framed my sight, but who cared? I’d made it. My very own catgirl world.
“Huh? But you almost died, and now you hit your head! I need to get you to a healer!” She fussed over me, fingers scuttling over my shirt and head. “You’re bleeding!”
More catgirls nearby? I found myself suppressing the pain and exhaustion to climb to my feet. My mind was set on one goal—to see more catgirls. “Then let’s go.”
She hesitated before taking my arm and wrapping it around her shoulders. She was stronger than I expected, but she still struggled beneath my weight. I shifted my legs to help her out, and we awkwardly wobbled across the rocky coastline.
“Your clothes are weird,” she said suddenly. “Are you from one of the other islands?”
“Erm. Not really.” I realized I’d been dropped in my green jacket, a t-shirt, and jeans. They were sopping wet and clinging to my skin, but it was an outfit I recognized from the limited wardrobe of my previous life. My tennis shoes and socks squelched in the sand as we walked.
“Oh. I see.” She fretted her lip in silence, and we continued.
Shortly after, something dropped out of my back pocket. We both turned to see what it was. The sunlight glinted from a metallic object, masking its shape.
“I’ll get it!” She made to reach for it, clumsily shifting me around and grunting all the while. Bits of sand kicked up around her hand, and I nearly pitched to the side with the effort. This was going nowhere fast.
“It’s fine. I got it.” My legs were still a bit wobbly, kind of like I’d had one too many drinks, and I bent on one knee to steady myself. A device that reminded me of a cell phone was down in the sand—a small, silver rectangle with a reflective surface and two pointed shapes on top, like tiny cat ears. I picked it up and flicked the sand from the screen.
It looked like a smartphone a girl in high school would carry. I wondered if I’d picked it up in purgatory—I wouldn’t be caught dead with a case that looked like that. I glanced at the girl, who was staring at it wide-eyed.
No way. I can’t let her think this is mine.
Doubting she’d believe my purgatory story, I tried to play it off. “Some junk from the ocean?” I tossed it over my shoulder and laughed nervously. I wasn’t about to let some stupid device like that ruin my shot with her.
“You mustn’t! That’s an iPaw,” she gasped.
“A what?”
“You’re the next one!” Her eyes were alight with wonder, almost childlike.
“The next what?”
A half-second later, I felt a strange weight against my back pocket. I reached in and retracted the iPaw once more. “The hell is this thing?”
“I just told you! It’s an iPaw!”
What a ridiculous name. “Is it yours?”
“No! Catgirls don’t receive such blessings.” She vehemently shook her head. “It’s for you to use. You should always keep it with you.”
I narrowed my eyes. “You’re not serious.”
“Just trust me!” She took a step back and held out her hand. “Look, give it here.”
Well, it’s not my world, I guess. Can’t ignore a request from a native. I shrugged. “No argument from me.”
She practically snatched the thing away from me. Her thumb rested against the side of the phone, and with the single press of a button, the device grew to the size of, well, an iPad. The screen exploded in a burst of bright colors and lights. Her face lit up with the LEDs.
“It actually works?” I moved to her side, admiring the delicate curve of her shoulders on the way. “You’d think a bath in the ocean would have killed it.”
“From what I’ve been told, they’re indestructible. It’s an ancient device only men can use.”
My mouth opened, but the words didn’t come. I had so many questions and no idea where to start.
“You can use this to keep track of Quests, Stats, Skills, all kinds of things! How do you not know that?”
“How am I supposed to know that?”
“That’s common knowledge among all men and catgirls!”
I looked at the screen. She used one of her slender fingers and tapped on a house-shaped emblem. I couldn’t help but notice that the house also had ears and a tail. Going strong with the theme, I see.
“Uh-huh. And uh, how does this… iPaw... work?” A pixelated version of my face appeared on the screen, and I was surprised that the red streak I put in my hair was still there. So, I guess I really do have the same body as before.
“I think this is the right spot. Here, this should get you started.” She held out the iPaw, and I cautiously took it into my hands. 
On the screen was an array of options like a JRPG: [Items], [Stats], [Combat Skills], [Life Skills], [Party], and [Quests].
Something that stuck out to me was the question mark next to my portrait. Now that I thought about it, we hadn’t shared our names yet. “By the way, my name’s Matt.”
She clasped her hands in front of her with a wide smile. “Keke.”
The iPaw flashed, and when I looked back at the screen, I saw my name now listed beside my portrait. I breathed a sigh of relief to see “Matt” and not “Matthew Kelmer.” What was more interesting was Keke’s portrait below mine. Instead of her swimsuit, she wore a white sailor’s cap and ribbon, a nautically themed top, and a red choker.
Undeniably cute. Undeniably catgirl.
Without warning, Keke ripped the iPaw from my hands. For making such a big deal of why I shouldn’t let go of it, she seemed to have a knack for taking it away whenever it suited her.
Her eyes glossed over as she leered at the screen, and her fingers trembled. She rocked on her feet, and, for a moment, I thought she’d faint. I wasn’t exactly in a great position to catch her, but I repositioned myself to try.
“You okay?” I asked, holding my arms uselessly in front of me to steady her.
“Perfectly!” Her eyes cleared, and she shook her head. “Come on. Let’s get your head looked at, and I’ll show you around.”
Oh, right. The minor concussion. “Honestly, it’s feeling better already.”
“Good! I’m glad,” she smiled, the earlier tension evaporating from her shoulders. “Welcome to Ni Island, Matt!”
“I feel indebted already.” The iPaw shrank back to cell phone-sized, and I pocketed it.
Alright. Show me how it’s done, Keke.
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Chapter 3
The Beans


Keke led me into a dense,  forested area lining the beach with tall palm trees and low foliage. We followed a marked path, weaving between tall grass and vegetation. The air smelled clean, and the sky was a pure, unmarked blue. True paradise.
“How far away do you live?” I asked, constantly finding my eyes drifting to her swaying hips and tail. Her swimsuit cut high on the thighs, drawing hypnotic curves over her backside. Damn, it was a nice view.
“It’s not far.” She smiled over her shoulder, and I forced my gaze to hers. “You really did just arrive, huh?”
“Yup. I have no idea where I am.” I ran a hand through my hair.
“Your iPaw will tell you all about it! I’m sure of it!”
It seemed like me and the iPaw were destined to spend eternity together. “What if I want you to tell me about it?”
A heart-stopping smile spread across Keke’s face.
I felt my cheeks burn, and I glanced to the side. “I mean. You don’t have to, of course. I can check the, uh, the iPaw.”
Keke paused and picked a thick twig from off the path. “No, I can show you.” She dug the end of the twig into the dirt and carved out a crude drawing. “Sorry, I’m not very good at art.”
“Any map is better than no map,” I said.
“If you say so,” she giggled. When she’d finished, she pulled her hand back to reveal a large, wobbly cat paw.
Seriously? Maybe I should have expected it.
Keke tapped on various parts of the drawing. “So, all of this is Nyarlea.” Then, she drew a circle around the biggest part of the image—the metacarpal pad, for the feline-initiated. “And this is Nyarlothep.”
“Alright.”
“And these here,” she circled the four extensions from the top, “are the Toe Bean Islands.”
“Of course they are.”
“What?” Keke paused, her brow furrowing in confusion.
“Nothing. Continue.”
She pointed to each branching island from left to right. “Ichi Island, Ni Island, San Island, and Shi Island. We’re right here, on Ni Island.”
Was this the whole world? Would Keke know that? I had a lot of questions but was worried about burdening her with them. I’d already done an excellent job of sounding like a moron; why open my mouth and prove it again? Maybe spending some alone time with the iPaw wasn’t a terrible idea.
“So where are we on Ni, exactly?” I asked.
Keke swiped the lines she’d drawn away, smoothing out the dirt before sketching another lumpy oval. “We’re on this beach here and headed for Junonia. That’s where I live.” She made a few extra dots. “There are more cities to visit, but I don’t want to overwhelm you.”
I nodded. “Appreciate it. And thanks for the map,” I said. “I’m sure it’s true to life.”
She stuck out her tongue. “I hope not. Come on. You look tired.”
I really was. Exhaustion wracked my limbs, and everything felt heavy. Like I could lie down and sleep for the rest of the day, even though the sun shined immediately overhead. The dull throb in the back of my skull hadn’t exactly diminished, but at least the bleeding had stopped. Getting reincarnated took a lot out of a guy.
We continued for a short time until we reached a modest village set into the side of a mountain. White houses with flat roofs lined the cliffside in precise rows. Colored curtains and awnings broke up the ivory paint, and plants and flowers of all kinds decorated doorways and balconies. Catgirls wandered outside, performing various daily tasks—hanging washed clothing on lines, carrying baskets filled with fish and vegetables, and talking excitedly with one another.
“Holy shit,” I murmured. I couldn’t help myself. They were everywhere. I couldn’t wait to meet them all.
Keke followed the direction of my stare, then glanced nervously at me, her tongue poking into the side of her cheek. “I think for now we should move quietly. I’m sure you want a bath and clean clothes before you meet them.”
She was right. My jeans and top were starting to itch, and I wasn’t sure how much longer I’d be able to hold myself up. “You have a point.”
“This way.” Keke nodded and gestured for me to follow her.
We took a long path around, utilizing carts and stacks of boxes to our advantage to stay out of sight. I silently replayed the music from Metal Gear Solid in my head as we did so. It helped keep me distracted enough to avoid catching the attention of every catgirl we passed. My brain and body were at constant war with each other.
“I understand putting off getting acquainted for later, but is there a reason for all the secrecy?” I whispered.
Keke’s ears flicked forward, and her tail paused in its pendulum swing. “They’re, ah, a little excitable. You won’t have any time to yourself if they get to you first.”
While the idea of a group of catgirls rushing me like a Black Friday sale was an exciting one, I was afraid that if I didn’t sit down soon, I really was going to pass out. “Understood.”
Once we were outside the more populated areas, Keke homed in on one white house with yellow flowers and polished shells, and I followed close behind.
“Keke! You’re back!” a cheerful voice greeted from afar.
Keke froze, and her shoulders tensed. A catgirl a little shorter and more petite than Keke jogged toward us. She had long white hair with pink accents and bright ruby eyes. A sailor-style dress fell just above her thighs, and a tiny gold bell jingled at her throat.
“Did you have a good—” she came to a sudden halt, and her eyes widened when she saw me, “—swim?”
“Cannoli. Don’t scream.” Keke held up her hands.
Cannoli covered her mouth and squeaked.
“I said don’t scream.” Keke hissed.
“I don’t know if I’d call that a scream—” I began.
“A man!” Cannoli gasped. “You found a man!”
“Okay. Inside. Come on.” Keke grabbed Cannoli’s arm and led her to the back door. I took it as my hint to follow and trailed behind them. Keke closed the door behind us.
I found myself standing in what looked like a kitchen or dining area, built just a few hundred years before my time. There was a wood-burning stove in a far corner with dried fish and preserves dangling from the ceiling. Wooden cupboards lined the walls, and metal utensils hung neatly above them. In the center of the room was a round table with two stools—it didn’t seem like Keke entertained guests often. I took a seat at the table and inhaled. Aromas of cooked meats and warm spices reached from wall to wall, and I found myself melting into a chair.
“A man!” Cannoli repeated in her high, breathy voice. She touched my hair and yanked back her hand with another squeak.
“My name’s Matt,” I said, watching her with amusement. “I won’t bite.”
“Where did you find him?” She poked my arm. I playfully grabbed her wrist. She squealed and writhed in my grip, and I let her go. I didn’t have the energy to keep my hold.
As Keke explained her epic rescue of my sorry ass from the ocean, I took out the iPaw and touched the same side as Keke had. It enlarged at my command, and I pushed the [Home] icon. A new block of text appeared across the screen.
New Notifications!
I pressed the square, and a list replaced the announcement.
Matt has gained: 1 Level of [Swimming]!
More like a Level of drowning, I thought bitterly.
Matt has befriended: Keke!
Matt has encountered: Cannoli!
Warning! Matt’s [Energy] is low! Find a safe place to rest!
I extended my arm on the table and leaned my head on my bicep. I didn’t want to sleep yet, but the iPaw telling me how tired I was seemed to compound how exhausted I actually felt.
“Are you okay?” Cannoli bent her knees, bringing her face level with mine. Everything about her was so soft—her skin, her voice, her hair. Keke seemed to have a little more edge to her, while Cannoli was sweet in every sense of the word.
“Yeah. Just a little tired, that’s all.” I wanted to memorize their faces and bodies and voices. Surely I was going to wake up and find that this was all a dream. God, don’t let it be a dream.
“You can sleep here if you like,” Keke suggested, putting a hand on her hip.
“I, um, I have room at my place next door, too.” Cannoli nervously toyed with a section of her hair.
“He’s already here, Cannoli. We shouldn’t make him move.”
“But maybe he needs a gentle hand to make him feel better,” Cannoli quipped lightly. “I can keep an eye on his head injury, too.”
“Hey, I’m gentle, too,” Keke replied.
Were they really arguing over this? “I can sleep outside if that’s easier on both of you.”
“No!” they shouted in unison.
“Okay.” I crossed my arms on the table and readjusted my head on top like a pillow.
They were still bickering when I fell asleep.
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Chapter 4
The Brackets


I awoke to find that one of the girls  had placed a blanket around my shoulders, but I was still sitting at the table. Lanterns and candles lit the kitchen, and Keke and Cannoli sat across from me, nursing mugs of steaming beverages. Keke had exchanged her swimsuit for an outfit nearly identical to her photo on the iPaw—a dress similar to Cannoli’s, complete with a sailor’s cap placed between her ears.
“You’re finally awake,” Keke said.
Cannoli sighed in relief and smiled. “How are you feeling?”
Like I got hit by a truck and tossed into the ocean. But hey, catgirls. “Fine.”
“Good. You slept all day—it’s the middle of the night,” Keke said. “But now’s a good time to show you our favorite spot on the island.”
“In the middle of the night?” I yawned and brushed a hand through my hair. The blanket slipped from my shoulders.
“Yes. Um, this way, it’ll be quiet outside. N-not so many distractions.” Cannoli traced one finger around the rim of her mug.
Oh, we’re still staying away from town. Got it.
“We’ll be able to teach you some stuff, too. About how to live here,” Keke added quickly before I could ask why we were still hiding me away. “It’ll be fun.”
“Yeah. Alright.” My energy had returned, and my clothes were dry. The pounding in my head had stopped, and I felt ready to tackle something new. I’d always been a night owl, anyway, so this was my time to shine. They set their mugs aside and led the way through the back door.
The air was crisp and the moon full. Keke guided me through the forest while Cannoli trailed close behind. I would occasionally look back and try to strike up a conversation, but most of the time, Cannoli looked away, stammering some unintelligible, mumbled response. I didn’t mind too much, though—she was just so damn cute to look at.
“We’re here,” whispered Keke.
I could see why it was their favorite spot. At the end of the twisting and turning path came a clearing. At its center was a small pond with water clearer and crisper than any I’d ever seen. The stars sparkled between the slight ripples, and the moon’s reflection nearly encapsulated the entire surface.
If you’d asked me before what I thought of my hometown, I probably would’ve shrugged and told you it looked like any other crowded suburbia. Compared to this island, though? My hometown was garbage. A dirty concrete jungle that had long forgotten what naturally occurring trees looked like.
“So, what now?” I asked.
Keke folded her arms. “Now you’re going to pick a Class.”
I frowned. “A Class?” So, this really was like an RPG.
“R-right,” Cannoli stammered. “Your Class will determine how you f-fight.”
I found my stare drifting to Keke and Cannoli’s feminine features, my eyes and mind wandering off to the village in the distance where more catgirls awaited my discovery. My interest in fighting waned. I’d spent enough time playing games. I wanted to meet more catgirls. “Uh-huh.”
Keke followed my gaze, then smiled. “No one else will want to join your Party if you don’t have a Class.”
Rude. “Okay, then. What about you two? What did you pick?”
“Um, well, I—” Cannoli worked the hem of her dress with nervous fingers.
“No, Cannoli. Don’t tell him,” Keke said, shaking her head. “Let’s have him use the iPaw to find out. He should be able to see.”
I reached for the device and pulled it out of my back pocket. It expanded at the touch of my finger, and the screen lit up in an array of pinks, purples, and yellows. To be honest, it was a bit loud for my liking. I briefly wondered if I could change the theme.
Cannoli timidly took to my side to see what I was doing.
“Can you help a guy out?” I asked.
“I think so.” Cannoli offered her hand, and I placed the iPaw in her palm.
So, some of us do have manners around here. Huh, Keke?
Cannoli used a single finger to scroll through the screens, her frown deepening with each touch. “I’m sorry. I don’t understand any of this.” She handed it back to me, and I could see she was on the [Party] window. What was she trying to do?
“Like I keep telling you, Cannoli. He has to do it himself,” Keke interjected.
“Why’s that?” I frowned.
“We really can’t help you with the iPaw. We can recognize basic things, like pictures, shapes, and colors. The words, however—” Keke took a couple of steps forward and gently tilted my screen down so it rested horizontally between us, “—we can’t read them. It’s a jumbled mess.”
“Numbers?” I asked.
“Those, too.”
Wow, great system.
“Goodness, Keke! How do you know all of this?” Cannoli asked, eyes wide.
Keke blinked at Cannoli. “Our mothers told us. You don’t remember?”
Cannoli blushed and toyed with her hair in silence.
Guess I’ll just roll with it. “Alright, so. Let’s see here.”
Cannoli had at least reached the correct screen. Hitting the back button at the top-left corner zoomed out, and two portraits were displayed—one of me and the other of Keke. Below Keke’s image was the [Scout] class.
“A [Scout], huh? Didn’t picture you the type,” I said. [Scout]s, to me, had always been the ninja or assassin classes. Backstabbing, stealing, playing dirty, that sort of thing. Keke didn’t seem like someone who lived in the shadows.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Keke bristled.
“No, it’s not that it’s a bad thing—” I started to say.
“Why isn’t there a picture of me?” Cannoli asked, pointing to Keke’s image and mine.
“I’m not sure. The three of us are kind of a Party, right?” I shrugged.
Cannoli’s image popped up below Keke’s, alongside a message.
New Notifications!
Matt has befriended: Cannoli!
“Oh! There I am!” Cannoli cried gleefully. “Yay!”
I chuckled and looked back to the screen. Cannoli’s Class appeared to be an [Acolyte]. That one wasn’t too surprising.
Beneath my name was simply the class [Novice]. Instinctively, I clicked on my portrait, and a bright message in capital letters stated:
CLASS CHANGE AVAILABLE.
The screen faded, and several sprites that looked like me dressed in different outfits appeared in a circular formation. It reminded me a lot of an old tactics RPG I played when I was a kid. Have to admit, the attention to detail was charming.
“Nostalgic,” I murmured.
“Did you find it?” asked Keke.
“I can try again if you would like,” Cannoli offered.
I shook my head. “Thanks, but I think I got it from here.”
I chanced tapping on one of the sprites, and the system responded as expected. A secondary screen popped up labeling the [Warrior] Class’s [Hit Points] and [Mana Points], and a brief description of the Class’s playstyle. It was described as a type of damage dealer with options to protect Party members.
Sounds like a bruiser.
My mind drifted, and the image of rushing to these girls’ rescue put a smile on my face. A powerful fighter capable of swinging a mighty axe through the air, blood spilling wherever he struck, impossible to kill and wholly terrifying. Yes, this was the Class for me. I pressed my finger against it again, and a message popped up.
CHANGE TO [WARRIOR]?
Before I could hit [Yes], another window appeared below with the portrait of an unfamiliar catgirl. She seemed to be more mature and sophisticated than my immediate companions, wearing a straight face and long dark hair.
“Hello, [User Matthew],” she stated in monotone.
Are you joking? “I said my name is Matt!” I cried. “It even says so next to my portrait!”
She continued. “My name is Ai, and I will be your guide. Before you change your Class, I will give you a brief tour of the basic systems and mechanics of your iPaw.”
“Now? Not when I was mashing buttons before?” I asked.
“You did not require my services before, [User Matthew].”
I grimaced. It was voice operated. Hopefully, that wouldn’t come back to bite me later.
“She’s pretty. What’s she saying?” said Keke, peering over my shoulder.
“You can’t hear her?” I was suddenly very aware of the warmth of Keke’s chest against my back.
“I can hear her just fine. But I don’t understand a word she’s saying.”
“That doesn’t make any sense. Ai’s not talking any differently than we are,” I murmured. “Do you understand what I’m saying to her?”
“No.” Cannoli moved behind my other shoulder, bumping Keke slightly to the side. I could feel their hearts beating. “It’s like you switch languages. It’s weird.”
Man, did it suddenly get hot out here? I cleared my throat. “She’s offering a tutorial. Should I just skip it?” I figured that if I spent enough time with the iPaw, I could go through the menus myself. No reason to waste our time if I didn’t have to. Especially if it was going to be one of those things where the iPaw constantly reminded me of the same thing over and over again, whether I listened to the tutorial or not. I’d played enough RPGs to be exhausted by tutorials and ‘helpful reminders’ at this point.
“I think you should listen to her,” said the fidgeting Cannoli. Her fingers rested on my shoulder and seemed to move around constantly. “Tutorials are good, right? They teach you things? That means they’re important, and you should pay attention.”
I nodded. “Alright. I’ll listen. Guide me, Ai.”
“Thank you. To begin, it seems you have already learned how to switch Classes. Please be advised that currently, you are in [Civilian Mode]. While in [Civilian Mode], you will be unable to perform any of the abilities or attacks you have learned up to this point unless specifically stated otherwise. Do you understand?”
No option for [Yes] or [No] appeared. “Uh.”
“Do you understand?” Ai asked once more.
“Yes?” I said aloud.
“Good.” Ai continued. “While in a [Combat Zone], you may change to your selected Class’s [Combat Mode] or return to [Civilian Mode] at any time. Be advised, however, that you cannot switch to another Class while in a [Combat Zone]. If you wish to change to a different Class, you will need to find a [Sanctuary].”
“What’s a [Sanctuary]?”
“A [Sanctuary] is a place of safety. Typically, they are villages, homes, or places of worship. Please look to the Northeast corner of your screen. You will see a pair of locked swords. This icon indicates that you are in a [Combat Zone]. While in a [Sanctuary], the swords will disappear, and a blue star will take its place. Do you understand?”
“Yeah.”
“I’m sorry. Could you please repeat that?”
I sighed. “Yes.”
Ai didn’t respond. Instead, she blinked her eyes, and her face moved through a handful of idle emotions.
Had she fallen asleep? Or would that be a screensaver? “Ye—”
“Thank you. Now, please direct your attention to this Skill Tree.”
The screen changed again. This time, my pixelated character was situated over to the left side. Several blue points branched off from his position. Way more than I was used to from your typical RPG.
“That’s… a lot,” I admitted.
“I understand this may seem overwhelming. Please be patient until I am finished. This is your Skill Tree. As you can see, you currently have no Skills.”
“Harsh.”
“However, with each Level gained in a Class, you will gain access to Class Points. Please be careful how you choose to spend these points, as they cannot be reversed or redistributed. Be wise in your decisions. If you require further assistance with this world’s rules, simply tap [Ai] in the upper left corner of your screen. Otherwise, you may call upon me at any time with your voice. This concludes the Class tutorial. Thank you.”
With that, Ai disappeared, and I was brought back to the [Class Selection] screen. My finger hovered over the [Warrior] Class; I was suddenly unsure of my decision.
“So, what happened?” asked Keke.
“Well, I know how the Classes work now.”
“Great! Why don’t you try and pick one?” said a smiling Cannoli.
I tapped at the side of the screen and clicked my tongue. Well, I suppose I could always change it later on if I need to. If fighting as a [Warrior] didn’t work out, there would always be an opportunity to try something else. I couldn’t keep the ladies waiting all night.
“Alright. It’s gotta be [Warrior].” I tapped my finger against the screen, pausing for only a moment when the options for [Yes] and [No] appeared. When I tapped [Yes], the iPaw flew from my hand. It turned and faced me, the screen glowing white. Apprehension raced through my veins, but Keke and Cannoli’s expressions were glimmering with excitement. So, I shut my eyes and told myself that I’d be okay.
Moments later, the light faded, and I opened my eyes. My jacket and jeans were replaced with brown furs and black leather. My hair was more unkempt than usual, and in my right hand was a woodcutter’s axe. The iPaw glided into my left hand like a feather, and Ai appeared once more.
“Carrying your iPaw can be cumbersome. If this device becomes an inconvenience at any time, simply state, ‘Disappear, iPaw,’ and it will vanish. If you wish to retrieve it once more, state, ‘Appear, iPaw.’ For the purposes of this demonstration, the iPaw will disappear once this message is complete. If you require further assistance, I am at your command. Thank you.”
With that, the iPaw evaporated in a blue-white flash of light. There was a pause between us, and I exchanged looks with the two girls. Their mouths were shut tight. Maybe they were waiting for me to do something.
“I’m a [Warrior]!” I said enthusiastically.
“A defender Class,” Keke said wide-eyed.
“S-so, you’re going to protect us?” Cannoli asked, a touch of pink decorating her cheeks.
“You bet!” I raised the axe above my head in what I hoped was a show of my brute force. “I’m starting to get pumped up now!” 
My wrist quivered beneath the weight, and I quickly lowered it, hoping neither of them noticed.
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Chapter 5
The Beating


The axe had no business  being that damn heavy. I lugged it along as if it weighed as light as a feather, but in truth, my arm was already beginning to ache. It wasn’t anything like the deadlift I’d tried to do before I’d died, but it felt just as bad.
Our feet crunched along the sand, and the sound of the ocean waves was calming. I tried to focus on the ebb and flow of the tide instead of the intense burning in my bicep.
“Um, Matt? Are you okay?” Cannoli asked with a tap on my shoulder.
“Yeah. I’m good.” I rolled my shoulders. “Where are we going?”
“Well, you wanted to try your Class out. So, we need to find a roach.” Keke looked over her shoulder with a devious grin.
I swallowed hard. “Roach? Like, a cockroach?”
Her smile melted into a look of confusion. “Cock… roach?”
Cannoli cleared her throat. “She means Encroachers. They’re minor beasties that inhabit all of the islands and Nyarlothep. We call them roaches for short.”
“Right. Of course.” Was the term “Monsters” just right out? I shook my head. “Appear, iPaw,” I called. The device appeared in my palm and enlarged. “Alright, let’s see here.”
“Whatcha looking at?” Keke asked.
“I figured I should check my Stats,” I replied, selecting [Stats] from the menu. I tapped on my portrait from our trio’s lineup.
Matt  
Base Level 1
Warrior Class Level 1
Base Experience: 0/100
Class Experience: 0/100
Health Points: 13/13
Myana Points: 3/3
Energy: 8/10
Strength: 1 +1
Vitality: 1 +1
Dexterity: 1
Agility: 1
Magic: 1
Resistance: 1
I scratched my chin before immediately dropping my arm to let it once again dangle at my side with the axe. Two [Strength]? As a melee-oriented Class? This place wasn’t messing around. I was at rock bottom. And what did the plus next to the number mean? Were those bonuses for being a [Warrior]?
“What’s wrong?” Keke had found her way beside me, glancing between the iPaw and my face.
Oh well. Nowhere to go but up. “Nothing. Everything’s great. Where are the roaches?”
Keke smiled. “Just a little farther.”
I pocketed the iPaw. I could look at the girls’ Stats later—I had roaches to exterminate.
“Oh! We should go into [Combat Mode]!” Cannoli announced.
I hadn’t thought they’d be fighting with me. “Will it really take all three of us?”
She danced from one foot to the other, holding her hands to her mouth. “I-it’s just a suggestion. You know, just in case?” The blush in her cheeks deepened, and her tail rapidly wagged behind her. “I just want to make sure you’re safe.”
My heart pounded against my chest. Damn, was she cute.
Keke stepped between us. “You’re right. That’s a great idea. Let’s do it.”
“Okay! Yay!” Cannoli raised her hand in the air and looked to the glittering night sky. “Magical Star Power!”
“What the hell?” I murmured.
It seemed like the stars themselves descended over her lifted arm, swirling around her skin in brilliant spirals. Long sleeves encompassed her arms, and a form-fitting dress gradually replaced the one she currently wore. Ribbons tied into neat bows appeared at her ears, and a tall scepter formed in one hand. The dress’s hem fell to her ankles, and tall slits traveled high up either side of her legs to flaunt lacy white thigh-highs beneath.
This was some Grade-A Magical Girl shit.
Cannoli posed with her hands in prayer and the scepter clutched between them. When she opened her eyes, our gazes locked, and she buried her face behind her hands. “Oh no. Oh goodness. You watched the whole thing.”
“Yeup,” I replied slowly.
Keke sighed and stepped aside. She reached in front of her and grasped an unseen object. Seemingly from the air itself, she pulled the grip of a longbow into being. Flashes of yellow light raced across her limbs and body, exchanging her dress for a tight pair of black pants and a top flecked with green. Two hairpins pulled her bangs away from her face, revealing both shining eyes. She struck a short, strong pose.
Am I supposed to come up with a pose? I’d never really thought about this before.
“Let’s go,” Keke said without missing a beat.
Autobots, roll out! I thought and smirked.
“Don’t laugh! Please don’t laugh!” Cannoli begged. “I’m sorry. I can change behind a tree or something next time.”
“No, it’s not that. You’re fine. Really.”
She squeaked an incoherent reply.
“There’s a roach. Right there,” Keke announced, pointing in front of her.
I looked in the direction of her hand. Even with the full moon and starlight, I couldn’t see much of anything more than ten paces in front of me. “Do all catgirls have night vision?”
She looked at me with narrowed eyes. “[Scout] Classes have bonuses.”
“I see.” Or, well, I didn’t. But that was beside the point.
“Oh! Here! [Illuminate]!” Cannoli held her scepter before her and chanted the Spell. The orb at the top emitted a soft white glow, offering a circle of light around us like a torch.
“That’s better. Thanks.” I blinked to adjust my eyes to the light, and that’s when I saw it.
A round, grunting form no taller than my shin scurried across the sand on four short legs. Glowing, yellow eyes bubbled from a head that was woefully missing a neck. A suggestion of a tail—or maybe a horn, it was impossible to tell—protruded from the opposite end of its body and swayed with its movements. Its skin was a leathery gray that hinted at scales or gills. It could have rolled into the ocean or shuffled back to the forest, neither would have surprised me.
It buried its snout into the sand and came up chewing. I grimaced. “That’s it?” I’d seen scarier starting monsters in kids’ games.
“Do not let their appearance fool you. They’re fast and vicious,” Keke warned.
“Yeah. Does he roll just as fast as he walks?” Maybe this place was built for squishier DPS Classes, but one half-baked reptile was nothing for a tank Class.
“Listen to her, Matt. Please. She has a scar from one.” Cannoli frowned. “They’re really mean.”
“Uh-huh.” One swing of my axe and I’d have that fat lizard in twain. Like splitting open a basketball. Protecting the girls would be way easier than I imagined. Maybe they’d even kiss me. I grinned at the thought.
The Encroacher spotted our light and scuttled toward it. Pausing at my foot, he sniffed at my leg and looked up into my face, licking its eyeball with its forked tongue. Felt like it had a death wish.
“I feel kind of bad if I’m being honest,” I admitted.
“Matt,” Cannoli squealed.
“Yeah, yeah.” I sighed and lifted my axe.
As I let gravity do the work, the lizard’s eyes flashed with the incoming attack. It snarled and launched to the inside of my unprepared stance, snapping its sizeable jaws around my unarmored leg. Razor-sharp teeth sunk into my flesh.
“Shit!” I screamed. “Get off me!”
The jaw tightened like a vice. I let the axe swing back from behind me, aiming it between my legs. The roach repositioned its body in front of my shin, and the axe narrowly missed.
“Oh my goodness. What do we do?” Cannoli cried.
Keke rolled her eyes. “I tried to warn you.”
“You’re right! I’m sorry! You were right!” I shouted through gritted teeth. “Please. A little help would be great!” Warm blood dripped down my thigh and onto the sand. My leg was going numb, and I didn’t know how much longer I’d be able to stand. I shook my leg in an effort to make the little shit loosen his hold, but it seemed only to embolden him. Not to mention, splash more of my blood on the sand. “Take your time, though.”
“Stay still.” Keke pulled a long arrow from the quiver on her back and nocked it against her bow. She took a deep breath and drew it back, aiming at the roach.
“Oh, yeah. Sure thing.” That was easier said than done. I quivered in pain while the lizard slobbered all over me, chewing at the muscle like filet mignon. I held my leg forward and readied my axe again, hoping to keep its attention on me.
“[Pinpoint Weakness],” Keke hissed. Three heartbeats passed before she loosed the arrow—and it soared true—piercing the roach in the side. A guttural shriek escaped its mouth as it released my leg, and I swung my axe down before it could register what was happening. The iron blade hacked into its back, splitting the leathery skin and separating the muscle beneath. But it didn’t cleave in half as I’d hoped. No, it had sunk in by—maybe—a few inches. The beast snarled and snapped at my arm.
“[Blessed Light]!” Cannoli shouted. A brilliant flash of white temporarily blinded the lizard, along with Keke and me.
“A little warning would have been nice!” I cried.
“Oh no! I’m so sorry!” Cannoli said. “I didn’t think— I thought—”
“It’s fine!” I blinked furiously and wiped at my eyes with my free hand, praying that the roach didn’t have eyelids to do the same. When my vision finally cleared enough to make out the outline of my target, I found it wobbling in a daze.
I wrenched the axe free from its back—lizard blood dripping from the edge of the blade—before swinging it down once again in the already open wound. Its cries were losing intensity. Yeah, that should have hit something vital. Another arrow punctured its stomach. I was able to land one more half-hearted strike before the thing went still.
I collapsed to my knees. My toes were numb.
“Hey uh… heals, please?” I asked weakly.
Cannoli rushed over and knelt beside me, gently dabbing at the deep puncture wounds on my leg. “Yes! Of course! Okay!” She chewed her lower lip as she studied the array of mangled flesh. Clasping the scepter between her hands, she closed her eyes and chanted a single word. “[Stabilize]!”
The wounds slowly patched themselves over with thin membranes of new skin. It was eerie to watch. “That’s nice. But I don’t feel any better.”
“Well. Um. [Stabilize] will stop your bleeding and make sure you don’t die. But it doesn’t restore [Health Points] yet.” She touched one of the ribbons at her ear. “And I don’t learn [Heal] until later.”
“Oh.” I was too tired to be upset.
Keke kicked the roach aside with her boot, then knelt over it with what looked like a carving knife.
“What are you doing?” I asked. I was starting to feel delirious. The more I thought about it, the more this looked like a perfect spot to rest for the night.
“Carving what’s left for us to sell. [Scout] tells me which parts we can use.” She cut into it with impressive dexterity. “The teeth alone will net us a handful of Bells.”
“Right.” I slipped the iPaw from my pocket.
New Notifications!
“Matt? You look really pale. We should go back,” Cannoli said timidly.
“Sure. Just a second.” I opened the notifications.
New Quest!
[Roast the Roaches]
Now that you’ve selected a Class, gain Experience by hunting and dispatching 5 Encroachers!

Rewards:
·  100 Base XP
·  100 Class XP
·  +1 [Energy]
·  50 Bells
Five? I gotta do that five more times?
“Keke, really. I think we should get him back.” Cannoli was holding me up from behind.
“I know. Just another minute. I want to finish this while the parts are still fresh,” Keke replied.
Darkness shrouded my vision, and I looked up. “Hey. The stars are really pretty.”
“Matt!”
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Chapter 6
Scrambled


At first, everything was white.  With each blink of my eyes, more and more of my surroundings began to appear. Green patches suddenly grew around me as if time had sped them up.
“Grass?” I mumbled to myself.
From the patches came flowers, and from those flowers came… lollipops? I shut my eyes and shook my head. When I opened them again, it confirmed my initial assessment.
Yep. Still lollipops. Where the hell am I?
“Good. You’re finally awake,” a voice called from behind me. I turned around, recognizing Keke’s forward tone. When I didn’t see her, I looked down.
“Keke. It’s good to—” My throat caught, and my mouth hung agape.
“What? Why are you looking at me like that?”
It was Keke, alright. Well, it was her disembodied head. It rolled along in the grass like an oblong bowling ball. Keke’s face turned toward me, and I backpedaled in terror.
“What’s got you so anxious? I hope your fever hasn’t gotten worse. Come closer; I can’t feel your head when you’re all the way up there.”
“What. The. Fu—”
“Don’t worry, Matt! Everything will be okay!” Cannoli’s demure voice rang in my ears. My heart beat fast, given wings at the thought of seeing her again.
As I turned, my stomach leaped into my throat. “Eck!”
What confronted me sounded like Cannoli. It even had the same cheerful gait as Cannoli. But she was at least three times as tall as me. In her hands was a syringe half my height with a needle long enough—and thick enough—to kill me.
A twisted smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. “Are you going to be a good boy? Don’t make me put you down.”
“You’re— You’re not going to stick that in me, are you?”
“Heh.” Her lips curled upward, baring brilliant white teeth.
“This is insane! Why are you doing this?” I took a step back from the enormous Cannoli monster. “What the hell’s going on here?”
“Yeesh, would you quiet down already?” I felt a chill run down my spine as the dismembered head of Keke bumped up against my ankle. I pushed it away with the back of my heel and turned around.
“This place is insane. Nothing here makes any sense! What happened to you?”
“Ugh, how annoying.” The bowling ball grumbled. “Do you know how annoying it is to have to explain everything to you over and over? Maybe we should just ditch this loser. What do you think, Cannoli?”
My neck twisted around in panic.
Cannoli plucked one of the lollipops from the grass, and it morphed into a size more befitting of the giantess. “That’s a pity. I would miss having a toy.” She licked it suggestively.
A lot of emotions warred in my body.
“Well then,” Keke said, rolling backward, then around until she was between Cannoli and me. She began to tremble, and, one by one, eight furry black legs jutted out from where the neck should’ve been.
Keke’s head was now walking on eight legs.
Like a spider. Kill me.
Words could not express what I was feeling. Maybe the goddess would still take me back to purgatory. Maybe—just maybe—an island of catgirls wasn’t all it was cracked up to be.
“We can always find another toy.” Two of Keke’s spindly legs moved to groom her brown hair.
I was paralyzed on the spot but couldn’t help my morbid curiosity. “What do you mean?”
“Boy, you sure do ask a lot of questions,” said the irritated Keke-spider.
A sadistic gleam glittered in Cannoli’s eyes. “I don’t mind a curious man. That makes for a wonderful plaything.” Cannoli licked her lips, and her cheeks flushed a bright red. “Oh, the things I could teach you.”
My toes curled. What had sounded like a dream just a few hours before suddenly felt like my worst nightmare.
“Yes, he would be fun to tag team. It’s been a long time, hasn’t it?” Keke’s long legs crept up my lower back. I shivered and withheld a scream.
Cannoli closed her eyes and nodded, slipping the lollipop between her lips. The syringe bobbed idly in her hand, threatening to tumble free and run me through at any second. “I long for it.”
“I only wish we had a better specimen.” The Keke-spider danced around my legs in a strange, almost upbeat rhythm. Her condescending gaze and wry smile punctuated her words. “Since you need answers to even the most basic of questions, I’ll have to assume you aren’t too intelligent.”
“Big words from a talking spider.” I was getting really tired of the shit-talking. Spider or no spider.
“Spider? Geez, you really are stupid, aren’t you?” Keke’s mouth continued to move, but the sound was muffled, growing distant over time and becoming increasingly incoherent. “I— not— Cannoli an—”
“I can’t hear you.”
“Wha—? Yo— stop wi—”
There was an intense throbbing in my forehead, and I massaged it with my fingers. I couldn’t keep my eyes open. Pieces of the environment, of Keke, of Cannoli, all started to vanish. The last thing I remembered was Keke crawling all over me.
Too bad that she was a spider.
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Keke’s face was suddenly inches away from mine. There was a pause while I worked to comprehend what had just happened.
“Guh!” I kicked and thrashed away from Keke, the memory of the spider’s spindly legs around my body still fresh in my fevered state.
“Uwaah!” she cried out.
“Ahh!” I screamed and pointed at her.
“Wh-wh-what’s wrong?!” Another voice. Cannoli’s voice. I found her sitting in one corner of the room, a look of horror on her face.
I pointed to her next, desperately searching for the needle destined for my head. “Ahhh!”
The two girls sputtered and trembled as I pointed from one to the other, unsure if I was still dreaming. Keke quickly backed away to stand next to Cannoli. From their perspective, I’m sure they saw a man who’d lost his marbles.
I jumped from the bed and snatched a nearby broom, wielding it like a greatsword. I’d be damned if Keke grew her legs again and Cannoli towered over me with the deathly syringe. My skin was searing, and I found it hard to breathe. Sweat rolled down my chest and back, and goosebumps broke out across my arms.
“What are you doing?” Keke demanded.
“M-Matt! Put that down, please?” Cannoli begged.
After a while, my imagination settled down and my vision began to clear. Reality made its welcome return. My heavy breathing slowed, and I put two and two together. “I-I’m sorry. Really nasty nightmare.” At last, I set down the broom and sighed. My stomach churned, and my limbs felt like sandbags. A cool breeze wafted through the window, and I realized I was dressed in just my boxers.
“Where are my clothes?” The familiar gnawing in my leg throbbed painfully as the adrenaline left my blood. I sank back to the bed.
“We wanted to check your leg. We couldn’t do that through your pants,” Keke said matter-of-factly.
“Y-you really had us scared for a moment there,” said the shaking Cannoli, fingers writhing together in her lap.
“Sorry,” I said, sighing and running my fingers through my damp hair. Sunlight crept past the edges of the drawn curtains. I pulled the blanket over my lap, feeling more self-conscious than usual. Keke’s long stares were not helping. “How long was I out?”
“All night,” said Keke, folding her arms with a look of concern. “It’s been a while since I’ve seen someone sleep that long. I was beginning to wonder if you’d be okay.” A cute hue of pink decorated her cheeks while she curled a tendril of her hair around a finger and looked away.
Ah, back to normal. Well, as normal as this place can be.
“How do you feel?” asked Cannoli.
“Head hurts. Leg hurts. I feel like I ran a marathon. I guess that’s par for the course, though.”
They exchanged confused looks. “Par for what...?” they asked in unison.
“Par for the course. Like a golf course. You ever play golf?”
They shook their heads.
“What’s golf?” Cannoli asked.
“Right then.” I sighed.
“You seem upset. Was your dream really that bad?” Keke asked.
Keke’s question brought back the unsettling memory of the bowling-ball-turned-spider. I looked her dead in the eyes. No, she certainly was not a spider. Thank God.
“Yes,” I admitted, then murmured, “I hope I never actually see your head roll.”
“What was that?”
“Nothing, Keke.”
“If you say so.” She shook her head. “You had us really worried.”
“We stayed in here all night,” said Cannoli quietly. She clasped her hands against her chest with her head bowed as if reciting a prayer. “Please don’t push yourself too hard. This island can be a dangerous place if you’re not careful. Many catgirls lose their lives to give us the quality of life that we enjoy.”
“I’m sorry, really. I should have listened.” I reached at a few of the red strands of my dyed hairstreak and rolled them between my index and thumb fingers. “I got carried away.”
“Yeah, you did,” said Keke.
There was a moment of silence between us. I wasn’t sure what to say next except that I was sorry. Oh, right. I’d said that already.
“Why don’t we have some breakfast?” Cannoli asked, sparing me the trouble of coming up with the right thing to say.
My stomach rumbled in agreement. “Yeah. That sounds great.” I crawled from the bed and threw on my t-shirt before following them into the kitchen. I tried not to limp too much. My pride was already down the drain as it was.
Keke and Cannoli set to work, taking ingredients from the cabinets and a cold box that I assumed functioned as a refrigerator.
“You can sit down and I’ll cook. It’s my kitchen, after all,” Keke said.
Cannoli pouted. “But you always say you like my cooking better. Let me help.”
Keke’s eyes narrowed. “No, really. I insist.”
While they bickered and worked on cooking breakfast, I summoned the iPaw and sifted through the notifications.
Oh, I’m still in [Combat Mode].
Using what Ai taught me earlier, I tapped at the small icon and the borders of the iPaw flashed a momentary blue. The words, ‘[Civilian Mode] activated’ appeared.
New Notifications!
Matt has gained: 5 Base XP!
Matt has gained: 5 Class XP!
“Just five?” I breathed. Leiana’s warning about the difficulty echoed in my ears. Jesus Christ.
Keke has gained: 5 Base XP!
Keke has gained: 5 Class XP!
Cannoli has gained: 5 Base XP!
Cannoli has gained: 5 Class XP!
And then the Quest window reappeared for [Roast the Roaches]. Nothing else. No other stats, no other increases, no actual level-ups. I’d played plenty of ‘grindy’ games before, MMOs especially. The ones where you’d throw on an album or a show in the background and kill the same monsters over and over until your experience bar ticked up by one percent. But this was ridiculous. That goddamned roach had nearly shredded my leg.
“Oh. I almost forgot,” Keke said as the smell of simmering veggies wafted around the room. She stepped toward the table, and Cannoli snatched the pan’s handle with a greedy smile.
“Hmm?” I looked up from the iPaw.
“This is your cut.” Keke pulled a coin purse from the side pocket of her dress and sifted through it, mouthing a silent count. After a moment, she set ten thumbprint-sized golden coins in front of me.
“What are these?” I picked one up and examined it. They had the same shape and cut as the cat bells dangling from their chokers.
“They’re the Bells from the roach parts I sold this morning. You can spend them on things in town.” Keke cocked her head. “You’re not from anywhere around here, are you?”
“No,” I admitted.
“Then where did you come from?” Cannoli asked as she cracked an egg over the pan.
“It’s… kind of a long story.” Would I be breaking the rules by telling them that I was reborn here? Did that go against Leiana’s ‘stipulations’? To be on the safe side, I decided to remain vague. “Somewhere really far away.”
Cannoli’s tail swished back and forth excitedly. “Wow. I’ve never even been to Nyarlothep before, and I’ve lived here all my life.”
“We should go, then,” I said, hoping to change the subject.
Keke shook her head. “We shouldn’t until we’ve reached Level 10. Honestly, it’s a miracle I found you in the water alive. You were really far out there. Farther than you should’ve been.”
“Why?” At this rate, it was going to take years before we hit Level 10. I would die before I had a chance to visit Nyarlothep.
“Because of the Defiled in the middle of the ocean,” Cannoli supplied. “They— Well, they’d eat us for breakfast.”
“I take it the Defiled are tougher than the Encroachers?”
“A lot tougher,” Keke said. She took plates and silverware from a cabinet, setting them on the table before Cannoli divided the impromptu scramble between them. “Most of us live out our lives on this island. But many have died trying to leave.”
I shoveled a forkful of scrambled eggs into my mouth. I was delighted by how delicious they were and felt my motivation returning. I’d savor every single bite. “Well, we’re going to get there. I promise.”
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Chapter 7
Skilled


While Keke and Cannoli attended  to errands and chores, they insisted I stay on house arrest for the time being—until my leg healed, I guess. Which sucked. But the last thing I wanted was to lose my place to sleep at night if I broke their only rule, so I spent some quality time with the iPaw.
I decided to look into the girls’ Stats first to get a better gauge of where we were as a Party. If we were going to make it to Level 10, we couldn’t have another chaotic battle like our previous endeavor. We’d have to work to our strengths.
Keke
Base Level 3
Scout Class Level 3
Base Experience: 453/500
Class Experience: 453/500
Health Points: 13/13
Myana Points: 10/10
Energy: 30/30
Strength: 1 +1
Vitality: 1
Dexterity: 2 +1
Agility: 2
Magic: 1
Resistance: 1
Keke’s were as I expected. But as I looked over them, I couldn’t help but wonder…
“Ai, do we get a Stat Point when we Level up?” I chanced asking.
A blank window popped up with Ai’s image. Each letter appeared in succession as if someone was typing the response. “Hello, [User Matthew]—”
“It’s just Matt,” I groaned.
“—You are correct. When you increase your Base Level, you will receive one Stat Point. Class Points are awarded on Class Levels. You may allocate both as you see fit. You may have also noticed that each Class receives unique bonuses to their Stats.”
“Yeah, I saw that when I looked at mine.” So, I was right. The plus next to a number indicated bonuses. But hell, even with the [Warrior]’s [Strength] bonus, that damn axe was like carrying a semi-truck.
“Keep in mind that should you change to another Class, these bonuses will also change, and the Level of your Class will be reset to 1.”
So, I’d have to grind each Class if I wanted to check their Skills. Great. I made a mental note to buy myself a nice cane once I finally reached Nyarlothep. Maybe pick out the plot where they’d bury me.
I opened Cannoli’s stats.
Cannoli
Base Level 3
Acolyte Class Level 3
Base Experience: 415/500
Class Experience: 415/500
Health Points: 7/7
Myana Points: 17/17
Energy: 30/30
Strength: 1
Vitality: 1
Dexterity: 1
Agility: 1
Magic: 3 +1
Resistance: 1 +1
She had fewer [Health Points] than me despite being two levels higher. I really would have to protect her.
“Alright. Let’s see what else,” I returned to the [Home] screen. “Right. Life Skills.”
Matt
Life Skills
Swimming: 2
Cooking: 1
Fishing: 1
Harvesting: 1
Survival: 1
But there wasn’t an option to see Keke and Cannoli’s.
“I can’t see the girls’ Life Skills?” I asked.
Ai’s window reappeared. “No. However, you can ask them to reveal this information themselves. As you are new to this world, your Life Skills will increase based on your time spent on each activity. They can exceed your Base Level cap.”
“And what Level’s that?”
“Base Level 50.”
Fifty Levels? I swallowed and ran a hand through my hair. I could hear the sermon now. We are gathered here today to mourn the death of Matthew Kelmer…
“Alright, then.” I pushed the thought aside, then minimized the window and accessed the [Combat Skills] menu. These did give me the option to view the girls, so I started there.
Cannoli
Acolyte Level: 3
Level 1 Illuminate (Active): Touch a single object. The object will emit light for a time. 20ft radius. 10 minute duration. Costs 1 [Myana Point]. 1 minute cool down.
Level 1 Blessed Light (Active): A sharp flash of light emanates from the caster’s hand, temporarily blinding all that see it. 10ft radius. 5 second duration. Costs 2 [Myana Points]. 1 minute cool down.
Level 1 Stabilize (Active): Attempts to stop bleeding and stabilize a target within range. 2ft radius. Costs 1 [Myana Point]. 10 second cool down.
The first screen only listed the names of the Skills and whether they were Active or Passive. If I pressed on the name, a bubbled overlay appeared with a description of how it performed. Cannoli had used all three of her Skills during our battle with the roach. This was to be expected as [Acolyte]s in any genre I was familiar with were very skill-dependent.
Keke’s Skills leaned more toward the Passive side of things.
Keke
Scout Level: 3
Level 1 Encroacher Lore (Passive): Allows the Scout to sometimes locate rare materials when carving Encroachers.
Level 1 Low-Light Vision (Passive): You can see in low-light areas better than most. 30ft radius.
Level 1 Pinpoint Weakness (Active): The Scout can visually detect the enemy’s weakest points, granting a 5% damage increase when the Scout or their allies strike the weak point. 30ft radius. 15 second duration. 2 minute cool down.
While Cannoli shouted her moves like a magical girl, Keke had focused in on her target with deadly accuracy. Meanwhile, I’d flailed around like my life depended on it. Which reminded me.
I clicked on my name. No Skills were listed. However…
Matt
Warrior Level: 1
ONE CLASS POINT AVAILABLE!
“Wait, I’ve had a Class Point available this whole time?”
Ai returned, and a new window populated the screen. “That is correct.”
“So, I could have had a Skill during that fight?”
“Yes.”
I sighed and leaned my forehead against my hands. Way to rush in guns blazing, bro. Better change your name to ‘Leroy.’ I shouldn’t have assumed I’d start with no Skills. “What are my options?”
The [Warrior] tree appeared with its various branches, but most of the options were grayed out. However, I was able to interact with some options at the beginning of the tree. I clicked through the names one by one.
Level 1 Provoke (Active): Gains full enmity of a target. Lowers target’s [Defense] by 5% but increases its [Attack] by 10%. Stat changes last 30 seconds. 15ft radius.  5 second cool down.
Level 1 Axe Mastery (Passive): Grants a minor increase in efficiency and damage by 5% when using Axe-type weapons.
Level 1 Increase Attack (Passive): Grants a minor increase to damage with weapons and bare-handed attacks. Bonus is dependent upon weapon type, as well as the type of attack being used.
Level 1 Adrenaline Rush (Active): Consumes 10% of the user’s [Health Points] for a 10% increase in weapon damage when using melee weapons. 30 second duration. 1 minute cool down.
With Cannoli’s low [Health Points] in mind and my dreams of protecting my catgirls, I took [Provoke] without a second thought. I could worry about other Skills later. It appeared beneath my name on the previous screen.
“How does this work, then? Do I have to shout out the Skill name to use it?” I asked.
Ai’s text scrolled along the bottom of the screen. “So long as you are focused on a single target and say the name of a learned Class Skill, it will take immediate effect.”
So, I couldn’t just yell “[Adrenaline Rush]” and have it work unless I spent a point and learned it. Good to know. “Sounds good.”
“Do you have any other questions for me, [User Matthew]?”
“Will you just call me ‘Matt?’”
“No.” Ai’s portrait and the window disappeared.
Touchy touchy.
“We should have fish for dinner!” I heard Cannoli’s excited voice outside the door.
“We don’t even know if he likes fish. Besides, your [Fishing] is awful,” came Keke’s curt reply.
“You promised to help me put it up!” Cannoli gasped. “Do you think Matt wants to learn [Fishing]? We should teach him!”
“Quiet! Everyone will hear you!”
I chuckled and switched off the iPaw. It was a lot to learn, and we had a long way to go, but I already found myself getting used to having the two of them by my side.
Way better than becoming a dungeon. Hope you found another sucker for that one, Leiana.
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Chapter 8
Splash


I never was a huge fan  of gathering or crafting in any of the games I played, especially MMOs. But I supposed if I was going to live here, then it’d be best that I learn how to perform even the simplest of tasks.
“Got your tackle ready?” Keke was as vibrant as ever, charged with a level of energy I couldn’t quite fathom.
“Is this really necessary?” Overboard didn’t cut it. I was expecting maybe a simple fishing rod and some bait. Nothing excessive.
This was definitely excessive.
Keke was adamant about having the right gear, even for a novice fisherman like me. With the iPaw in my spare hand, I brought it closer to see that the fishing gear alone had taken up 15 of my 20 newly discovered inventory slots. I lamented my sudden loss of inventory space and wondered how she planned to keep the fish I caught.
“It. Is. Paramount that you have the right gear,” she said, wagging her finger. “Besides, with your [Cat Pack], you’ll be fine!”
I glanced at the jingling [Cat Pack] tied to my hip. The iPaw had prompted me to summon it when Keke started handing me items that morning. I’d watched her pack the leather pouch like Mary Poppins’s purse and tie the top closed.
There was so much I wanted to say. I wanted to complain about the low inventory space, ask why we needed to wear special fishing gear, and why I needed a net, four cages, and ten different types of lures. But I waited. I waited for Keke to bring me any kind of revelation. Until then, my stare trailed off to the bikini-clad Cannoli, who was currently splashing her feet through the shoreline’s water with her fishing rod swinging over her shoulder.
Ahh, that’s nice.
“Matt! Pay attention!” Keke snapped.
“Right!”
“First of all, make sure you have your fishing rod and tackle box out.”
“I have a question,” I said with a raised hand. I brought the tackle box up to eye level and shook it around for effect. “The bait and lures are in here, right?”
“Yes. That goes without saying.”
“So, then, why does every lure take up a slot of my inventory inside the [Cat Pack]?” I jiggled the box again. “I can hear them shaking around in here, so I should be able to pull them out of there too. Right?”
“Of course you can pull them out of your tackle box. But you can reach into your [Cat Pack] to get them too.” She shrugged. “Whatever’s easier.”
This wasn’t making any sense. The inventory system reminded me of an MMO I played a few years back that suffered from the same issue. Players had requested a tackle box feature for years—they would run out of inventory space due to all the fish and equipment. But because of ‘system limitations,’ the game never actually saw a tackle box feature while I was playing.
I wonder if they ever did get their tackle boxes.
“Here. You’ll need your [Garden Lure] first. Retrieve it like I showed you this morning.” Keke set a hand on her hip.
“Can’t we just swim?” Cannoli whined in the background, kicking at the waves lapping at her feet. “The water feels so nice!”
I glanced up and found my eyes lingering on the sparkling droplets against Cannoli’s pale legs.
Keke cleared her throat. “Matt. [Garden Lure].”
“Right. Yes.” I set the box and fishing rod down in the sand, ignoring Keke’s searing glare. I reached into it with a thought, just as Keke had shown me.
[Garden Lure].
Moments later, I felt something take shape in my palm. I pulled out the object, and sure enough, there it was. The [Garden Lure]. It was speckled green and white and shoddily put together. It looked like some third-grade art project.
I knelt in the sand, unlatched the metal snap on the tackle box, and counted nine other lures. Sure enough, the [Garden Lure] was missing.
This was ridiculous.
“Are you okay?” I heard Cannoli say. I looked up to see she was standing beside Keke, staring blankly at me. Try as I might, my eyes strayed to the white frills around her supple hips and modest bust. Her tail twitched behind her, and her ears tilted forward as she eyed me curiously.
Yes. You do look wonderful, though.
“I’m fine.” I looked away in a flash, snapping shut the useless tackle box and stuffing it back inside the [Cat Pack]. “So, why the clothes?” I gestured to the offensive cacophony that was my outfit.
“Fish like bright colors! Blues, yellows, pinks, anything bright and colorful,” Cannoli answered cheerfully.
“Then where’s your outfit?”
Cannoli blushed, confidence wilting beneath her pale hair. “I don’t have one,” she replied through pursed lips.
“I see.” I turned to Keke. “Did you have to give me pink boots?”
“It was all we had,” Keke said with a shrug. Meanwhile, she looked like she was top of her [Fishing] class, dressed head to toe in colorful, professional-looking gear. A large hat screened her face from the sun, though her ears poked through two slots on the top. She wore a white, form-fitting t-shirt with a pair of blue overalls and boots that cut at the knee.
Me on the other hand. Well. I looked like a hobo who had spent too much time around the local sporting goods shop doing dumpster dives after Tuesday clearance sales. I guess I had to start somewhere.
“Fine. So how do we do this?” I sighed.
Keke beckoned me with her hand, leading me to the shoreline with her own fishing rod and bait at the ready. Now that I was looking at it, hers was intricately crafted from shining metals and jet-black in color. Mine was some sort of feeble wood—as if she’d torn it from the nearest tree. The damn thing didn’t even have a reel on it. At least the fishing line felt true to my old world.
I waded into the water, submerging my Pepto Bismol-pink boots up to the knee. Cannoli took a stance beside me, flashing a brilliant smile as she readied her—also wooden—fishing rod. I tipped the front end of my hat downward to block the sun’s rays, awaiting Keke’s further instructions.
“Ready?” Keke asked.
“Go ahead, Keke.”
“Watch and learn.”
With a lure nearly twice as large as mine and sporting at least three more hooks, Keke cast the line with expert precision. The line flew in a graceful arc, and, for a moment, I was worried that it would take Keke with it. The lure landed about ten meters away from us, dropping into the water with a plop.
I whistled. “How long have you been doing this?”
“Oh, not long.” Keke fidgeted with the rod in her hands, averting my gaze.
“Liar, liar,” Cannoli sang.
“I haven’t been fishing that long,” mumbled Keke.
“I’m sorry, what was that? Years now? Every day? Ah-ha, I thought so,” mused Cannoli.
Whoa there, Cannoli. Tease her too much, and she’s going to drag you home in the net.
“Cannoli!” Keke’s face turned a bright red, and, for a moment, I couldn’t understand why. Then it hit me, and I gambled a guess.
“It doesn’t really matter to me how much experience you have.” I readied my twig pole in front of me, ghastly images of hooking my own collarbone coming to mind. “I think it’s great.”
“A-ah. Thank you.” Keke seemed to calm down, so I assumed I’d read her correctly. That, or I just made myself look like a fool.
I shuffled my feet beneath the water. “Where were we?” I asked.
“Right.” Keke curled a lock of hair around her finger. I have to admit it was pretty cute. The sudden crack of a stick caught my attention.
“Oh. Oops. Don’t mind me.” Cannoli smiled as her hands disappeared behind her back.
“Uh. Yeah.” Did she just break her damn fishing rod?
“So, then.” Keke awarded Cannoli a worried glance before clearing her throat. “When you’re at the water’s edge, you should feel a unique sensation. Like a movement beneath the surface. This is called the [Fisherman’s Sense].”
I concentrated. Here, fishy fishy. Nothing. “I don’t feel anything.”
“That’s normal.” She nodded.
“Alright.”
“Once you feel it, hold your rod with both hands and be ready to cast.”
“A reel would be helpful,” I noted, gesturing to her flawless spinning reel.
“You have to get the general feel for it first. Then I’ll show you where to get a better rod and tackle,” Keke explained.
“Yeah. We’ll have to get me a new rod, anyway,” Cannoli muttered. She swung her arm above her head and cast the line with the snapped section of her pole.
Keke sighed. “This is what happens every time.” She turned to me. “Just be patient. This can take a while.”
I chuckled and reset my feet. “That’s fine.”
I bent my hat down further and shut my eyes, focusing on the wind around me. The breeze was gentle. The salty air welcomed itself into my mouth and into my nostrils. For a while, I just zoned out. Whatever I was supposed to feel wasn’t coming. But the air sure was nice.
Then I felt it. At least, I think I did. My eyes snapped wide open, and for a few seconds, the water turned green as if someone had thrown a filter over my vision. It didn’t last long, but the green film allowed me to see a circle of gentle ripples.
Is that where the fish are?
“Matt? Did you feel—” Keke began.
“Shhh, wait,” I interrupted.
What happened at that moment was strange. It was as if my body became one with the ocean. I cast the line toward the ripples without a second thought. It soared through the air, and I could feel my spirits flying with it.
“Yes! I did it!” My lure struck the center of the collection of ripples. Whether I was onto something or if it was just dumb luck, I didn’t know and didn’t care. My line was out there with Keke’s! Ready to capture some unsuspecting sucker of a fish!
“Um, Matt?” Keke called.
“What? What’s wrong?”
Now that I was looking closer, I could see Keke was pointing at something. The end of my rod? What was—?
Oh no.
“I see.” Similar to Cannoli’s fishing pole, the end of mine had somehow snapped clean off. Just a few yards away was the other end, floating hopelessly in the water like a lost dream. Like my lost dream. Damn it, I didn’t think I’d thrown it that hard. Were these things so fragile? “Now what?”
“Now we run away,” Keke said.
“Wait, why?” I turned and saw Keke and Cannoli out of the water in mid-sprint, their gorgeous brown and white tails blowing in the breeze.
“The [Fisherman’s Sense of Danger]! It has a chance to trigger whenever the fisherman fails a cast!” Keke shouted over her shoulder.
“Hurry, Matt!” waved Cannoli. “Or else it’ll get you!”
“What will get me?” I yelled back. But they were already too far away.
Then, the ground shook with the step of something monstrous. A dark shadow breached the surface, and a roar penetrated the sky.
Don’t turn around. Just drop your rod and run.
And so I did. I dropped my rod and ran as fast as I could, the panic in my throat too thick to look back at whatever was chasing me.
Just what the hell was wrong with this world?
New Notifications!
Matt has gained: 1 Level of [Fishing]!
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Chapter 9
Stoned


With my leg healed  and my fishing attempt an utter failure, I collected the fragments of my motivation to take on the [Roast the Roaches] Quest. It’d been four days since we’d summoned the demon spawn from the ocean, and I was experiencing a cabin fever unlike anything I’d ever felt before.
As much as I wanted to head straight into town, I had five more roaches to kill and no clue where to find them. Who knew how many Bells I’d need for gear, and I didn’t want to shop with a nearly empty, erm, [Cat Pack]. After convincing both girls that I was in a fit enough state to fight again, Keke led us on our next hunt.
We were well past the lake from our first adventure, nestled deep in a thick cutting of trees. There was a collapsed stack of stone to the left, like some ancient entrance now blocked off. I briefly wondered if there were dungeons in Nyarlea.
“Does she do this every time?” I asked as the last remnants of glitter evaporated around Cannoli’s dress.
“Every time,” Keke confirmed, plucking the drawstring of her bow with steadily growing impatience.
Cannoli descended from her magical-girl high, and her smile faltered as she looked at us. “Please don’t laugh!”
“Pretty sure we’re beyond that point,” I said.
Keke’s body went rigid, and she held up a hand. “Shh. They’re close.” She signaled to follow and stepped carefully among the patchy overgrowth.
It was wild, like walking through a dense forest despite the beach lying maybe ten minutes to the north. I did my best to copy her movements, cringing when my foot snapped a twig. Cannoli sucked in a squeaky breath, and Keke shot a glare over her shoulder.
“Sorry,” I whispered.
We traveled a few minutes more before Keke held up an arm, stopping me in my tracks. “There they are.”
In a clearing that began just outside of our reach, a hoard of five broad-shouldered beasts with chests like men and heads like bulls stood in a semi-circle around a pond leading from a waterfall. Their cloven feet beat against the rocks and bovine tails whipped through the water.
They were massive. Much bigger than the first Encroacher we killed. How the hell did Keke think we could take these on? Sharp horns protruded from either side of their heads, and golden rings hung from their noses. They seemed to be communicating in grunts and groans while drinking and bathing—one chuckled in a surly voice.
“What is this, a minotaur convention?” I whispered.
“A what?” Keke side-eyed me.
“Oh no,” came a whisper from behind me. Cannoli’s dress had caught on the points of a tangle of errant branches, and we spent a few heart-stopping moments untangling her, praying that we wouldn’t alert the minotaurs in the process. After we freed her, Cannoli clung to her scepter, writhing beneath Keke’s cowing gaze.
“How are we supposed to kill those giants?” I demanded, pointing through the trees.
“One by one,” Keke retorted.
I did have [Provoke] now. I could try and grab one of the minotaurs if it walked away from the pack. But it didn’t seem like they had a patrol route or set movements like any other games I’d played. No, the monsters here weren’t pre-programmed or made of artificial intelligence; they were very real. That realization had sunk in along with the sharp teeth of our last opponent.
I swallowed against the building lump in my throat. I looked at Keke and Cannoli.
Don’t be a goddamned wimp, Matt. You have to protect these beautiful girls. They’re counting on you.
“Alright, I’ll try to [Provoke] one.” The Skill had a limited range, but the Encroachers looked close enough. I hope.
Keke nocked an arrow. “Ready.”
Cannoli nodded and clutched the scepter to her chest.
“[Provoke]!” I growled in my best tank voice.
Nothing happened. One of the minotaurs grunted a laugh and stretched his massive biceps behind his head.
“[Provoke]!” I hissed again.
Still nothing.
“It’s not working,” I murmured. Was I doing something wrong? I was sure I’d specced into it.
“What should we do?” Cannoli whined, bouncing from one foot to the other.
I looked around. Beneath the overgrowth of the forest was a layer of smooth, round stones. I dislodged one with my toe and picked it up. “Alright. I have an idea.”
“What are you going to do?” Keke murmured.
“We just need to get the attention of one. If we can get the others to leave, I’ll get closer and try to [Provoke] it again, then drag it back here.” I flashed the rock between my fingers. “Just need a little distraction, is all.”
“Matt,” Keke breathed.
But I was committed. I summoned every ounce of my two [Strength] and chucked the rock as far as I could to the group’s left. It clattered against the side of a boulder, immediately catching the attention of the minotaurs. They grumbled a brief, gruff conversation to one another before two standing outside of the pond snatched axes that made mine look like a toothpick. One struggled out of the water and joined them in making their way toward the sound.
“Those are big axes,” I whispered.
The last two roaches stayed in place, continuing their conversation after one glanced over his shoulder, seeming to judge that moving was not worth his time.
Well, two’s better than five.
“What are we doing?” Cannoli squeaked.
“Now, we play it by ear,” I admitted.
“What?” Cannoli’s hands shook around her wand.
“What does that even mean?” Keke looked at me expectantly.
“It means we roll with the punches. Just follow my lead.” I cautiously stepped forward and gripped my axe in one sweaty palm. Focusing on one of the minotaurs on the far side of the water, I whispered, “[Provoke]!”
As the word left my lips, a new sensation took hold. I could feel the minotaur’s eyes as they turned on me and the sudden, unbridled rage he held. His attention hung like a weight on my shoulders. The beast beside him noticed the sudden change, and his gaze snapped to me. Here we go.
“Get back. Get back,” I commanded the girls, backing deeper into the forest. If I could get them far enough away from the other group, then we’d be safe—
The minotaur I provoked let out a deafening roar, and the other three turned their heads.
“Fuck,” I murmured.
There was no way we could take all five of them in the cluttered forest. It was a given that the minotaurs would be able to navigate it much better than Cannoli or me. Keke was the only one with that kind of chance from her [Scout] Class and hunting prowess.
Get in there, Kelmer. I raised my axe and gave my best war cry. Alright, maybe not my best, but the thought of dying again had me on edge. I ran forward and concentrated on a second minotaur. It was impossible to explain, but somehow I knew that [Provoke] was ready again.
“[Provoke]!” I screamed a few octaves higher than intended.
Now I had the attention of two of them. They dashed toward me, wielding their enormous axes and furious expressions. Damn, these guys were fast. The other three noticed Keke and Cannoli in the clearing and changed direction, making a beeline for the girls.
“Close your eyes!” Cannoli wailed.
“Done! Go!” I covered my eyes with my hand, circling the two minotaurs focused on me back around the pond so their faces would be in Cannoli’s cast.
“[Blessed Light]!” Cannoli raised her hand, and a brilliant flash illuminated the thicket.
There was a collective growl of frustration. The minotaurs on me blindly flailed their axes, and an idea struck me. I sidestepped behind one and readied my axe.
“Over here!” I yelled.
The minotaur spun on one hoof to face me, raising his weapon. The one behind him, blinded from [Blessed Light], swung wildly in the direction of my voice. The gargantuan blade cleaved into his companion’s side, cutting clean through his abdomen. The minotaur screamed. 
I dug the edge of my axe into the muscular bicep holding the gigantic weapon. Searing blood splattered onto my face and chest, coating my hands and arms.
He dropped the axe, and it hit the ground with a loud thud. Blood pooled at his lips as he fell to his knees. When the vision of the other minotaur cleared, he took a look at his gored companion and howled with fury.
“Matt!” Cannoli cried.
I ducked beneath a mighty swing and chanced a look at the girls. Keke was gracefully kiting two of the minotaurs around the pond, leaping and diving from rock to rock as she loosed a flurry of arrows. The other minotaur had Cannoli in its grip, holding her petite wrists in both hands with a lecherous smile.
Oh, hell no.
“[Provoke]!” I yelled as I rushed the one holding Cannoli.
The smile vanished, and it released her, all attention switched to me. The one behind me swung again, and the tip of the blade caught my shoulder. My skin burned with the blow, but adrenaline masked the pain while I struggled for another idea. I didn’t have the [Energy] to run them around all day while Keke turned them into pincushions. I could already feel my breathing rasp.
“Really? You couldn’t take one of mine?” Keke shouted as another arrow found its target in one of the minotaurs’ chests.
“You’re doing fine!” I said. I looked over my shoulder and felt a shiver creep down my spine. They were gaining on me. Another swing, and it’d be more than just a paper cut to the shoulder. My head would roll.
But there was something to be said about being way smaller and far less swole than a minotaur. Tossing my axe to the side, I carved my heels into the ground, spinning on my pursuers before crouching to my hands and knees. God, let this work. I threw my weight forward, hugging the closest minotaur’s legs to my chest. He kicked and roared as he fell; cloven feet knocked the wind from my stomach. But I held on. He couldn’t get a good swing if I was directly underneath him. His weight on top of me was crushing, and I was grateful to hear Keke’s steady footfalls approaching.
“[Pinpoint Weakness]!” Keke shouted. The minotaur squirmed on top of me as one arrow lodged into the side of his throat. Then another into his stomach, missing mine by inches. The beast gave one more gurgled moan and then lay still.
“Please don’t shoot me!” I yelled.
“You’d deserve it!” Her footfalls grew quieter as she made another circle around the pond.
“Grrrahhh!” The surviving minotaur behind me heaved the dead body off of me.
I coughed and looked up to see the axe poised and ready to fall. Damn it. I really thought we had this one.
“No!” Cannoli appeared around his shoulders, her heeled feet digging into his sides while she used the scepter to garrote him. “Get away from him!” She clutched her weapon with white knuckles, choking the beast with all her might.
The minotaur reeled backward, stomping in awkward, uneven steps and swinging a helpless Cannoli around as she was piggy-backed along. She squeezed her eyes shut, emitting short, high-pitched squeals as the minotaur pitched her back and forth.
I wasn’t going to get another chance. I jumped to my feet and tried picking up the dead minotaur’s axe. The damn thing weighed as much as I did. There was no way in hell. Spotting my axe in the foliage, I raced for it, sweeping it from the ground and incorporating the momentum into my swing. I aimed for the target Keke’s arrow had previously pierced—the stomach. My weapon struck true, tearing the flesh and widening the wound. Blood gushed onto Cannoli’s thigh highs.
The minotaur wavered, staring numbly at the open wound between snorted breaths. I struck again, burying the blade deep in its entrails. He wobbled on his feet, heavy lids fluttering uncontrollably over his eyes. He was about to fall on top of Cannoli.
“Cannoli, get down!” I commanded.
Her eyes were wide and wild, fixated on the blood on her tights.
“Cannoli!”
“S-sorry!” She unwrapped her legs and released her grip on the staff, pushing away from the minotaur just as it fell back.
“Hey! I’m still here!” Keke called, breathless.
One of the minotaurs lay dead in the pond, covered in a dozen well-aimed arrows. Sanguine pools surrounded the corpse, tainting the clear water before frothing grimly at the edge of the waterfall. I wondered why it had taken so many arrows to fell him until I recalled that [Pinpoint Weakness]’s cooldown was much longer than [Provoke]’s.
The other minotaur had almost caught up to her. A swing of his axe trimmed at the edges of her hair.
“[Provoke]!” My voice cracked on the word. I felt dizzy. I was sure the iPaw was scrolling through the same warning with every step I took.
Warning! Matt’s [Energy] is low! Find a safe place to rest!
The minotaur dropped its pursuit of Keke and looked at me. He lowered his head, the tips of his horns pointed in my direction, then kicked at the dirt.
Holy shit. Is this for real?
With a strangled howl, he charged me. I only managed two uneasy steps backward before I was trapped between his horns, my stomach against his head. The world flew by in a blur. I yanked and writhed, then swung my axe against his back. I only managed to scratch the thick hide of his skin as he carried me on.
Crack!
One horn lodged deep into a tree trunk, slamming my back and head into the bark with the force. White stars and dark spots clouded my vision, and intense pain rocketed from my scalp to my toes. The minotaur rocked his head back and forth, trying to free himself while swinging its axe and chunking the bark.
“Help! Please!” I yelled the words between each narrow dodge of his attacks. I couldn’t get a good hit in. My [Energy] was depleted, making each of my successive attacks weaker by the second.
“[Pinpoint Weakness]!” Keke yelled from somewhere far away.
Oh, thank Christ.
Her cry was followed by one arrow in the minotaur’s lower back and another at the base of his neck. The last arrow pierced my shoulder.
“Agh! Shit!” Another wave of agony joined the throbbing pain in my head and back.
“Sorry!”
The minotaur snorted, drooling on my armor. He blinked and grunted one last time before his knees went limp, and he sunk to the ground, head still caught in the tree. I managed to slide away, cradling my shoulder in my hand. My calves shook, and my feet ached. My whole body felt heavy.
“Matt!”
I dropped to my knees. Had we really done it? Had we killed five minotaurs? My skin felt tight and flakey as the blood dried. The last of my adrenaline evaporated, and everything hurt. Hey, I messed up. But at least I protected them this time.
“No! Matt! [Stabilize]!” Cannoli cried.
I didn’t remember lying down. Visions came in and out through a black haze. Keke pulling the arrow from my shoulder. Cannoli casting [Stabilize] over and over again. The smells of cattle and blood and sweat. Blurry pictures of the girls’ worried faces.
By the time I was fully conscious again, the sun had set, and the stars were out. I sucked in a breath and twitched my fingers. My head was in Cannoli’s lap, and Keke was holding my hand. They both wore expressions that were way more upset than I deserved.
“Hey. Did someone die?” My throat felt dry, and my head was pounding.
Their faces flooded with relief, and the tension dropped from their shoulders.
“Matt! You’re okay!” Cannoli cried.
‘Okay’ was a strong word. “I’ll live.” I laughed wryly.
Keke heaved a sigh and lightly punched me in my good arm. “Let’s all agree on a plan next time, huh?”
“Right. Absolutely.” I gestured to my wounded shoulder. “I suppose I deserved that.” I slowly pushed myself to a sitting position. “Let’s go home.”
New Notifications!
[Roast the Roaches] complete!
Matt has gained: 120 Base XP!
Matt has gained: 120 Class XP!
Matt has gained: 1 Point of [Energy]!
Matt has gained: 50 Bells!
Matt is now: Base Level 2!
Matt is now: Warrior Level 2!
Matt has gained: 1 Stat Point!
Matt has gained: 1 Class Point!
Matt has gained: 3 Points of [Energy]!
Keke has gained: 20 Base XP!
Keke has gained: 20 Class XP!
Cannoli has gained: 20 Base XP!
Cannoli has gained: 20 Class XP!
Warning! Matt’s [Energy] is low! Find a safe place to rest!
[image: Keke Pro Tip: Only take on one roach at a time. Taking more than you can handle is a good way to get yourself killed.]Keke Pro Tip: Only take on one roach at a time. Taking more than you can handle is a good way to get yourself killed.





Chapter 10
Strength


A half hour had passed  with me staring at my iPaw. I had been resting in bed since the girls went into the market to grab an ointment to help with my shoulder. As Cannoli had said before, she couldn’t heal my wound with magic, so we’d have to do it the old-fashioned way.
What should I do?
I sighed. I didn’t want to spend the day kicking myself for screwing up the fight, so I’d taken to the iPaw to check out my options. All I could do from here was learn from my mistakes and try not to make them again. This world wasn’t to be taken lightly. That much was clear.
“Maybe I should consider switching Classes.” With my left arm in a sling, I let my right arm do most of the work. My fingers led me to the [Class Selection] screen. I rotated through each Class, curious about the strengths and abilities of each. A nervous excitement brought a smile to my face and butterflies to my stomach. I’d had similar feelings whenever I started a new character in a video game.
Then a thought came to mind. What would have happened if I hadn’t picked a tank Class?
I tapped at the edges of the screen, feeling torn. On the one hand, maybe a squishier Class option would have made me more cautious of the Encroachers. On the other, even with my dumb ass aggroing a pack of minotaurs, I was satisfied that I’d protected the girls.
Well, to the best of my ability, anyway.
Keke solo kiting the minotaurs was impressive in its own right. However, Cannoli’s lack of offense gave me great cause for concern. I wondered how I was going to continue protecting her if I swapped away from [Warrior]. The thought of what might’ve happened if I hadn’t been there to [Provoke] the minotaur was plenty enough to deter me. I couldn’t let that happen again.
That’s what you get for throwing rocks when you shouldn’t, Matt.
I pushed the thought aside and made my way back to the [Stats] screen. At the top was a notification indicating that I had a Stat Point to spend. My instincts guiding me, I tapped on the [Strength] Stat. I needed to know more about what these Stats did if I was going to survive longer than a week. I tapped again on the word [Strength]. Nothing. I tapped twice in quick succession—still nothing. I tapped and held my finger against the word with one last effort. A notification popped up.
INCREASE [STRENGTH] BY 1?
With a sigh, I backed out.
“Ai, are you there?”
Ai’s portrait appeared on the bottom screen, her professional, monotone voice humming her usual greeting. “Hello, [User Matthew]. How may I assist you?”
My left eye twitched. “What does each Stat do?”
Ai tilted her head and blinked.
Was my question strange? Maybe I wasn’t asking correctly. “I tried to get more details on the [Stats] screen, but the iPaw doesn’t tell me anything.”
Ai blinked. “I see. Stats can provide different benefits to different Users. They are dependent on Class, Level, and Skills.”
So, there wasn’t an exact science to it. “Can you tell me what [Strength] does?”
Ai blinked again. “In reference to your currently chosen [Warrior] Class?”
“Yeah, that’d be good.”
She nodded. “[Strength] may increase your equipped weapon damage and certain Skills pertaining to [Warrior]. You may also experience physical changes when increasing this Stat.”
It was my turn to pause. “What do you mean by it ‘may’? Like, it’s not the same for everyone?”
“Precisely. As I said before, no two people are the same in their Class, equipment, and Skill choices. As you are still exceptionally inexperienced, it is impossible to say exactly how [Strength] will affect you.”
“Could increasing a Stat affect me negatively?” Like rolling a one on your d20?
“That remains to be seen in your choices.”
I readjusted my arm to lie more comfortably on my chest. “What about [Vitality]? What could it do?”
“[Vitality] increases [Health Points] for each point taken,” Ai replied.
No ‘may’ this time, huh? “That’s for sure?”
“Yes.”
“Does it do anything else?”
“Possibly. However, it is impossible to say the exact effects it will have on you. I do not wish to set false expectations, nor can I influence your choices in Stats and Skills.”
I read and reread her response. I really was on my own here. When I didn’t respond for some time, the message disappeared, and she moved on.
“Will there be anything else, [User Matthew]?”
“No. Thanks, Ai.”
“Very well. Simply call my name or select my icon should you need further assistance.” With that, the portrait of Ai vanished.
Making a mental note of Ai’s cryptic explanations, I scrolled over to my [Class Skills] next. Maybe I could get a better idea of my choice if I picked a Skill first.
“[Provoke], [Axe Mastery], [Increase Attack], [Adrenaline Rush].” I mumbled the name of each Skill as I flicked my finger to scroll down the screen. I wondered if I had been too hasty when I first saw my Skills. “Well, let’s see what else there is.” At the end of [Adrenaline Rush], there was a small, pink flash at the bottom, indicating I had hit the end.
Four Skills? That’s it?
In a vain attempt, I continued to try and scroll further down the tree. There had to be more Skills; I’d seen way more windows when I was picking my Class to start.
[Provoke] had been a given if I was going to protect the girls. And being as it was at the top of the list, I hadn’t realized there were only four Skills available to me.
Surely I’m just missing some?
No. I wasn’t missing any. No matter which way I scrolled, the same four Skills were still there. Whatever, it didn’t matter. Knowledge was power. [Provoke] had been invaluable. Maybe these other ones would be similarly important.
“Let’s see.” I tapped the Skill named [Axe Mastery] and muttered off the description. “Passive. Grants a minor increase in efficiency and damage by five percent when using Axe-type weapons.” On the plus side, this Skill had multiple Levels to it. The problem was that I couldn’t see what the Level after would do to improve it. It was a big gray space filled with question marks.
Well, maybe every Skill has a bunch of different Levels. But seriously, it won’t show me the rest of the bonuses? How am I supposed to make educated decisions?
“We’re back!” called a cheerful voice, following the sound of a door closing. Cannoli. “Sorry that it took so long!”
Keke and Cannoli pitter-pattered their way into my room with a sense of urgency, Cannoli at my bedside within seconds of their arrival.
“It’s okay,” I said, tossing the iPaw aside. I could use a break from puzzling out my Class anyway.
“I’m really sorry,” said Keke, her hands clapped together and her head bowed.
Ah, yes. Shoot first. Apologize second. I shook my head. “We’re alive. That’s what counts.”
“You’re going to feel better in no time, I promise!” Cannoli had a strong sense of determination in her eyes. Not once did she look me in the face while she worked. Her hands were shaking all the while, and she never complained. Her breathing labored as she slid my arm from the sling, then gingerly removed my bandages. The bleeding had stopped a long time ago, but the blood had grown dark and sticky. It was an ugly sight.
I had to wonder where Cannoli gained the experience to do this. Can’t say I made a catalog of every time I went to the hospital, but there was a practiced finesse in her hands that I’d only ever seen in the older nurses that probably had cots in the basement.
It stung like hell and throbbed without end. But I watched, entranced, as Cannoli continued to work.
“We’ve got to stop making a habit of this,” said Keke.
“What’s that? Me ending up in a bed after each fight?” I chuckled, and I expected the girls to laugh with me. When I realized they weren’t following, I looked away and murmured, “Sorry.”
“Yes. That is what I meant. You could’ve died out there.”
“Nyarlea’s a dangerous place,” hummed Cannoli.
“I had to protect you.” I passed looks between Keke and Cannoli. “Both of you.”
Cannoli took my wounded arm and wrapped her hand around my wrist. Holding a small bottle of… something in her free hand, she motioned with her chin. “Lie down.”
Slowly, I did as she asked. 
“This is going to hurt. Try not to move,” she cautioned.
She started by dribbling the tincture a drop at a time, directly into the center of the wound. The sensations came in rapid-fire. At first, it felt like acid. Then it was like I’d been pierced by one of Keke’s arrows all over again. Back to acid before erupting in white-hot flame. In a weird finale, it was as if a single, slimy tendril was snaking around the bone and flesh—warping and twisting as it pleased. I held my shoulder still, but the rest of my body writhed.
“That’s… something else,” I breathed through clenched teeth, louder than I intended. Just grin and bear it, man.
“I know. It’ll be over soon,” said the trembling Cannoli. She poured a little more this time, and the resulting sting wasn’t nearly as nasty as before. “The arrow itself wasn’t my biggest concern. Infection would have been a lot worse,” she murmured. Despite the quivering of her fingers, her voice was entirely steady. “But everything looks clean.”
I chanced a look at my shoulder, and I gasped. In the depths of the wound, my flesh was mending and reconstructing before my eyes. Tissue wrapped around bone, regenerating within seconds. It was slow and painful. Excruciating, even. But I couldn’t argue its effectiveness. The inventor of this potion would make billions in my old world.
“Incredible,” I whispered, dumbfounded. I noticed that Keke had turned around. Quiet sobs made their way out of the back of her throat, and I felt my heart fall. Touchy-feely moments were not my forte. Experience had taught me it was best to remain silent when you didn’t know what to say. We could talk later.
“We’re almost done,” Cannoli reassured me. Most of the damage had healed by this point. It looked like someone had stripped the first few layers of skin off me with a scalpel.
To my relief, Cannoli corked the bottle and set it aside, reaching for a small wooden container about the size of her palm. She popped the top off and applied a thin layer of white cream around the puncture’s edges. This was nothing like the first tincture. The relief was instantaneous. Cool replaced hot. My nerves relaxed at last, and the tension drained from my muscles.
“That feels amazing,” I said as I watched Cannoli continue circular motions on my skin in silence. Her forehead bore a sheen of sweat. Poor girl. She must have been worried sick.
After about a minute, Cannoli sighed deeply and set the cream aside, her shoulders slumping.
I looked over with morbid curiosity to see that the injury had completely healed. Well, as well as it was going to heal, that is. It didn’t look like the score of scarred, raised tissue I’d been expecting. “Looks more like a cut,” I thought aloud.
Keke had turned back around, her arms folded. Her eyes were red from crying. “A-arrows don’t leave very big scars. You should see a p-point in the middle, though.”
Sure enough, the ‘cut’ was separated by a small indent in the skin. Looked kind of manly. I found it strangely appealing—almost like a trophy.
“I’m so sorry,” Keke whispered.
Cannoli said nothing as she rose to her feet. It felt like she wanted to say something. As I reached up to stop her, Keke shook her head, so I dropped my arm. Cannoli balled her fists and shouldered past Keke. 
“I really caused a lot of trouble, didn’t I?” I asked.
“No, Matt. It was us. No, it— it was me. I could’ve killed you.”
“We’ll call it even, then, and both do better next time.” I looked away and rolled my shoulder back and forth. Far from perfect, but at least it was in working shape. Opening and closing my hand, I realized how helpful carrying tinctures and potions like that in battle would be. “I need to learn a craft.”
Keke’s eyes widened. She was silent, her stare fixated on something in the common room. Probably Cannoli.
“Who made that medicine?” I pressed.
“Granny Na—” she stopped herself, then began again. “Our city’s top [Alchemist].”
Granny Nyah? It didn’t matter. I had to learn. “Take me there. I want to learn how to make potions like that.”
Keke nodded. “Okay.” 
We needed backup plans and contingencies if any more encounters went awry. Too many mistakes, and one of us was bound to die. Hell, maybe all of us. It was time to see the town, time to learn a craft, time to take this more seriously.
Though I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t excited to see more catgirls.
[image: Ai Pro Tip: Stats must be incorporated effectively into your lifestyle and combat abilities to reach their full potential. A maximized Stat will do very little if you are incompatible.]Ai Pro Tip: Stats must be incorporated effectively into your lifestyle and combat abilities to reach their full potential. A maximized Stat will do very little if you are incompatible.





Chapter 11
New World Man


The day was clear and cloudless,  warm with a cool breeze rolling in from the sea. Cannoli and Keke remained within two steps of my stride at all times, exchanging worried looks behind my back. It was impossible not to notice the concern on their faces. But we would never see Nyarlothep if my world was confined to the inside of Keke’s house. I steeled my disposition and continued in the direction Keke pointed me to.
Ni Island’s marketplace was bustling with vendors lined on either side of a stretch of dirt road. And every stall was managed by a catgirl. Tall, petite, dark-skinned, ivory-skinned, long and short hair painted in every color of the rainbow. Most wore similar, nautically themed attire like Keke and Cannoli, but a handful were in leathers, armor, or expensive-looking cloth.
I barely made it three steps into the shopping district before an idling brunette catgirl with bright blue eyes looked up from a produce stall and saw me.
“Oh— Oh my!” she whispered, dropping the gourd in her hands. She chanced a cautious step forward, then another. “You— You’re—!”
“Good morning, Saphira,” Keke said.
Saphira was apparently too entranced to reply. But her gasps and sudden approach prompted the attention of another girl. Then another. Before I could register what was happening, they rushed us.
“No! Wait! Please!” Cannoli cried as they approached en masse.
I had never felt so simultaneously terrified or excited in my life. I found myself surrounded by a few dozen breathtaking girls with twitching ears and tails, studying me like the most interesting thing they’d ever seen.
“I, um, hm. Well. Hello,” I stammered. Real damn suave, Matt.
Saphira brushed her fingertips against my cheek—her face was inches from mine, and I could hardly breathe. Freckles sprinkled across her nose and cheeks, and her lips were full and soft.
“You’re real,” she whispered.
I felt the blood rush to my face and tension squeeze my gut. It took everything in me not to cup her hand in mine. “I am,” I murmured.
“A man!”
“A real man!”
“Matt!” Cannoli’s voice wavered as the hoard overtook her.
“You can stay with me! I have plenty of room!”
“I’m the best cook in town!”
A hand slipped over my thigh, and a heated voice murmured into my ear, “I know what you really want.”
I swallowed hard against the building lump in my throat and my pants. No. You promised Keke and Cannoli. Do not mess this up.
I grabbed the wrist on my thigh and, regretfully, pulled it away. “Ladies, please!”
But they were adamant. More wandering hands and prying eyes and escalating offers of cohabitating drifted from every angle. I could hear Cannoli and Keke’s strangled wails from beyond the back of the circle. 
This is not how I imagined this would go. 
Despite the girls’ warnings, I’d pictured something a little more organized, I guess.
“Why would he stay with you, Sirah? Your house is a dump.”
“Says the girl that kills everything she grows.”
“No! You’re all wrong! We all agreed that if this day should come, I would get him first!”
“No one agreed to that!”
“Hey! Just stop!” I bellowed in my best baritone. It echoed against the houses closest to the market, and the girls paused in unison, looking at me with weary eyes. “I’m staying with Keke and Cannoli. That’s not changing.”
Many of them frowned and turned to leave.
“Of all the girls in the world, he picked them?” someone murmured.
Wow, okay then. “I need to find gear. And potions.” I lifted my [Cat Pack] and shook it. The Bells and everything else inside jingled together. It sounded less like I had money and more like I was shaking a mostly empty bucket. So much for effect. “I have Bells to spend,” I added, trying to save some face.
“Oh,” Saphira said, her stunning eyes drifting to the ground. “Alright.”
“B-but, maybe you can help me?” I stammered. Jesus, grow a backbone. “Can you tell me where to purchase equipment?”
Saphira nodded as the other girls dissipated.
“Jeez, what a disappointment,” one muttered.
“Not at all what we were promised.”
“Maybe he’ll start making his rounds sooner rather than later?”
“But I wanted to be in his Party.”
“Whatever. Watch him die in a week. Then none of us get him.”
I flushed and bit my tongue. Keke and Cannoli rejoined me, smoothing the wrinkles in their skirts.
“Like I said. They’re eager,” Keke murmured.
“Um. You can buy gear from her.” Saphira pointed toward a building near the end. The double doors were wide open, metal handles latched to the walls outside by leather strips.
A woman nearly a head taller than me with muscles that would make any guy blush swung a thick hammer against metal on an anvil. Her dark hair was tied back from her face, and she wore a slick apron over a simple tunic and shorts. She hadn’t joined in on the commotion—her eyes were only for her work.
“Who’s that?” I asked no one in particular.
“That’s Espada,” Cannoli supplied. “She’s scary.”
Keke snorted. “She’s not scary. She just doesn’t like anyone.”
“Is that the only place to buy gear?” I asked.
“Yes,” Cannoli, Keke, and Saphira said in unison.
Keke looked at Saphira, then nodded toward the girls approaching Saphira’s stall. “Looks like you have customers to take care of.”
“O-oh. Right. S-sorry.” Saphira shuffled away beneath Keke’s gaze and returned to her stand.
I smiled. Well, at least I could move freely around the market for the time being. I’d be more prepared for new catgirls assaulting me in the future. Maybe if I had a giant laser pointer—
“Are you going to talk to her?” Cannoli asked.
I pulled myself away from the mental image of thirty catgirls chasing an enormous red dot manned by my hovercraft across the island. “Yeah. We need better gear, and the Quest gave us some cash. Let’s go.”
Clang. Clang. Clang.
As we drew closer, Espada’s work in progress came into clearer view. A breathtaking axe with wickedly sharp edges and a dangerous curve. My jaw dropped.
“I want that,” I said, pointing at the weapon.
Espada briefly looked up from her work, her golden eyes lingering on me for only a moment before drifting to Keke and Cannoli. There was a long scar that ran from her eyebrow to the corner of her mouth. A circular chunk was missing from her left ear, and her tail was cut short.
Damn, she’s seen some shit.
She smirked and looked back to her work. “You can’t afford it.”
Well, excuse me. “Actually, I’ve got some Bells burning a hole in my pocket. And as it so happens, I need some gear.”
“Is that so?” She quenched the honed blades into a dark, thick liquid. “How much do you have?”
“Matt, wait—” Keke began.
“Sixty Bells!” I announced proudly.
The smirk on Espada’s face grew into a wry grin. Then she barked a laugh. “Oh? Sixty whole Bells?” She carefully set the axe to the side and approached the counter. “Let’s see what we have, then.”
Sounds of shuffling leathers, cloth, and metal rose from her digging through the shelves behind the counter. The look on Keke’s face said I was not getting that axe. Not for a long time.
“Here.” She resurfaced and unceremoniously tossed a scrap of leather on the table.
“What is this?” I picked it up and inspected it.
“What your sixty Bells will get you.”
The leather seemed to meet at the middle, and I parted it at the center. Is this a hat? It was—one of those ugly, brown aviator caps with the flaps over the ears. No one looked good in an aviator cap. And this one didn’t have the goggles to save it from being a complete mess.
“I can go ten,” I countered. It occurred to me that I had no idea what the market rates were for anything. I had forgotten to ask.
“You can go fuck yourself.” Espada snatched the hat from my grip and tossed it back into the pile of various gear. “Have a nice day.”
“No. Wait. Seriously? That thing’s sixty Bells?” We’d worked so hard. We’d almost died for those Bells. That’s what it was going to buy us?
“Unless you have some minotaur parts to trade. Those roaches are hard to find.” Espada licked her lips and narrowed her eyes. “But, somehow, I doubt that.”
“Wait!” My stomach shot to my throat. “Keke, what did you carve from the minotaurs?”
Keke’s eyes dropped, and she shuffled from one foot to the other. “Um. Well…”
“You carved them, right? Like you did the first roach we killed?” I set a hand on her shoulder. “Because you have that [Scout] Skill? [Encroacher Lore]?”
Keke’s face turned a deep red, and her tone descended to barely a whisper. “I— I forgot.”
My heart skipped. “Excuse me?”
“Cannoli and I were worried about you. A-and I forgot to carve the roaches.” Her voice grew quieter with every word she said.
I dropped my hand. “What if we went back? They should still be there, right?” I couldn’t imagine anything out there eating up five minotaurs overnight.
“Overnight?” Espada cut in. “I’m not taking day-old parts.”
“They can’t be that bad, right?” I asked.
Espada shook her head. “I’m not buying. Tough luck, shrimp.”
I felt like the air had evaporated from my lungs. I couldn’t fault Keke for worrying about me first, but damn it. That beautiful axe was right there. Forever out of my grasp. It would figure.
I opened the [Cat Pack] and extracted the coin purse, staring at the table. “I’ll take the hat.”
Espada chuckled and picked the hunk of leather from the top of her pile, setting it on the table. “I’m in a good mood today. You can have it for forty.”
“You’re too kind,” I replied. My fingers felt numb as I counted out the Bells.
Maybe I’d have more luck with the [Alchemist].
Matt has gained: Leather Hat!
New Equipment Bonus!
Leather Hat: Resistance +1
[image: Keke Pro Tip: Some vendors in Nyarlea will bargain with you. But don’t push your luck. ]Keke Pro Tip: Some vendors in Nyarlea will bargain with you. But don’t push your luck. 





Chapter 12
Chemical Love


Fumes and smoke of unknown  chemicals and concoctions wafted through the air. I hadn’t expected to find such a complex lab within the cramped building. Walls were stacked with scrolls, empty bottles, and containers with hand-labeled substances. A handful of catgirls stood at small tables angled out of the way from one another. Their eyes were screwed to their work, and none of them offered so much as a glance when we entered.
Since Keke had admitted to not carving the minotaurs, she hadn’t said a word, so Cannoli took this opportunity to fill the awkward silence. She pointed out and named any alchemical tool in our immediate line of sight for my benefit.
“So, I can learn any craft then, right? And [Alchemy] is one?”
Cannoli nodded approvingly. “Of course!” There seemed to be a renewed spring in her step. She was practically skipping through the lab, much to the dismay of some of the other practitioners. None of the faces I saw from the catgirl cluster earlier seemed to be in this room. Some passed curious looks my way, but the majority paid little attention.
“Cannoli!” barked a gnarled voice.
Cannoli froze on the spot halfway through one hop and nearly lost her balance. “Y-yes?”
“How many times have I told you not to gallivant through my shop?” An older woman, pushing well into her sixties if I had to guess, was approaching us, glaring at Cannoli through her pince-nez glasses. Her skin was dark, wrinkled, and weathered as if she’d spent most of her life in direct sunlight and a simultaneous hurricane. An arch in her back made her stoop shorter than Cannoli. She was wiping her hands with a rag that looked like it had been dragged through mud and motor oil. Smelled like it too. “You do it one more damn time, and I’ll have you kicked out for good, young lady!”
“S-sorry! H-hey though, look what I brought!” Cannoli stepped aside as if presenting me like some As Seen on TV centerpiece. Felt a bit like a piece of meat. Part of me didn’t mind, though.
“Hello,” I said with a single hand gesture and the best smile I could muster.
The woman squinted, looking me up and down. “This is our new man? Ha! He won’t last three minutes,” she said, turning her attention back to Cannoli. Her voice was low and gravelly. Like she’d smoked a pack a day every day since she was born.
I pondered on what she meant by that, eager to defend myself for a jab I had no context to. Won’t last where exactly? I thought I’d been doing okay so far. Besides, a simple ‘How do you do?’ or ‘Nice to meet you’ would’ve been nice.
“You don’t know that! You haven’t seen what he’s capable of!” argued a blushing Cannoli. Her outburst drew the staring ire of others in the room, and she shifted uncomfortably. Her ears bowed forward as another catgirl cleared her throat in a reprimanding tone. “Sorry.”
“Mhm.” The older woman knitted her brow and crossed her arms, drumming her fingers against one forearm.
I looked over my shoulder, realizing that Keke hadn’t followed us in. Instead, she stood outside, leaning against the doorway, her attention entirely elsewhere. As much as I wanted to break the silence, I was still admittedly bitter about the loss of the minotaur parts. Espada’s axe could have meant the difference between victory or another arrow in my shoulder. Cannoli could have watched over me just fine—part of a [Scout]‘s job, it seemed, was to get us cash. And we were woefully poor.
“Granny Nauka, could you please teach Matt [Alchemy]?” Cannoli leaned forward while drumming the tips of her fingers together. “He wants to help me, so I want to help him too!”
Nauka looked at me once more—this time, directly into my eyes. I was suddenly reminded of an old woman who lived in my apartment complex when I was a kid. She was a nasty old thing; I imagined thirty years older than even Nauka. She’d take any chance she could to bicker about ‘how good things were back in her day,’ and how ‘today’s youth was spoiled and rude.’ I braced for a Boomer onslaught.
“You don’t seem the insightful type. Or the type who knows how to problem solve. Both of which are absolute necessities for learning this complicated craft. You sure you want to learn [Alchemy], sonny? You may blow yourself up,” she cackled.
You don’t seem the warm grandma type either. But hey, here we are.
“I’m sure. Keke told me she got a concoction from an [Alchemist]. Was that you?” I asked.
Nauka paused. I got the impression she believed she was looking at some inferior insect, weighing up whether or not it was even possible to teach it. “Hm. Fine. I’ll teach you,” she grunted.
“Thank you very much,” I said as I clapped my hands together appreciatively. “You wo—“
“That is if you can gather me a few items.”
My chin dropped to my chest. I felt like she’d just knocked the wind out of me. Why did I think this would be easy?
“But, Granny Nauka, he’s still healing from his last battle,” Cannoli reasoned.
Nauka readjusted her glasses and glared at my companion. “Then all the more reason he better hop to it. You can wait to heal before you start, go and get the supplies now, or give up altogether. No hair off my tail.”
“It’s okay, Matt. I’ll help you gather the items,” Cannoli said, flashing her pouting lips at Granny.
Nauka chuckled. “Give me a moment to find that list.”
Great. A fetch Quest. I love doing grocery shopping for lazy people.
While we waited, Cannoli took me around the lab, briefly explaining the uses of the numerous devices in the room that she’d previously named. We received the occasional impertinent glance from Granny Nauka, but she never once yelled at us.
Soon, Granny returned just as she promised, a rolled-up parchment in her hand. Cannoli reached for it, and Nauka pulled it back. “It’s not your job, little lady.” Dejected, Cannoli dropped her arm and bowed her head as Nauka handed the scroll to me.
A tingling sensation flowed through me as soon as my fingers touched the paper. Sure enough, the notification was there when I glanced at the iPaw.
New Notifications!
New Quest!
[Alchemy Quest: A Green Thumb]
So, you want to be an alchemist? Gather 5 Nyapples and 5 Cat’s Paws for me, sonny!

Rewards:
·  20 Base XP
·  20 Class XP
·  5 Glass Bottles
·  [Alchemy] Unlocked
“Don’t let the door hit you on the way out,” said Nauka.
I bit my tongue and instead nodded, turning and cursing under my breath. “Let’s go, Cannoli. There are some… nyapples to gather.”
“Oh! Those are easy,” she mused on the way out. “Keke and I used to collect those for Granny Nauka when we were kittens. Follow me. I know where they grow!”
Ah. Right. Kittens.
Keke pushed herself away from the doorway and trailed behind me as I followed Cannoli. Her strained expression hadn’t changed much. I started to wonder if I should be concerned.
[image: image-placeholder]

Junonia was surrounded by foliage. Groves wedged in between thickets of harsh, dense canopies, pierced by bright beams of sunlight. They looked out of place when compared to the darker, more unforgiving patches of jungle and forest. As if the world’s designers just put them there as beginner gathering spots to lure in unsuspecting players.
Shiny red app— nyapples hung from lush trees. They didn’t look much different from apples—they bore almost universal similarities. That is, save for one thing.
“How did you carry these back as children?” I marveled.
“The [Cat Pack] of course!” Cannoli said, swelling with pride.
“Of course.” The nyapples were the size of melons, and it seemed there was only a handful hanging from each tree. The stems were thick and dark, and there was this sort of uneasiness in my veins when I approached the trunk. “So, I should be able to just fit them in the bag. Is that right?”
Keke nodded. “Yes. You need five?”
Oh, she can talk again, I see.
“Yeah. Best we should do it fast so we can get the cat’s paws next. I want to make some strong potions as soon as possible,” I said.
“Cannoli?” Keke called.
“The usual?” Cannoli asked with a knowing smile.
“What’s ‘the usual?’” My eyes narrowed. So far, I’d been the one giving vague orders. Being on the other side made me surprisingly uncomfortable.
The girls nodded to each other and proceeded to demonstrate [The Usual]. Cannoli ran underneath one of the trees and bent at the knees, her fingers wriggling with anticipation. Seconds later, she leaped into the air. And, might I point out, she leaped quite high—much higher than I ever could. Her arms enveloped the nyapple, and the branch bent down, but the stem held firm. Her feet dangled freely in the air.
The whole thing was giving me anxiety.
Then Keke arrived. I don’t know when she started climbing, but she suddenly appeared on the same branch where Cannoli hung. Squirming along its length like a caterpillar, Keke made her way to the nyapple’s stem before pulling a small knife from her belt’s sheath.
“Wait, don’t!” I cried out, my hand extending on its own.
Keke ignored me. With her legs and free hand wrapped around the branch, she reached over and sawed through the stem with a fluid back and forward momentum.
In my mind, I pictured a number of awful conclusions to this display, including, but not limited to: The branch breaking from their combined weight, causing them to fall on top of each other and snap their necks. The branch flinging Keke away and into the ocean, where an Encroacher would eat her. The branch swinging back and smacking Cannoli in the face, also snapping her neck.
Thankfully, none of my scenarios played out. Cannoli dropped a bit awkwardly to the ground when the nyapple was cut free, and the branch swayed as if struck by an afternoon breeze. The girls were safe, and that’s what mattered.
Cannoli held the nyapple above her head with pride, not unlike an elven hero from another video game I was familiar with. The tune played in my head as I breathed a sigh of relief. With bouncy steps, she ran toward me and held out the precious red fruit.
“Here you go!”
Matt has gained: Red Nyapple x1! 
Quest Updated!
[Alchemy Test: A Green Thumb]
Red Nyapple 1/5
Cat’s Paw 0/5
Huh. Well, that went smoother than expected.
Keke’s descent drew my attention. She stood before us with a graceful roll of her shoulder. Her smile was strangely vacant. I had figured Keke to be more of a business first, fun later type of girl, but something was up.
“You feeling okay?” I asked.
“Yeah, I’m fine,” she said with a raised brow. “What about you?”
I rolled my shoulder and— good lord, the pain. I was once again reminded of the searing agony of the arrow, of our battle with the minotaurs. I pushed them away and forced a smile. “I’m coming around, thanks to you two.”
“Hmm.” Keke’s eyes went to the sky.
What’s with her?
“Keke, Keke! Let’s go get another nyapple!” Cannoli tugged at Keke’s arm excitedly, a sparkle in her eye.
Thank you, Cannoli.
“Okay, okay.” Keke smiled wryly, but she was quick to make her way back up the tree, pointing to the next nyapple she’d set her sights on. Cannoli lagged behind.
“They have a bad history.” Cannoli’s statement caught me off guard. “Keke tries to avoid seeing Granny Nauka.”
“What happened?”
Cannoli bowed her head thoughtfully. “It’s a long story. I just wanted to let you know she isn’t mad at you or anything. Quite the opposite.” She turned to me and gave me one of those bright smiles that only Cannoli could give. “I haven’t seen her this happy in a long time.”
“Cannoli! What are you waiting for?” Keke called out, shaking the branch so it rustled the leaves.
“Sorry! Coming!”
I watched as Cannoli ran. Watched as they worked together, cut down the nyapples, and supported each other.
What a great friendship they have.
“I have another one for you!” Cannoli proudly presented another nyapple to me, and I rolled it into my [Cat Pack].
Matt has gained: Red Nyapple x1!
Quest Updated!
[Alchemy Test: A Green Thumb]
Red Nyapple 2/5
Cat’s Paw 0/5
Warning! Inventory space is low!
That was weird. Inventory space was low? I mean, yeah, I still had the fishing bait and all that other useless gear I got for [Fishing], but I was sure I still had four or five more spots. I loaded up the iPaw, and my jaw dropped.
There, in the box where my inventory was displayed, were two red nyapples, taking up two of my inventory spots. Not one. Two.
“They don’t stack?” I asked, incredulous.
“‘Stack?’ What do you mean, ‘stack’?” said a confused Cannoli.
“Multiple amounts of the same items. They don’t stack together? You know, in order to save inventory space?” I gestured wildly to the iPaw.
“What are you talking about?” Keke seemed equally confused.
No. This was impossible. Something was wrong with my [Cat Pack], and I just wasn’t explaining it right. “My nyapples. Why are they occupying two spots? They should only take up one.”
“I’m still not following,” said Keke.
“Ohh, I think I get it!” Cannoli’s face lit up in a picturesque moment where a lightbulb should have hovered above her head. “Do you mean that you could have one hundred—or even two hundred—of the same item, and they would all take up the same spot in your [Cat Pack]?”
I dropped the [Cat Pack] and took her hands in mine. “That is exactly what I mean.”
Cannoli’s face turned bright red.
Keke seemed to grow flustered, gently pushing my hands away from Cannoli’s. “How would that even work?”
Oh. My. God.
[image: Cannoli Pro Tip: You can learn all kinds of different crafts but try to focus on one! ]Cannoli Pro Tip: You can learn all kinds of different crafts but try to focus on one! 





Chapter 13
Bad Seed Rising


After a silent trek back  to Keke’s house, then an unceremonious dumping of my [Cat Pack], we marched back through the town. With each pass through the market district, the whispers between the other girls seemed more, well, catty. Cannoli kept her chin tucked to her chest, and Keke returned the comments with piercing glares. I wasn’t sure where my place was on the food chain yet, so I kept my eyes focused forward.
They led me to an open field with tall, golden grass dancing in the breeze. Each stalk came up to my shoulder and blossomed into a dark, rectangular extension. The field went on as far as the eye could see.
“Are these the cat’s paws?” I asked, fingering the fluffy top on one of the golden blades. I mean, it looked like a cat’s tail, but who was I to judge?
“No,” Keke said.
Of course not.
“Um, these might be a little harder to get than the nyapples,” Cannoli murmured.
Uh oh. “Harder how?”
“Cat’s paws come from pawm civets,” Keke explained.
I scratched my neck. Just once, I would have killed for anyone to fully explain a Nyarlean concept as if I were new to the island. Just once. “Are those roaches?”
“Yes. But they’re peaceful Encroachers!” Cannoli explained quickly. “They won’t attack you.”
“They’re more afraid of you than you are of them,” Keke added.
“They’re not really like the other Encroachers, though,” Cannoli finished.
“How’s that?” I asked.
“Well, no one is entirely sure of where they came from. The story is that a few hundred years ago, a catgirl who practiced Magic and [Alchemy] attempted to create a homunculus. Instead, she created pawm civets,” Keke shrugged. “It’s a rumor, but once you see them, it will make sense.”
My curiosity piqued. “So, where are they, then?”
“They dig their burrows between the cattails. These.” Keke tugged at one of the tall pieces of grass.
Well, at least I sort of guessed it correctly. “Wait, burrows?”
“Yes. Pawm civets dig tunnels underground.” Cannoli idly ran her fingers through her hair.
“How do we get them out of the burrows?”
“We have to sing,” Keke said.
Her face was dead serious, but I was sure she was joking. I so desperately wanted her to be joking. She was joking, right? “No way.”
Keke looked surprised. “What do you mean, no way?”
“I mean, no way. I’m not singing.” I am not a Disney princess, ladies. That’s not how this works. “There has to be another way.”
“Anything else scares them, and then they won’t come out of the tunnels.” Cannoli swung her arms behind her back and leaned forward, staring at me with those big ruby eyes. “Won’t you sing with us, Matt?”
“Can’t we just dump poisonous gas down the tunnels or something?”
Horror twisted Cannoli’s features, and I immediately regretted my suggestion.
“That would kill all the other innocent Encroachers in there, too.” Cannoli leaned back and balled her fists at her mouth. “Why would you want to do that?”
I forced an awkward laugh and ran a hand through my hair. “Ha! Of course, I would never do that. I’m just a big joker!” Who am I kidding? I’d commit critter genocide if it meant not singing in front of these girls. “Alright, could you sing for me? And I’ll catch them?”
“You’re the one that wants to be an [Alchemist]. Besides, we already got the nyapples for you,” Keke said, crossing her arms.
Ouch. Getting carried by catgirls. My shoulder slumped. “You’re really gonna make me do this? Your pretty ears will bleed.”
“Nonsense!” Cannoli’s face brightened. “I’m sure you have a great voice!”
A voice not even a showerhead would want to hear. I sighed. “And what do I do, exactly, when these palm civets appear?”
“Not palm! Pawm!” Cannoli corrected.
“Pawm?” Like a paw? This is ridiculous.
“Pawm! And it’s easy!” Cannoli clapped her hands and then knelt down. “You scritch behind their ears like this, and they’ll drop a cat’s paw for you!” She scratched the air with her fingers fairly close to the ground, pantomiming petting a civet.
Wow, they’re really small, then. “That’s it?”
“That’s it!” Cannoli said brightly.
But I have to sing, I grimaced. “Can I pick the song? Any song?”
“No. They only like one song. Everyone thinks it’s a song that the catgirl who made them would sing. It’s been passed down from catgirl to kitten for years,” Keke set her hands on her hips. “Cannoli, you have a better voice than I do. You sing it.”
“That’s not true. But if you insist!” Cannoli looked as if she was about to burst from excitement. She danced from tiptoe to tiptoe and turned her mouth to the heavens. “Arise, my dearests, from the earth, so I may show to you my love. You may never know your worth, but it’s you I’m always dreaming of.”
Cannoli’s voice was pure and lovely like the chiming of a bell. I stood and listened with rapt attention from her first note.
But that shit was going to sound so lame coming out of my clumsy mouth.
“It’s pretty short. Do you need her to sing it again?” Keke asked.
“No, I think I got it.” The grass before us quivered, then parted. A timid, kitten-shaped anomaly about the size of a guinea pig padded forward toward Cannoli on stumpy legs. It had a distinct head, trunk, and limbs but no facial features whatsoever. Its body was entirely made up of wrapped palm fronds—like a palm tree woke up one morning and thought, ‘Today I’ll grow a cat.’ Or was it pawm trees and pawm fronds? I needed to start taking notes. 
“Oh! Hello!” Cannoli beamed and knelt down, just as she had done moments before.
The pawm civet approached her with cautious steps, and she waited patiently for it to pause at her knee. She scratched it behind the ear, and it leaned into her fingers. When it was 
satisfied, it raised one leg and twitched it back and forth until a spherical, marble-sized object fell to the ground.
“Thank you!” Cannoli picked it up, and the pawm civet ambled back into the cattails. “There! Got one!” She thrust her hand to my chest.
I took it and studied it closer. It was the same green color as the civet, with a miniature paw print at its center. “Wild. What do [Alchemist]s do with these things?”
Keke raised an eyebrow. “It melts into a potent liquid at fairly low temperatures.”
“You know [Alchemy]?”
Keke flinched. “A-a little bit.”
I remembered what Cannoli had said about Keke’s relationship with Granny Nauka. Maybe this wasn’t the best time. I changed the subject. “So, one down, right?”
“Ah-ah-ah!” Cannoli pulled her hand back and wiggled a finger at me with a wry smile. “You have to get these, remember?”
Damn. Well, I tried. “Oh. Right.” I gave her back the cat’s paw and sighed.
“Let’s get started, then,” Keke said, pushing through the cattails and leading the way. We barely made it ten steps before she stopped. “Here.”
“Alright, Matt. Go ahead,” Cannoli encouraged.
I coughed and cleared my throat. God, why? “Alright, erm.” Embarrassment preemptively wracked my nerves, and my face was already warm. “Arise, my dearests, from the dirt—” my voice cracked, and I cringed.
“‘Earth,’ not ‘dirt,’” Keke corrected. The beginnings of a smile tugged at the corner of her lips. “Start over.”
“Right. Arise, my dearests, from the earth, so I may show to you my love. You may never know your worth, but it’s you I’m always dreaming of.” Shit, can I crawl into the dirt now, please?
“That wasn’t so bad!” Cannoli said. But her teeth were clenched, and one eye was narrowed.
I grimaced. There was a reason why I never had the mic on Rock Band.
We waited. Nothing came out of the hole.
“See, even the pawm civets hate my sing—”
The little green head poked from the burrow before I could finish my sentence. It climbed free from the ground and waddled to my toe.
“Scritch it, Matt!” Cannoli whispered.
I knelt and scratched it behind the ear. It was exactly how I imagined scratching a palm tree would feel like. But even I had to admit, the little guy was pretty cute. It bobbed its head in approval and shook its front foot, releasing the tiny cat’s paw onto the ground. I picked it up and tossed it into my [Cat Pack].
Matt has gained: Cat’s Paw x1!
Quest Updated!
[Alchemy Test: A Green Thumb]
Red Nyapple 5/5
Cat’s Paw 1/5
“Would you believe me if I said I’d rather have Keke shoot me again than sing four more times?” I asked.
“I feel the same way,” Keke said.
“Keke!” Cannoli squealed.
“Damn. Okay.” I laughed. “You sure you don’t want to sing instead?”
“I’m sure.” Keke grinned. “Practice makes perfect, right?”
As much as I despised showcasing my awful singing voice in front of two gorgeous catgirls, I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t one of the best afternoons I’d had in a long time.
Once we were finished, we headed back to Granny Nauka’s shop. While Cannoli and I completed the Quest, Keke retook her post, leaning against the doorframe with crossed arms. Most of the girls had cleared out by the time we were done, but Granny perched in a rocking chair at the back of the lab, drinking a bright pink liquid from a flask.
“Sampling your own tonics, Granny?” I asked.
Granny Nauka cackled and hoisted herself up from the chair. “You get a hankerin’ for the harder stuff when you’re my age, sonny. Did you bring what I asked for?”
I poured the contents of the [Cat Pack] onto the table. “Five red nyapples, five cat’s paws. What can you make with these, anyway?”
Granny Nauka picked up one of the nyapples and inspected it closely. “Nyapple pie,” she said.
I gaped. Cannoli giggled behind her hand. “I thought I was learning [Alchemy]?”
Granny Nauka’s stare pierced me through her glasses. “I said I’d teach you [Alchemy], boy, and I will. What I do with these is none of your business.” She returned the nyapple to the table and handed me a scroll. “Here’s your first recipe. You can buy the ingredients from me or go get them yourself.”
Finally, an [Alchemy] recipe! I unrolled the scroll, then skimmed the ingredients and resulting concoction.
Minor Healing Potion
Regenerate 1 [Health Point] every 2 seconds for 10 seconds.

Ingredients:
·  2 Cat’s Paws
·  2 Silver Whiskers
·  1 Glass Bottle
That was it? 5 HP over 10 seconds? I stuffed the scroll in my [Cat Pack], sensing that my iPaw had been updated with the new information. It’s something, I guess. “Um. May I have those cat’s paws back?” I asked, pointing to the marbles on the table.
Granny Nauka awarded me with a toothy grin. “Sure. They’re one Bell a piece.”
I set my jaw, not wanting to give her the satisfaction of my frustration. “Guess I’ll be singing in the fields again.”
“Oh, Matt. We can help you!” Cannoli said. “You did so good!”
Bless you, Cannoli. “Thank you, Granny Nauka.”
“My pleasure, sonny. When you successfully create ten of those potions, let me know. I’ll give you a new recipe.” She killed off her flask and stuffed the nyapples and cat’s paws into her [Cat Pack]. “Those glass bottles will be waiting for you here when you’re ready to craft.”
Successfully, huh? Better collect extra mats. I turned to Cannoli, realizing how much of an appetite I’d built up. “Why don’t we take a break and grab something to eat?”
“Alright!”
We collected Keke and made meal plans. 
Okay. [Alchemy] unlocked. What’s next?
New Notifications!
[A Green Thumb] complete!
Matt has learned: [Alchemy]!
Matt has gained: 20 Base XP!
Matt has gained: 20 Class XP!
Matt has learned a new [Alchemy] recipe!
New Quest!
[Novice Potions]
Show me 10 successful Minor Healing Potions, and I’ll give you an even better recipe, sonny!

Rewards:
·  New Potion Recipe
·  Improved Knowledge [Alchemy]
·  5 Glass Bottles
[image: Cannoli Pro Tip: Making potions is really fun, but Granny Nauka can be so mean. ]Cannoli Pro Tip: Making potions is really fun, but Granny Nauka can be so mean. 
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Chapter 14
Roundabout


“Oh, yeah, that’s right.” 
Scrolling through the iPaw, I realized that I’d been so caught up with the [Alchemy] misadventures that I’d neglected to distribute my points. They sat there on my screen, taunting me, and still, I was unsure. Though it was somewhat tedious, there was a therapeutic factor to the [Alchemy] test. At least my life wasn’t on the line during item gathering. Well, for now, anyway.
“You okay?” Cannoli looked up at me with her big bright eyes. Damn, she was cute.
“Yeah,” I lied. “Just wondering where I want to put my Stats.”
“You need to get stronger, right?” said the lounging Keke. She’d taken up the entire couch, tossing a rubber ball into the air. Did they have sports after all? For a moment, she stopped, then turned her head toward me. “Which also means we need better gear.”
“Don’t worry, got you covered,” I said as I tossed my dumb aviator hat onto the floor. “A whole point of [Resistance] right there. Too bad we didn’t find anything on the minotaurs, huh?”
Cannoli snorted and clapped a hand to her mouth.
“Hey! I said I was sorry.” Keke waved her hand as if she were batting my words right out of the air. “Okay, look.” Tossing the ball to the side, she sat up and crossed her long legs. “Why don’t we hunt some smaller roaches in the woods. I want to make up for last time.”
She continued to talk, but I was fixated by how her foot bounced in the air, and the tensing of the muscles in her thighs when she repositioned her legs.
“Matt, are you even listening?” Keke asked, following my stare.
I shook the reverie away from my head. “Yeah, of course!”
“I wonder.” Keke smiled, crossing her legs in the opposite direction.
Cannoli moved between us and looked me straight in the eye. “You’d best pay attention, or you’ll get another arrow in the shoulder.” There was a strange, playful venom in her tone as her gaze shifted to Keke for a moment.
I cleared my throat. “Fine. Sorry. So, we’re hunting again. Tomorrow then?”
“No. Now,” Keke corrected.
“Now,” I repeated.
“Yes.”
“Is that a good idea?” Running into more minotaurs in the middle of the night when Keke was probably the only one with decent vision wasn’t exactly my idea of a night out on the town. “Maybe you can see, but Cannoli and I can’t.”
“Excuse me! I can light up the forest just fine!” Cannoli pouted.
“And draw every roach straight to us,” I murmured.
She gasped. “That’s not true!”
Keke calmly watched as we bickered, and I laid my hand on top of Cannoli’s head. She squeaked and dove away.
“Trust me.” Keke tapped her hand against her chest. “I’ve got a plan.”
“Yeah, that’s what you said last time.”
“Matt.”
“Alright, alright,” I relented and looked back to the iPaw. “Let me spend my points first.”
“Make good choices.”
Easy for Keke to say. My [Strength] was piss poor, and I still ended up blacking out during both of our fights. Considering that, maybe it was best to strike a balance between offense and defense. Going too deep in either direction could put me in a bad spot later on.
With iPaw in hand, I navigated to the Stat distribution screen. I tapped at the side for a few moments in thought. “Alright. I know what I’m going to do.”
“We believe in you!” said the beaming Cannoli.
I smiled back and tapped my finger on the [Vitality] option.
INCREASE [VITALITY] BY 1?
There was still a moment of hesitation in my selection, but I knew I’d made my choice the night after the minotaurs. I just hadn’t been honest with myself. I tapped my finger to [YES] and immediately felt the effects. My muscles tensed, and my lungs filled with air. I rolled my shoulders and reveled in the newfound energy within them.
“Huh. That feels... funny,” I chuckled.
“Feel lighter?” asked Keke.
“Now that you mention it.” I curled my free arm a few times. It felt lighter, nimbler. As if I had just finished a few reps of weightlifting. Even my pecs felt stronger, tougher.
Looking back at the iPaw, I could now see the effects that [Vitality] had on me.
[Health Points] +2!
[Defense] +2!
[Physical Status Resistance] +1!
So, I’ll have to watch out for status effects, too? Good to know. “I threw my point into [Vitality].”
“A wise choice.”
With my attention back on the iPaw, I made my way over to the next order of business—my Skill Tree. This one was a bit easier. There was no way in hell I was about to put more of my life on the line with such a suicidal Skill like [Adrenaline Rush], and [Increase Attack] felt a little too linear for a world like this where the rules seemed to contradict everything I’d ever known about character progression.
With that in mind, I selected [Axe Mastery].
Unlike the point I spent on [Vitality], I felt nothing from the added point to [Axe Mastery]. Well, I suppose I wouldn’t know its effects until I was actually swinging my axe.
“Alright, Keke. Let’s hear this plan of yours.”
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We didn’t end up deep in the forest or on the coast. Not in a dungeon and certainly not back with the cattails. No, we nestled ourselves between a pair of trees a few yards away from the sounds of a gentle stream.
“Are you sure I shouldn’t have brought my fishing gear?” I asked.
“Shh, yes, I’m sure!” Keke whispered with a finger to her lips. “Quiet. Be patient.”
She said that, but it had been almost an hour. I was starting to get into that weird groove where it was getting late enough to sleep, and I was hungry. Usually, this was about the time I’d juggle whether I should eat something and risk having a stomachache the next morning or just deal with it and go to bed.
For all the experience Keke seemed to have, I started to wonder if most of it was made up on the spot or hearsay from another villager. Although I say that, but I guess she and Cannoli did know what to do when it came to my [Alchemy] exam. So, what right did I have to tell them this was a waste of time?
“Keke!” Cannoli pointed ahead in a hush.
“Perfect.” Keke grinned. “Stay here for a second.”
“What are you doing?” I whispered.
“Just stay put and trust me.” Keke moved around the tree to our left and snaked through the patches of grass until she stood a few feet ahead of us.
Now that I noticed it, Cannoli was very close to me. There was a gentle whiff of something sweet in the air. Perfume perhaps? Did catgirls use perfume?
Oh, who am I kidding? Of course they do.
Cannoli’s lithe frame bumped up against mine, her shoulder rubbing against my bicep. Not once did she look at me, but I spent the entire time looking at her intense eyes and long lashes, the structure of her face, and how she coiled a strand of hair around her finger. My eyes wandered. Wandered to her shoulders, to her bust, to the curve of her waist.
Focus, Matt!
I shook my head and was greeted with another pleasant sight. Keke had leaned forward, probably to get a closer look at whatever we were hunting. And I leaned forward to get a closer look at Keke. What a sight to behold. Her pants hugged her generous hips, framing her tight backside. I watched as her tail waved from side to side. It felt like an invitation. Was I sure that these girls weren’t teasing me? How the hell was a man supposed to think when surrounded by this?
“Matt.”
I shut my eyes. It’s okay. Just keep your attention on the task at hand.
“Matt.”
A nudge woke me from my daze. “Hmm?”
“Let’s get closer,” whispered Cannoli.
“Ah, right.”
Cannoli and I twisted around the tree following the same route Keke had. Cannoli moved to Keke’s side while I brought up the rear.
“What is it we’re looking for again?” I asked.
“Catfish,” Keke said confidently.
I didn’t understand. The stream was shallow. Much too shallow for the average catfish. I mean, unless we were planning on catching guppies. Besides... “I thought you said we weren’t fishing,” I hissed.
“We’re not.”
“Then how are you sure we’re going to find any catfish?”
“I can smell them around here. Just wait. I’ve tossed some bait out.”
Keke pointed, and I craned my head to see. Right by the water’s edge was a small piece of meat. From where I was positioned, it looked like a slab of sirloin. Felt like a real waste of food.
Just as I was about to voice my complaints, there came a rustling in the bushes somewhere to our right. Keke motioned for us to get down, and we obeyed.
‘Confusion’ was not the word I would use to describe what I felt when I saw what lurched out of the bushes. It wasn’t quite a cat, nor was it a fish. It was the stuff of nightmares.
Christ. What the fuck is that?
It looked as though someone had taken a fish and restructured it with the anatomy of a cat, leaving all of its slippery, leathery-looking skin intact. It walked like a cat. Its legs were bent inward like a cat’s. So, why did it look like it had flippers for feet? And then there was the matter of its head. It was definitely the head of a fish—covered in slick scales with long tendrils of whiskers and soulless, beady eyes on opposite sides. The mouth gulped at the air, and mucous-strangled grunts rasped from its throat.
“This is the most literal interpretation I’ve ever seen of a catfish.” It was meant to be a mumble, but it came out a little louder than I intended.
Keke looked at me aghast. I shrank even lower beneath her glare, but just enough so that I could still see the monstrosity before me.
The, uh, catfish wandered over and cautiously sniffed at the piece of meat. Its head snapped around in search of predators—like one of those singing bass toys. I would not want one of those on my wall. I flinched, but I’m proud to say that I maintained my composure despite the unholy abomination—
Oh my God, why is it standing on its hind legs?
It scarfed up the piece of meat, knocking its head back and swallowing it whole like a kaiju lizard. Keke did a silent arm pump. The beast continued to sniff at the air, but something seemed off. It was stumbling, rubbing at its eyes with its front… paws? Fins?
Clever girl.
“[Pinpoint Weakness],” muttered Keke. Nocking an arrow, she rose and held her bow just high enough so that it would clear the bush. “Get ready.”
Cannoli had already done her magical girl transformation before we began, and she held her scepter close to her chest. I readied the axe in my hand and was pleasantly surprised that it didn’t feel quite as heavy. I mean, yeah, it still weighed a ton. But I could already tell it wouldn’t take as much effort as before to swing the thing. Nice.
“Now!” Keke let loose her arrow into the wretched roach’s neck, and a splash of dark blood spilled out from the wound.
I charged in with my axe held in front of me, stopping an arm’s length away from it and yelling, “[Provoke]!” I felt the beast’s fury upon me and dug my heels into the ground, ready to go toe to fin with the catfish.
The beast came down on all fours and made a lunging strike for me. With nothing but my instincts to follow, I stepped to the side and swung my axe as hard as I could. The blade met with the catfish’s skin, and a gurgling scream erupted from its gaping maw. I’d realized too late that the axe was stuck in its neck, and the catfish was none too pleased.
Wrestling my weapon free was not going to happen. Instead, it continued to scream, and I held on for dear life as it shook me around by the hilt. Try as I might, the roach’s slippery hide did a great job of preventing me from mounting it like I did the minotaur.
“C’mon, you bastard! Let’s go!” I bellowed.
“Close your eyes!” cried Cannoli.
Oh, this is going to be fun.
I did as she said, and through my shut eyelids, I caught the brief flash of white covering the area. The catfish continued throttling me around like a rag doll. As I opened my eyes, my grip loosened. The catfish threw me off at last. I rolled away, barreling into Cannoli’s legs. The two of us tripped and tumbled over each other until I landed on top of her.
“Are you okay?” I breathed.
“Y-y-yes!” Cannoli’s face turned bright red, her arms and scepter held close to her chest.
The sound of arrows continued to whisper past my ears. I turned around to see the catfish swatting the air in Keke’s direction, her nimble steps just a hair away from getting clipped.
“[Provoke]!” I screamed as I clambered to my feet toward the catfish. “He’s got my axe!”
“It’s okay! The poison should be taking effect now!” Keke said as she narrowly dodged another swipe.
Since when has Keke had poison? Where was that on the minotaurs?
The roach’s movements were slowing, its swings becoming less and less effective. It lurched toward me on two feet with sluggish steps, stumbling awkwardly over the stream. Sidestepping it was far easier than before, and I did so as it made its last attempt on me. Pivoting to the left, I took hold of the axe and kicked the catfish in the side, knocking it over. At last, the blade came free.
Damn, this bastard’s skin is tough.
I swung my axe with all my might. One strike, two strikes, three. With each impact, the roach’s energy faded. Blood spattered all over my hands and chest. Exhausted, I backed away and parked my ass on the streamside, my lungs desperate for air.
“We did it,” I breathed.
“And you’re still conscious!” Cannoli clapped her hands.
I frowned. “Yeup.”
Keke helped Cannoli to the corpse of the beast. The two girls waved their hands through the air in front of their noses.
“Stinky,” complained Cannoli.
“At least it’ll fetch some Bells.” Keke approached the corpse with a carving knife and set to work on dismantling the creature. I watched as she slid it through the flesh, separating the layers of the monster in a cool, methodical manner. After some time, a smile crept to her face.
“We got one!” Between her pointer and thumb fingers was a small orb, perfectly round and little more than the size of a fingernail. What caught my attention, though, was how shiny it was.
I frowned, and a cynical thought crossed my mind. “That better not be pyrite.”
New Notifications!
Matt has gained: 20 Base XP!
Matt has gained: 20 Class XP!
Keke has gained: 20 Base XP!
Keke has gained: 20 Class XP!
Cannoli has gained: 20 Base XP!
Cannoli has gained: 20 Class XP!
Matt has gained: Silver Whisker x2!
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Chapter 15
Day Dreaming


Set on making more potions  before our next big adventure, we agreed to split up. Cannoli volunteered to sing the pawm civet’s siren song until her throat went hoarse, collecting as many cat’s paws as she could in the process. That left Keke and me to find more silver whiskers.
We returned to the clearing near the stream from the night before. It looked peaceful enough, but my fingers twitched as I remembered the unnerving appearance and smell of the catfish. Like it had crawled straight out of Satan’s personal fishing pond.
The fifty Bells jingling in my pack from the golden nugget Keke had plucked from the cursed Encroacher did feel great. However, without Cannoli and her area blind Spell and limited healing, taking one down could pose a problem.
“You’ve been really quiet. What are you thinking about?” Keke turned to look at me, her tail slowly ticking back and forth behind her.
I wanted to touch the fluffy tail so bad. “Are we going after more catfish?” I asked, pushing away the thought of her velvety appendage between my fingers.
“No. That was a rare roach.” Keke picked through her [Cat Pack] before withdrawing a sheathed dagger. “There’s a much easier way to get silver whiskers.”
“Ah. What’s that?”
“Cutting them off squirrels.” She shrugged.
“We’re going to commit mass genocide on squirrels?” After all of the menacing roaches we’d fought, it did seem a bit cruel to cull Nyarlea’s limited bastion of the cute and fluffy. Besides, hadn’t Cannoli panicked when I’d suggested gassing the civet tunnels?
Keke smirked. “I didn’t say that. I said we’re cutting off their whiskers.”
“Okay, but how—”
Before I could finish my question, Keke knelt down and swiped at the ground in a blur of impressive agility. She stood and held her fist toward me. Dangling from a thick tail of blue-violet fur was an angry rodent swinging and chittering its displeasure with the situation.
I remembered seeing a squirrel with similar colors online at some point, but I’d always assumed it was Photoshopped. Well, I’ll be damned.
“Hold it,” Keke said.
“Uh. Alright.” I clasped its tiny, strikingly colored body, and it writhed in my grip, scratching and clawing my palm with its arms and legs.
Keke ran her forefinger and thumb from the squirrel’s nose to the edge of its whiskers, then swung her dagger downward. The whiskers fell free in her palm, and she repeated the guillotine on the opposite side.
The squirrel squeaked and screeched in a fit of rage before sinking its teeth into the side of my hand.
“Ow! Damn it!” I dropped it on instinct, and the squirrel darted back under the brush with an angry flick of its tail. I checked my hand. Droplets of blood trickled from the two perfect incisions at the base of my forefinger. A terrifying thought struck me. “Am I going to get rabies?”
Keke raised an eyebrow. “What are rabies? Here, put these in your [Cat Pack].”
Matt has gained: Silver Whisker x2!
“Maybe hold it by the tail on the next one,” she giggled and pulled a bandage from her pack. “Give me your hand.”
Her fingers were so gentle and sure as she wrapped the bandage around my palm. It was an entirely different approach from the girl that had panicked at a touch when I first arrived. I worked my jaw as I watched her, and my heart raced. Could she hear it? C’mon, Matt, man up.
I cleared my throat. “Thanks.”
“You’re welcome. Here, I think I have an extra pair of gloves.” She checked her pack and extracted a pair of leather gloves before passing them to me. “They may be a little small on you, but squirrel bites won’t penetrate them.”
I slipped them on. The fingers squeezed mine uncomfortably, but they fit well enough. Better than going home covered in squirrel bites. “How do you have room for all of this stuff in your pack?”
“Cannoli and I both have [Cat Pack]s with thirty slots. We upgraded them a while ago.” She gestured to mine. “We can do the same with yours when you have enough Bells.”
Well, that was good news. Twenty inventory slots without an option for item stacking was a nightmare. But, with the way things were going… “How much is it to upgrade?”
Keke chewed her lower lip. “Five hundred Bells.”
I swallowed hard. Jesus Christ. “I see.”
She nodded. Her right ear suddenly flicked to the side, and she tilted her head, mouth pulling into a thin line of concentration. Once more, without warning, she sidestepped me and purloined another squirrel from its bushy hide.
“Are they all colored like this?” I wondered aloud as I gingerly accepted the ravenous rodent by the tail.
“There are different colors?” she asked.
Not here, it seems. “Guess that answers my question.”
Keke cut the squirrel’s whiskers free, and I tossed it aside. It screeched as it fell into a pile of leaves, then skittered back into the trees.
“There should be more up by the stream. They forage for food and water during the day, so they’ll stick to the ground,” she explained, changing course for the stream.
“Alright.” I followed her closely. It felt so weird being alone with her. Not bad, by any means, but my face felt flush, and my heart would not calm down. What the hell was wrong with me? I searched for a change of subject. “I meant to ask you something last night.”
“Hmm?” Keke paused next to the bubbling creek, and the clear water glittered in her golden eyes.
“Y-you used poison on the catfish. You didn’t use that on the minotaurs?” Quit stammering like a high school girl, jackass.
She knelt, stripping off her gloves and letting her fingers drift through the water. “Yeah, the thought hadn’t occurred to me until we started working on your [Alchemy]. I’m glad the catfish ate it. I might try it on a few arrows sometime.”
Oh, it was in the meat.
I sat down next to her and enjoyed the scene before me. The sound of rushing water and birds chirping in the trees was peaceful, and there wasn’t a cloud in the sky. I forgot the threats Nyarlea posed for a few moments. Instead, I memorized Keke’s perfect outline against the gorgeous backdrop.
“Honestly, I figured you’d have tried everything by now.” I removed my gloves and copied her, dipping my fingers beneath the stream’s surface.
“Thanks. But I’ve lived here all my life, and I’m only Level 3. That should tell you how much practice I’ve had, really.”
She had a point. I was Level 2 already after a handful of battles. “Yeah, sorry.”
Keke laughed. “Why sorry? Honestly, Matt, I’ve had more fun since you arrived than I’ve had in a very long time.”
I don’t know what made me do it. Maybe it was her confession, the warm afternoon sun, or the excitement of being alone with her. I leaned forward, brushed her cheek with my thumb, and kissed her.
Keke’s shoulders and mouth tensed beneath my touch, and she responded with a startled hum. Her lips were just as soft and supple as they looked. For a split second, she relaxed, leaning into me with warm acceptance.
But something changed, and she jolted back, covering her mouth with one hand as her face turned a dozen shades of red.
“I-I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have—” I began.
“No. I just, um. I’m gonna find some more squirrels.” She bolted to her feet, snatched her gloves, and vanished between the trees.
Great job, Matt. Real great job. But the sensation of her lips against mine remained, and blood pounded in my ears. Had I imagined that she’d given in? Was it just because I’d wanted it so badly?
“Matt! I’ve got one!” Keke called.
“Be right there!” I shook my head and rose to my feet.
When I found her, Keke’s cheeks were still pink, but a permanent smile had affixed itself to her mouth. Neither of us mentioned the kiss for the remainder of our hunt.
[image: image-placeholder]

“Okay. I brought forty cat’s paws,” Cannoli wheezed, poking the marbles on the table. “That’s enough for twenty potions, right?”
Cannoli wasn’t joking. She’d sung herself hoarse. “How did you carry them all? Your pack can only hold thirty items, right?”
“I made two trips!” She smiled, then coughed. I passed her a canteen of water I’d procured from Nauka, and she took a sip. “Thanks.”
Keke stood watch just outside the shop. There’d been no convincing her to join me on my first venture into [Alchemy] and still no explanation of her relationship with Nauka. Ah, well. Can’t win ‘em all.
Cannoli had helped me ready the basic tools for creating the Minor Healing Potion—a beaker set over a burner, a pair of tongs, a thermometer, a glass stirring stick, and the water. They were positioned beside our silver whiskers, cat’s paws, and twenty glass bottles that Cannoli had insisted on purchasing.
“Now,” Cannoli rasped, “water is your base—”
“I can have Granny explain this to me if you want to rest your vocal cords,” I suggested.
Cannoli quickly shook her head. “N-no! I want to help.” She blushed before continuing. “You’ll add three fingers of water like this.” She held her hand horizontally from the beaker, placing three fingers from the bottom and pouring the water in until it reached the tip of her forefinger. “Then you’ll add your cat’s paws and increase the heat. They have to melt before we can add the whiskers.”
“Okay.” For probably the first time since I’d arrived, I watched with rapt attention. Kissing Keke poked and prodded at the back of my mind, but these potions could mean life or death for all of us. I couldn’t mess this up.
Cannoli dropped two cat’s paws in with the tongs, then carefully stirred it as she increased the heat. She placed the thermometer into the mixture, and the red liquid rose inside the thin tube. “You want it to reach seventy. If it goes over by too much, you can burn your potion. If it’s under, your cat’s paws won’t melt properly.”
“Seventy what? Fahrenheit? Celsius?” I watched the thermometer as it passed each number. Thirty, thirty-five, forty…
“What? Just seventy,” Cannoli replied.
I coughed. “Alright. Just seventy.”
“Now, once it reaches seventy, your cat’s paws will melt.”
Just as she said, the marbles liquified into a green-gold elixir that danced through the water as she stirred.
“You want to let this simmer for three minutes, stirring it occasionally. You will know it’s done because it turns completely gold.” Cannoli tapped the stir stick against the side of the glass, eyes never leaving the concoction. “And make sure it stays at seventy. No higher, no lower.”
I wondered if there was a timer on the iPaw. Probably not. That’d be far too convenient. “Got it.”
We both watched the beaker with interest. Cannoli took another swig of water and whisked the cat’s paws every thirty seconds or so. She made minor adjustments to the burner depending on what the thermometer showed. Thankfully, it was very obvious when it was ready for the next step—it looked like we’d melted a bar of gold instead of a couple marbles. I had to admit, it was pretty to look at.
“Next, we add our whiskers!” Cannoli grabbed two whiskers and held them over the beaker. “You have to add them little by little and keep stirring. Too much at once will overwhelm your base.”
“Okay.”
“And still at seventy!”
“Seventy. Right.”
The whiskers slowly melted like pasta in hot water, adding silver streaks to our golden elixir. It smelled great—like fresh green grass or the trees that bloomed in springtime. I don’t know what I’d been expecting from a health potion—cough syrup, maybe?
“When they’re all added, keep it stirring for one more minute until all of the silver color is gone. Then turn off the heat and let it cool.” As Cannoli continued to work the stick through the potion, the silver streaks dissolved inside the burnished gold. When she was satisfied that they had dissolved, she extracted the stir stick and cut the beaker. “And that’s it!”
I suppressed the urge to say something about craft systems with instant results and nodded. Twenty potions times five minutes each… Almost two hours to make twenty potions. Cannoli and I can knock these out in an hour. But if Keke helped, that would cut our time in third. I looked at the doorway. Keke was watching me curiously but averted her eyes as soon as she noticed I was staring. Nah, I’ll leave her be.
“You’re good at this, Cannoli,” I said.
Her face glowed in appreciation, and her gaze dropped to the floor. “T-thank you.” Her voice cracked, and she cleared her throat. “Why don’t we work side by side on the rest?”
Reading my mind. “Sounds great.”
It took me a couple of tries to get a feel for it. My first potion looked like a bottle of oil, and on the second one, I didn’t let the whiskers melt enough. But by the third, I finally had the hang of it, giving us eighteen in total, or six potions each.
By the time we finished, the sun had set, and my stomach grumbled. I was starving. Cannoli’s voice was coming back, and a thin sheen of sweat had built on her forehead. But she was still all smiles and oozing positivity.
“Let’s get some dinner,” I suggested.
We passed six of the potions to Keke, pocketed them in our packs, and made plans for food. I couldn’t stop my eyes from lingering on Keke’s lips each time she talked.
Guess we’ll talk about that later.
New Notifications!
[Novice Potions] Updated! 8/10 Potions Complete!
Matt has gained: Minor Healing Potion x6!
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Chapter 16
The Conjuring


Sleep should never be taken for granted.  Like a lot of guys my age, I had a tendency to stay up late. Very late. Rarely until the sun rose, though.
I rolled around for hours. The memory of Keke’s lips on mine devoured every rational thought in my head. Sleeping in her cot wasn’t helping one iota.
It even smells like her.
While racking my brain for ways to shut down my racing thoughts, I wondered for one brief moment if there might be some way to relieve myself. If I could do that, then sleep just might be possible. Post-nut clarity was a very real thing. Maybe there was something around the house that would make for a decent lubricant.
How can you even think of doing something like that in someone else’s house? Let alone hers?
I pulled the blanket over my head in shame, shutting my eyes tight. My embarrassment aside, knowing my luck, I’d probably find one of Keke’s poisons and burn my dick off in the process. Can’t imagine I’d get another shot at life after that one.
The dread of seeing the sun come up began to set in, and I cursed myself for sniffing the pillow. As soon as the sun appeared, something else would kick into gear, and sleep would no longer be possible. A second wind would take control, barring my journey into dreamland.
Well, the hours ticked by, and when the sun rose, so did I. The unfortunate part was that I was in one of those strange modes of operation where I wasn’t tired, but I didn’t feel rested either. There was no morning grogginess or heavy-headed feeling. It was as if I’d just closed my eyes, and then it was morning. These moments always scared me. It meant there was a strong possibility of being overcome by sudden weariness. This world was not a good place for that to happen.
“Hey, Matt! Are you awake?”
A smile crept up on my face. My cheeks grew warm at the sound of Keke’s voice. “Y-yeah! I’m okay!” Moron. She asked if you were awake, not if you were okay. “I mean, yes, I’m awake!”
Strange that she didn’t come right into the room.
Maybe I really did overstep my boundaries.
“Okay! Well, um, I’m going to do a little shopping! If you need anything, Cannoli’s right next door!”
“W-wait!”
But it was too late. The front door slammed shut, the sweet Keke eye candy forbidden from my sights. We hadn’t really talked much after the kiss, and I wanted to make sure things were okay between us. Guess I’d have to try again later. I breathed a deep sigh and sat up.
I sure did miss eating one of Keke’s home-cooked meals for breakfast.
Hope she’ll be back soon.
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After an hour passed, I began to worry. I still hadn’t eaten breakfast and knowing next to nothing about Nyarlea’s cuisine—not to mention my bottom-of-the-barrel [Cooking] score—wasn’t helping.
Guess that’s something I’ll need to learn soon, too. Can’t depend on the girls forever.
Wading through the common room like I usually did, I rested my hand on the door handle. Cannoli was right next door, so I figured I would drop by and see if she knew what Keke was up to.
I opened the door and stepped outside. As I did, I caught the fleeting images of a handful of cat tails ducking for cover in several directions. One behind Keke’s pots of yellow flowers, which I found a little creepy, a couple more down the road, and a few around the house across from me.
Is it dangerous to walk around here alone?
I shut the door behind me and made my way down the short dirt road. Once I came to Cannoli’s door, I gave it a few good knocks and waited. As I did, I tapped my foot against the ground and looked around to see several catgirls passing glances my way. 
As flattering as it was, it also left me a bit uneasy. Until this point, all of my knowledge had come from the mouths of two catgirls, an iPaw, and a handful of Encroachers. Who knows what some of them were capable of, especially if they were built anything like Espada.
“Ah!” A sudden sharp pain on my rear made me spin on my heel. I caught the winking gaze of a short-haired brunette. She licked her lips as she hurried past me, a basket of white laundry tucked under one arm.
Did she just pinch my ass?
Time continued to pass without a response. Worried, I knocked again, this time a little harder. The seconds ticked by. I continued to wait, and still, Cannoli never came to the door.
“What the hell,” I muttered.
I wonder if anyone saw where they went.
Considering their awkward relationship, I decided to avoid Granny Nauka. Instead, I searched for Saphira. “Let’s see. Where was that fruit stand again?”
“Um, Matt?”
I turned around to confront the voice behind me. “Saphira! I’ve been looking for you.”
“Oh, uh, wh-why? I-I mean—” The brunette’s cheeks flushed a violent red behind her freckles, and she batted at the air as if she were trying to swat a fly. As cute as it was, I didn’t really have time for this.
“Have you seen Keke or Cannoli anywhere?”
“Oh… I-I see.” Saphira stopped waving her arms and bowed her head, looking away. “No. I haven’t. Maybe try Espada? She keeps a better eye on things.”
“Alright. Thanks!” I clasped her hands together in gratitude, her face turning even redder than before. Before she could get another word out, I was off again.
I came to a skidding halt by Espada’s workshop. The smell of burning coals and the clanging of hot iron hung in the air. “Espada!”
Espada didn’t stop hammering. She continued to work the metal with the motions of someone who’d done it thousands of times. Dipping the chunk of red-hot ore into a vat of oil, it caught fire and sputtered out over the next few seconds as I tried to call out to her again. When the last flames were doused, she finally turned around.
“What do you want?” Espada pulled her goggles up over her head. An outline of clean skin stuck out among her soot-ridden cheeks. It reminded me of a tan line.
“Keke and Cannoli. Have you seen them anywhere?”
“They’re not with you? Thought they were attached to your hip.” She laughed.
“I’m serious, Espada! I haven’t seen them all morning. It’s been almost two hours now, and they didn’t tell me where they were going. Please, if you know anything at all—”
“They got along fine without you before you came, you know.” Her eyes narrowed. “They can take care of themselves.”
Still, though. I couldn’t seem to ditch this weird feeling that something was wrong. “I know. It’s just that we’ve been taking on harder roaches lately, and I don’t want… well,” I trailed.
“You don’t want them to try anything stupid,” she finished for me.
Well, well. Espada knows more than the forge, after all. “Yeah.”
“Hmm.” Espada put a thumb to her chin and pondered. “I think I saw Keke heading up to Ravyn’s place.”
“Who’s Ravyn?”
“A crazy witch. Not the kind of gal you’d want to tango with.”
A witch? Like black magic and fireballs?
Espada continued. “But since you’re insistent, follow this dirt path,” she said, leaning over her counter and pointing north, “make a left at the fork, keep taking the road until you reach a descending staircase. You’ll know you’re at the right place if you’re at the cliff’s edge.”
“Cliff’s… edge?” A lump built in my throat. Me and heights weren’t on the best terms.
“Yeah. Bitch lives in the side of the cliff. Best of luck!”
Oh. Great.
I gave Espada my thanks and did exactly as she suggested, whispering the directions to myself as I followed them. The marketplace disappeared behind me, and I weaved through a sparse thicket. Just as I started to wonder if I didn’t remember Espada’s directions correctly, I found it.
The stone staircase looked as if it had been carved out of the cliff’s face hundreds of years ago. There was no railing, and there were maybe two feet between the wall and me dropping multiple stories to my death. The stairs were chipped and scratched, some missing chunks of half or more of the damn step. A strong gust of wind blew past, and my footing staggered. I caught myself against the cliff and gasped for air, resting my head in my palm. For a moment, I got cold feet.
Okay. I can do this for Keke and Cannoli. I have to go down there.
I reasoned with myself that it would never have been built that way if it was so easy for people to fall to their death. I half-believed it, but I had to reassure my fears with something. I inched down the steps with great care. To my immense relief, the staircase felt perfectly intact. Even the footings that seemed on their last leg held firm, supporting me as sturdily as the one before it.
Maybe she really is the real deal. A real witch.
At the end of my descent was a wooden door located on the cliff’s side. I gave it a few knocks and waited. “Ravyn?” I called. I knocked again.
The door clicked and slowly creaked open. Pale, thin fingers curled around the edge of the polished wood, one by one. A mat of red hair appeared between the crack, half-concealing a single violet eye.
“Ugh, what is it?” Her voice was raspy, and there was this strange, pungent smell of… something. Alcohol?
“M-my name is Matt!” I said, standing at attention like I was at boot camp. “I’m looking for Keke and Cannoli. Do you know where they are?”
“Keh.” The door swung open, and an otherworldly gust whisked me inside. I spun around several times, nearly falling on my ass. The door slammed shut, and a slew of candles sparked to life at the snap of Ravyn’s fingers.
Surrounding me were several candelabras, their flames dancing in the darkness. As each one lit, Ravyn’s figure gained more and more definition. Sleep-deprived eyes pierced through me with wicked curiosity. Thick red hair cascaded around her shoulders and stopped just above her hips. She wore a lacy black top that cupped and accentuated her ample chest, matching black panties, and a garter belt clamped to flowery thigh highs. Her red ears flickered toward me, and her thick tail swayed side to side behind her.
This month’s Victoria’s Secret catgirl goes to...
“Oh, you are delicious,” she mused, a finger lingering at the corner of her mouth. She walked toward me in a clumsy yet sexy girl-next-door sort of way. Ravyn took her finger away from her mouth and brought it to the bridge of my nose.
I couldn’t move. Or maybe I didn’t want to.
Ravyn brought her finger down, past the tip of my nose. She brushed my lips, traced my chin, and stopped at the collar of my shirt. It could’ve been my imagination, but her gaze continued to travel, down and down, until stopping around my waistline. She paused for a time, then looked back up at me. “Why don’t you just stay here? I’m sure I could give you all the entertainment you could ever want.”
I swallowed. “I see.”
“Tempted are we?”
Just a bit. My gaze traveled to her curves, her bust. None of the girls I’d seen so far had quite the chest she had. Her garter belt and knee-high socks gave me a framed view of her absolute territory, and—I have to admit—my hormones paralyzed me.
“Ravyn,” I choked.
“Yes, my darling?” she crooned.
This is dangerous. Don’t fall, Matt. Keke and Cannoli need your help. Right now.
But… “Maybe I could spend some time here for a bit.”
“Kekekeke! Pffft! Hahahahaha!” The sensual mood, her body in the candlelight, all of it was turned upside down at the sound of her laughter.
“Oh man, I had you going!” Ravyn stepped backward, slapping her hand against her thigh and doubling over.
What the hell just happened?
“Wow, are you easy! You should play a little hard to get! What a loser! Hahahahaha!”
Kill me. I could feel the blood rushing from my crotch to my face. Fucking kill me.
“Squaawk! Wow, you are easy! Wow, you are easy! Squaawk!”
I clapped my hands to my ears and turned to the hellkite behind me. I recognized that infernal sound. Awful childhood memories bubbled up to the surface of the pet parrot my mom raised from an egg. This one was bright blue, unlike my mom’s red-green macaw. It didn’t matter, though. All parrots were the same—evil little finger-eating rats with wings.
“Tempted are we! Tempted are we! Squaawk!”
“I. Hate. Parrots.”
“Oh, but he loves you. He loves everyone, don’t you, Bally?” Ravyn approached the parrot with a cookie she pulled out from God knows where and the parrot snatched it away, spilling crumbs all over the floor as it devoured the sugary treat.
“Bally? That’s a weird name for a parrot.” Though Mom named ours Ferdinand.
“Short for Ball Gag.”
I coughed. “You named your bird Ball Gag?”
She nodded enthusiastically. “Yeah, Bally’s a great bird. He does anything I tell him to. Don’t you, boy? Oh yes, you do!” she said as she rubbed her cheek against his.
I cleared my throat. “Look. About—”
“Your girlfriends. Yeah, yeah, I know.” Ravyn continued to fawn over her parrot, and once again, my attention drifted.
Despite the drastic change in mood, it did little to distract me from how goddamned mind-blowing her body was. Now that I was closer, I noticed that the top of her black lingerie was semi-transparent. Holy shit.
“Hey, boy! I’m talking to you! Tits are down there! Face is up here!” She snapped her fingers in my face.
“Squaawk! Tits up here!”
I frowned. I’d cook Ball Gag for dinner if it came to it. [Cooking] Skill be damned. “Are you going to help me find them or not?”
“Hmmm, yeah, I guess I’ll help you out. You’re the only man around here anyway, so you’ll need some useful protection.” Ravyn nudged me in the ribs with her elbow, a lecherous smile on her face. “Not that you’ll need it later, if you catch my drift.”
A pile of books, one of the candelabras, and a chair toppled over in the back of the room with a loud crash. Ravyn and my attention snapped to a dark-skinned, white-haired catgirl on her knees amongst the wreckage, holding a sheet around her chest.
My jaw dropped, and I stared. What the hell else was I supposed to do?
“I didn’t realize you were up,” the newcomer said, rubbing an eye with her free hand. Her gaze lazily drifted to me, and she yawned. “Who’s that?”
Ravyn’s smile disappeared. “Get dressed and go home, Phaedra!”
“Go home, Phaedra! Squaawk!”
Phaedra shuffled to her feet and snuffed out the candles with one bare foot. “Mmm, I think I’ll go back to sleep.” She waved a tired hand. “Nice meeting you.”
We watched her amble away back to whatever room she came from.
My frustration of missing Keke and Cannoli toppled my confusion at Phaedra’s entrance. My sexual desires aside, I was growing impatient, and Ravyn’s personality was taking away the draw of her body with every word out of her mouth. “Please, Ravyn. Help me find Keke and Cannoli. I care about them. I don’t want them to get hurt.”
Ravyn folded her arms, and her gaze drifted to the hem of Phaedra’s sheet as it disappeared behind a doorframe. “Hmm. Okay. This is getting a little too heavy for me. So, if you relax, I’ll help you out. Give me a few minutes to gear up, and we’ll go.”
“Thank you.”
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Ravyn took her sweet time, but she was true to her word. She was dressed how I imagined most witches would look—except each piece of her black and red outfit had some sort of sexy twist. She’d ditched the lacy top for a dark corset and mini skirt, but her garter belt was still intact. The corset and skirt were accented by long, belled sleeves, knee-high boots, and topped off with a pointed witch’s hat. Ball perched on her shoulder, and she passed him another cookie. 
“You look like a witch out of a lingerie catalog,” I said.
Ravyn frowned. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”
“I’m sure you do. You can fight, right?”
“Why don’t you check your iPaw?”
Well-versed in the iPaw, are we? “Appear, iPaw.” I made it to the Party screen, and what I saw made my jaw drop.
“What doesn’t surprise you?” She scoffed.
Ravyn had been added to my party alongside Keke and Cannoli. That wasn’t the strange part, though.
Ravyn
Base Level 10
Sorcerer Class Level 5
Base Experience: 2500/2800
Class Experience: 700/1000
Health Points: 45/45
Myana Points: 103/103
Energy: 34/34
Strength: 1
Vitality: 2 +1
Dexterity: 3
Agility: 1
Magic: 7 +4
Resistance: 1 +3
Not only did she have more [Myana Points] than me—unsurprising considering her Class—but she had more [Health Points] than me, too. “[Sorcerer]. Level 10.” I mumbled the words as I looked up at Ravyn. “What the hell are you doing on Ni Island?”
New Notifications!
Matt has befriended: Ravyn!
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Chapter 17
Twisted Webs


Ravyn led me back through  the marketplace without a word, then past Keke and Cannoli’s silent houses, continuing south. As we walked, I couldn’t help but notice the whispers behind cupped hands and the many fingers pointed at Ravyn. It was clear she was going out of her way to ignore them, so I did my best to follow suit.
Ball flew over us all the while, reciting vulgarities that made even me duck my head to avoid the shrill gazes of the nearby girls.
Once we were standing in the field where I’d sang for the pawm civets, Ravyn stopped.
The uncomfortable feeling in my stomach was getting worse by the minute. I had to see them again. Hear Cannoli’s reassuring voice. Feel Keke’s lips on mine…
“So, where are they?” I asked, digging at one of the ditches with my foot where a pawm civet surely dwelled.
Ravyn crossed her arms over her chest. “I only know where Keke is. Cannoli could be ditzying around anywhere.”
I frowned. “Where’s Keke, then?”
“Put me down!” Keke’s shrill cry echoed through the cattails.
Ravyn pointed. “She’s over there.”
“Keke,” I breathed and dashed through the tall grass. “[Combat Mode]!” The iPaw activated from my pocket, and my gear shifted from my casual clothes to my combat attire. The weight of the axe felt familiar and sure in my hand.
Ravyn jogged next to me and chortled. “Pffft. What a stupid hat.”
Well, at least it was one more point of [Resistance]. “Says the woman running in stilettos.”
“Baka. I’m keeping up just fine.”
“What did you call—”
“Hey! Stop it!” Keke’s voice was closer. I dropped the question and returned my focus to finding her. We were almost there.
“Let her go!” Cannoli trilled. “Or I’ll— I’ll!”
“Hey, two for one. Whaddya know?” Ravyn grinned.
A third, unfamiliar voice joined the fray. A smooth, silken timbre that weaved through the air and stroked my skin. “Or you’ll what, darling?”
“Eeee! No!” Cannoli screamed.
“Ah, shit,” Ravyn murmured.
“What?”
“It’s a Defiled.”
We broke through the cattails into a clearing with orange grass set against a mountainside. Cavernous entrances and black pocks covered in silver threads were carved into the cliffside, elevating the terrifying scene before me.
My dream version of spider-Keke had nothing on this monstrosity. Eight thin, spindly legs twice my height carried an enormous black abdomen covered in long, fine hairs that ended in an undulating tail. The attached carapace blossomed into a slender, feminine back and two very human arms. She had ebony skin and jet-black hair that fell over her shoulders, partially concealing naked breasts. Pierced black cat ears stood tall against her head, and a wide grin adorned her face.
Keke and Cannoli’s feet dangled free in the coils of two legs, but her attention snapped to Ravyn and me when we were free of the cattails.
“A catgirl drider?” I whispered.
“No. A Defiled. Goddess above, do you even listen to yourself?” Ravyn snapped.
“Oh, hello there.” The drider smiled, her brilliant white teeth sharp in the sunlight. “Have you come to join the feast?”
“Only if you’re on the menu!” I yelled, sounding way more confident than I felt. It didn’t take a moron to realize how powerful this thing was just by looking at it.
“Matt!” Keke cried. “Run!”
Keke and Cannoli squirmed and kicked. The drider brought Keke closer to her human form and caressed her cheek, eyes glittering with excitement. The nails on that hand looked sharp enough to slice skin with minimal effort.
“You found a man, then. Lucky for you, sweet girl,” the drider purred. “Too bad your lives will end here, hm?”
Rage pumped wave after wave of adrenaline through my veins. It pounded in my ears and framed my vision with red. I couldn’t run. I would never leave them behind.
“No!” I bolted forward, concentrating on the drider. “[Provoke]!”
“Matt! Hang on a sec!” Ravyn called.
But all I could see was the monster’s hand on Keke’s face. The look of desperation in Cannoli’s eyes.
What the hell? I knew that [Provoke] had activated; I could sense the cooldown recharging. But the familiar sense of enmity wasn’t there. I had her attention, sure, but she continued to toy with the girls.
The drider laughed. “You’ll have to do better than that.” She twisted Keke’s hair in the fingers of one hand and traced the length of her throat with a slender, pitch-black tongue. “You are delicious.”
Keke whimpered—a desperate, helpless noise I’d never heard out of her before. Something inside me snapped. I curled back my arm, aiming at the base of the leg holding Keke, and hurled the axe with all my might. It spun blade over handle in the air until, to my immense relief, it chopped halfway through the femur.
The drider screamed and dropped Keke, who rolled safely to the left in the grass.
And now I needed to get my axe back.
“How dare you! You insignificant morsel!” Cradling her bleeding leg between two others, the drider pulled the weapon free with her human hands. “You will pay for this!” She brought Cannoli close to her chest and raised the axe.
“[Pinpoint Weakness]!” Keke was back on her feet, bow drawn and arrow nocked. She let it fly, then drew another with lightning speed. One pierced the leg cradling Cannoli, the other into the arm wielding the blade.
With an ear-piercing howl, the drider released Cannoli and my weapon. Ball flew in from behind, snatching the handle of the axe as it fell. The monster snarled and charged for Keke, limping on her wounded legs. Keke deftly dodged and kited the oncoming attacks, releasing her arrows at every opportunity.
Ball flapped through the air, changing his flight path toward me. The weight of my weapon made his trip awkward and warbled, and I worried he was going to drop the damn blade on my head. I met him in the middle, reaching up to take the handle straight from his claws.
“Get that axe to stupid Matt, squaawk! Stupid Matt!”
Thanks, Ravyn.
“Keke! This way!” Cannoli squealed.
Keke pivoted on her heel while shooting another arrow. She dodged one swiping leg, then another, diving beneath the drider’s body and skidding through to the other side. She readied and fired another arrow, charging toward Cannoli.
Well. I will never do anything that awesome.
“Close your eyes!” Cannoli cried.
I slammed my eyes shut just as [Blessed Light] activated.
“Squawk! What the hell?” Ball screamed, blindly swirling to the ground.
“Argh! You truly think you can defeat me? With these little tricks?” the drider cackled, and another pair of glistening eyes opened on her face.
“That was unexpected,” I mumbled.
The drider raised her arms to the sky. “Come, my children! We shall all feast!”
“That’s probably not good.” Ravyn and Cannoli had joined my side. Keke lowered her bow, and her ears tilted toward the mountain.
The trickle of hundreds of legs pitter-pattering against stone sounded from the caverns. Spiders ranging from the size of footballs to human adults poured from the darkness and straight for us.
“Oh shit,” I breathed. My blood froze in my veins, and the first prickles of fear overtook my adrenaline. One Defiled was hard enough. One Defiled and her league of terrifying children was a whole different story.
“Get behind me! Get behind me right fucking now!” Ravyn called.
Keke dashed to where we stood, and we grouped up behind Ravyn. The spiders funneled from the mountain and into a swarm, pedipalps oscillating in front of curved black fangs. The drider cackled as the mob approached, watching with keen interest.
They ran so goddamn fast. In no time at all, they were a stone’s throw away from our group. “Ravyn—” I began.
“Shut up!” Ravyn raised her hands and focused on the grouping spiders. “From the deepest caverns of fire and molten iron, rise forth! [Fire Pillar]!”
A circle of blinding flames erupted from the ground, lapping hungrily at the spiders within it. I instinctively threw an arm over my eyes and moved my body to shield the girls. The heaps of spiders hissed and crackled in flames, their bodies dissolving to ash in the oppressive heat.
“No! My babies! No!” the drider screeched. “How dare you!”
“Fuck off, bitch!” Ravyn retorted and shifted her arms toward the drider. “Oh, flames of life, grant my enemy misery! [Fire Ball]!”
A brilliant confluence of fire formed at Ravyn’s fingertips before she released it, sending the Spell blasting forward. It struck the core of the Defiled and exploded, searing her skin and melting her abdomen. Her screaming vanished in the blaze while the smoke rose to the sky. Keke, Cannoli, and I stared in wonder at the torched battlefield, none of us uttering a word.
“Yeah, so. I don’t really think you’ll be able to carve anything good off those crispy corpses.” Ravyn shrugged. “Sorry.”
“Ravyn, thank you,” Cannoli choked on her tears. “Thank you so m—”
“No. Gross. Don’t get mushy on me. Just… carve your shit and buy me a drink.” She gestured for Keke to move forward. “Let’s go. Chop chop. It smells like a Kitten Scouts campfire out here.”
I had a lot of questions. For all of them, really. But I watched Keke carve in silence, and we headed for the tavern.
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“You lot look like you’ve seen a ghost,” Frida, Junonia Tavern’s primary waitress, greeted us at the table. We’d made a habit of stopping by the haunt these last couple days. Frida was always there, a wide grin on her face and a sharp sense of knowing exactly what we needed.
“Something like that,” I mumbled.
“Got a roast on the spit for you tonight. Should bring some warmth back to your bones,” Frida suggested. “I take it you three want your usual.”
“Yeah. That’d be great. Thanks, Frida.” I scratched my jaw and sighed.
“Haven’t seen you up here in a spell, Ravyn,” Frida continued. “What’ll you have?”
“Dragon’s Breath. Like always.”
That sounds intense.
It was awkward while we waited for our drinks. Cannoli took a newfound interest in her fluttering fingers. Keke tapped the table and refused to meet my gaze. Ravyn snuggled Ball and fed him cookies, whispering words of endearment.
Frida passed out our wooden mugs, and I drained half of it before I could stop myself. Ravyn had emptied hers by the time mine hit the table, and she ordered another one. Ah, hell, this is gonna be expensive.
“So, Keke, what were you doing out there?” I asked at last.
Keke chewed her lip. “U-um. Well, Ravyn told me—”
“Hey, don’t throw me under the wagon,” Ravyn snarled.
Keke’s eyes narrowed, and her ears bent forward. “I’m not. I went to that field in search of… something. It comes from a low-Level roach, and Ravyn told me they were out there.”
“So, you weren’t hunting the Defiled?” That was a relief. Keke trying to solo a Defiled was a suicide run; I’d watched as it nearly killed her. My stomach twisted just thinking about it.
“No. I wouldn’t do something so stupid.” Keke traced patterns on the wooden table, shoulders slumped. “I wish I’d known a Defiled was there. I would have been more careful. I’m sorry, Matt.”
Why didn’t she want to go in a Party? “I could have helped you, you know.”
Keke nodded, a blush hueing her cheeks. “I know.”
“She’s making a gift for you, jackass,” Ravyn cackled. “You going would have spoiled it.”
“Ravyn!” Cannoli squeaked. “How could you tell him?”
My heart skipped, and I cleared my throat. She was out there for me?
“I see.”
Keke’s hair fell over her shoulders, concealing her face.
Frida delivered plates of steaming roast and refilled our drinks. Ravyn tore into her cut, feeding small pieces of it to Ball while Keke and Cannoli idly poked at their portions.
My present aside, I still had more questions. “Cannoli, what were you doing there?”
“Oh. Well, um. I was worried about Keke and, uh, someone told me where she’d gone.” Cannoli toyed with her hair. “I was hoping I could help. But I think I just made it worse.”
“Squaawk! Made it worse! Stupid Cannoli!”
Cannoli flinched.
They both looked so sad. “Regardless, we did pretty well together, I think. Like a real Party,” I said, hoping to lighten the mood. “We’ve come a long way from our first battle together.”
“Yeah, like getting a [Sorcerer] to help you.” Ravyn laughed. “You’d all be spider food right now without me.”
“Probably. Thanks,” I said. So much for making them feel better.
But Keke’s eyes glittered. “No, you’re right. That axe throw was amazing, Matt! I didn’t know you could do that.”
I chuckled. “Me neither. I think [Axe Mastery] helped out. Or maybe sheer luck.” I’m just glad I didn’t hit you instead. “And Cannoli, thanks for the warning on the light.”
“Of course! I hope that it will stop affecting you when I increase its Level!” Cannoli said brightly.
“I can’t imagine why it wouldn’t. Really, though, we’re getting much better with practice,” I said.
“Alright. I’ll stick with you guys,” Ravyn said suddenly.
The three of us froze and turned to look at Ravyn.
“What?” I asked.
“I said, count me in your Party,” Ravyn repeated, happily accepting her second mug. “You need me. Obviously.”
“Count me in! Drink ‘til we’re dead! Squaawk!”
New Notifications!
Matt has gained: 85 Base XP!
Matt has gained: 85 Class XP!
Matt is now: Base Level 3!
Matt is now: Warrior Level 3!
Matt has gained: 1 Stat Point!
Matt has gained: 1 Class Point!
Keke has gained: 170 Base XP!
Keke has gained: 170 Class XP!
Keke is now: Base Level 4!
Keke is now: Scout Level 4!
Keke has gained: 1 Stat Point!
Keke has gained: 1 Class Point!
Cannoli has gained: 170 Base XP!
Cannoli has gained: 170 Class XP!
Cannoli is now: Base Level 4!
Cannoli is now: Acolyte Level 4!
Cannoli has gained: 1 Stat Point!
Cannoli has gained: 1 Class Point!
Ravyn has gained: 250 Base XP!
Ravyn has gained: 250 Class XP!
Now accessing system memory…
Building was my life. 
Sometimes two hands didn’t feel like enough.
Did I do enough?
Was I enough?
Memory storage successful.
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Chapter 18
The Cure


The next morning greeted me  with a hangover. It’d been a long time since I’d drank this much. The time before, I had just been dumped by my girlfriend of three days. Was not a pretty sight. Gotta say, though, drinking here sure did beat getting thrown out of a bar like some trash bag.
Then again, I still found myself flat on my back. Just on the common room floor in Keke’s house instead of on a sidewalk.
“I can’t believe you drank that much,” said Keke, shaking her head.
She knelt down beside me and put her hand to my forehead. Her fingers were soft and cool to the touch, and for a moment, it gave me some respite. I melted against her palm.
Her eyes darted around the room as she touched me, a light pink decorating her cheeks. “Well, I don’t feel a fever at least.” She retracted her hand.
I sighed.
“Are you feeling okay, Matt?” asked the wide-eyed Cannoli.
“Yeah, I’m okay… I think.” Waves of headaches rolled in and out while my stomach lurched and folded in on itself. There were moments where the room would spin, then snap back into place. I felt like I was inside a dryer, swishing back and forth while the girls watched from outside.
This is what I get for challenging Ravyn to a drinking contest. “What a poor choice of entertainment,” I muttered.
“Huh?”
“Nothing, Cannoli.” I shook my head—bad idea. Ow, that hurts.
Rubbing my temples, I thought back to the night prior. To the fun, the games, the now empty [Cat Pack]. Not a single Bell remained. The words of last night echoed through my mind. That’s future Matt’s problem! Let’s drink up!
I cursed past Matt’s ignorance and looked to my left, where Ravyn tended to a tea kettle. A brimming smile painted her lips, and she tapped at her elbow while she waited for the whistle. There wasn’t a hint of a hangover on her face.
Fine. You can drink me under the table. You win.
Ravyn wore one of those traditional Chinese dresses made of black brocade that sported a high, rectangular collar. Not that they would know where China was located—I’m sure this was totally normal to them. Golden thread formed intricately embroidered birds in the dark fabric of her dress. It looked great on her but a little out of place next to Keke and Cannoli’s nautical stylings.
“Your outfit’s a lot different than theirs,” I noted aloud.
“That’s how the girls on San Island dress,” Keke supplied. “Every island is different.”
“Ah.” Guess that explained it well enough.
Ball flapped around outside, occasionally pausing at the window to clean his feathers and shout new vulgar phrases that somehow escalated in intensity.
I felt awful. Almost awful enough to vomit. There was a certain air of authority and mysticism in the air, though. I felt waited on, adored, and loved—something I was sorely missing in the real world. Well, no, I shouldn’t say that. It was something I missed in my original world. This world was just as real as my old one. The aching in my body made sure to remind me of that.
“By the way, Matt.” Keke poked around in her [Cat Pack] and presented me with a closed fist. “I finished this while you were sleeping.” 
“Hmm?”
She unfurled her palm, revealing an ivory hook about the length of my thumb. “This is what I was looking for yesterday. My gift.”
I accepted the hook, careful not to spear my thumb on its sharp edge. It had a good weight to it, and the surface was smooth. There was a small hole drilled through the top. “Is it a fishing hook?”
“It is.” Keke smiled. “After our last attempt, I thought I’d help you out. This little hook will improve the effectiveness of [Fisherman’s Sense].”
“That’s thoughtful of you, Keke. Thanks.” The thought of fishing right now made the nausea worse, but I was sure I could make use of it later. “Ravyn told you where to find this?”
“It’s a fang from the spiders we met yesterday. Keke’s the one who made it a hook,” Ravyn replied before Keke could answer. “It’s also a popular ingredient in [Alchemy]. Grind it down, and powder from a spider’s fang can be used in almost anything.”
“I see.” I added the hook to my [Cat Pack]. “Thanks again, Keke.”
“You’re welcome.” Keke stretched and looked around the room. “So, what should we do now?”
“Hmm. Appear, iPaw.” The little deliverer of bad news appeared in the palm of my hand. Sure enough, my [Energy] was reading 3 out of 14. “Abysmally low [Energy].”
“That shouldn’t come as a surprise,” Keke said.
“So, wait a second.” I scrolled backward until I could see each of our Stat windows. Sure enough, Keke and Cannoli’s [Energy] numbers were considerably higher than mine. “I got to Level 3, and my [Energy] is still almost a third of what yours and Cannoli’s are.”
“It is?” Cannoli furrowed her brow.
Ah, right. How would they know? They don’t have a magical box packed with a monotone and infuriatingly vague AI like I do.
I tried holding the screen up for Keke to look, but she shook her head. “We can’t read it, remember? The iPaw’s magic is beyond our comprehension. Only the men are meant to understand it.”
There was a joke in there. I just missed it. “But I’ve caught up. I’m the same Level as you two are now,” I continued.
“No,” corrected Keke, “Cannoli and I are a Level above you again.”
I turned the iPaw back toward me. Just as I catch up, I’m left in the dust again. “Ah. So you are. Still, though, I have a lot less [Energy] at Level 3 than you girls did. Why is that?”
“We’ve lived here all of our lives, Matt. [Fishing], [Swimming], [Alchemy]; all of that naturally grants you points of [Energy] after you do them long enough,” Keke explained.
“Don’t forget [Cooking]!” Cannoli cheered.
Keke laughed. “And [Cooking]. Really, you’re gaining [Energy] points quickly despite not being here that long.”
That made me feel a little bit better. But it really sucked if the only way to get my [Energy] back was to sleep. “Are there any other ways to regenerate it, then? Sleeping the day away won’t help us get anywhere.”
Keke and Cannoli passed looks. Guess they didn’t know everything after all. I wondered whether I should call upon Ai for ideas.
“Ai—”
“That won’t be necessary, boy,” Ravyn cooed. Accompanying her bedroom voice was the whistle of the kettle. “Cannoli. Be a darling and get this cooked up for him, would you?”
Cannoli frowned and shot a glare at the seductress.
A rare moment of anger from Cannoli!
As Cannoli stood up from her belly-flop position, Ravyn poured tea into a cup. She lifted a plate from the counter and pinched a few different colored powders, dropping them into my drink. What though, I couldn’t tell you. For all I knew, cyanide was a rare spice in Nyarlea.
Cannoli passed Ravyn by, sticking her tongue out on the way.
“Here you are, young Matt.” Ravyn knelt in front of me and presented the cup with both hands. “Should help you feel better.”
“T-thanks.” I was already uneasy about her joining our group, especially after our first encounter. My eyes would occasionally drift to her exceptionally, uh, feminine features.
I shuffled to a sitting position and set the iPaw down beside me. As I was about to take a sip of the tea, a sound caught my attention. But it wasn’t just any sound—it was the sweet music of sizzling meat.
My gaze snapped toward its origin, and Ravyn shook a finger at me. “Not yet, young man. You need to learn patience.”
“Something we can actually agree on,” said Keke.
“Fine. You seem packed with experience. So, spill it. What’s the secret to getting my [Energy] back?” I returned my attention to the tea, taking a slow sip while I cast a suspicious eye at our newest Party member.
“Finish your tea,” Ravyn commanded.
“I am.” I took a bigger gulp this time. It was warm, soothing, and not scalding to the touch like my grandmother’s tea. There was a hint of sweetness. Was that honey I was tasting? As the liquid traveled down my throat and into my stomach, a pleasant sensation enveloped me. My headache was far from gone, but I swore the tea eased the pain. “That’s pretty nice. What’s in it?”
Ravyn shook her head. “Does it matter? It won’t kill you if that’s what you’re worried about.”
“He knows better than that,” Keke spat.
I really don’t, though?
I chanced another sip. Now my joints were beginning to ease up. My muscles weren’t as tense.
“Take a look at your [Energy].” Ravyn smiled.
I picked up the iPaw. All numbers were still the same. It didn’t look like anything changed. Well, there was one strange thing. “My [Energy] numbers are glowing?”
“Ara ara. That’s how you can tell it’s working,” Ravyn said with a finger to her chin. “Finish your tea.”
Didn’t she call me ‘baka’ yesterday, too?
Keke watched with minor interest as I swallowed the remainder of my tea. With each gulp, I could feel renewed strength, my limbs felt lighter, and the throbbing in my ears quieted.
Once I’d killed the last drops, I set the cup down and looked over to where the iPaw was resting. I was thrilled to see that my [Energy] had updated. “5 out of 14!”
Ravyn smiled, and Keke gawked. Cannoli looked absolutely stunned; upset, even.
“Now,” Ravyn said, clapping her hands together, “sleeping is not the only way to regenerate [Energy].” Ravyn’s stare veered. “Almost done, Cannoli?”
“Yes,” came a disappointed mumble.
“Did you use the rest of what was on the plate?”
“… Yes,” she replied beneath her breath.
“What was that?” I looked down at my hands, curling my fingers over and over. The world had finally quit spinning.
“Chun Meow tea.”
When she didn’t say anything else, I frowned. “I see.” Thanks for the explanation.
“It’s very acidic. Good for flushing out toxins. It also doubles—nay, triples—as not only an [Energy] booster but an aphrodisiac as well.” Ravyn winked.
My muscles tensed, and my face turned red-hot. “Ravyn—”
She sneered. “Kehehe. That last one was a lie.”
“A-ah. Right. Of course it is.” I ran a hand over my face.
“So trusting. That’s endearing,” she crooned.
“Could you please not prey on him?” said a stern Keke.
“Ah yes, he’s reserved for you, isn’t he?”
“I-I didn’t say that!” Keke balled her fists at her sides, her face flush. “Y-you know we could never make such claims.”
“Keke nor Matt ever said such things,” Cannoli added angrily.
“My, my, so defensive.” Ravyn smiled, never taking her eyes off of me.
It was intimidating, if I’m being honest. As awesome as it was to have three girls playfully arguing over me—or at least I hoped it was playful—it wasn’t how I’d imagined a situation like this going. I squirmed and writhed, unsure of what I should say next. I was afraid of getting yelled at, thrown out, or fed to a Defiled if I misstepped.
Ravyn crossed her arms over her chest. “For as kind as you are to Matt, you two sure are selfish.”
The clang of a utensil against a pot rang through the air. Keke and Ravyn’s ears bowed low from the noise.
“Oh. Sorry,” Cannoli muttered.
And then there was silence. I had forgotten about the meal Cannoli had been cooking. That is until she brought it to me with a glint in her eye and a smile that would warm the coldest of hearts.
“Here you go, Matt.” The vitriol from moments before had disappeared without a trace. Scary.
“Thank you, Cannoli. Seriously.” I took the plate away with a grin and wasted no time in chowing down. Describing it was difficult. It tasted like a steak. It had the texture of a steak. But there was something different. Something new. “What’s in it?”
Cannoli glanced at Ravyn, who didn’t seem to notice. “A few special herbs I put into the meat. Do you like it?”
“I love it!”
“Great! It should give you even more [Energy] than the tea did!” Cannoli said, clasping her hands together. Was it just me or was she racing to explain things before Ravyn could?
With the last bite of steak in my mouth, I chewed as I leaned over to see the iPaw. “Mnf!”
“So excited,” Ravyn giggled.
I swallowed. “I’ve got 11 out of 14 [Energy] now! Oh my God, I can do things again!”
“And how are you feeling?”
Now that Ravyn asked… “My headache is gone. My limbs feel great. Stomach is still a little weak. But I’m feeling a lot better. What else did you do?”
“Not me,” Ravyn said, shaking her head. “Cannoli. I just provided the spices you need to create [Energy] food. Cooked food without the spices won’t cut it if you want to do more than flail around and pass out.”
That last part blindsided me. How does she know I’ve been passing out?
“He did more than ‘flail around and pass out’ against the Defiled,” spat Keke.
“I wasn’t talking to you.” Ravyn’s grin faded. “Not much of a man if his girls keep speaking for him, is he?”
And the silence is back.
“Please stop!” Cannoli cried out. “Just stop. He needs [Energy] food then, right? My [Cooking] Level is really high. You said it yourself. I was the one who blended them well,” she said, pointing to Ravyn. “Just give me more of those spices! I’ll pay for them!”
Ravyn shrugged. “I don’t have any more—that was the last of my stores. We’d need to travel to San Island.”
Keke stood. “Fine, then. We’re going to San Island. We’ll head to the port and get Matt the [Energy] he needs.”
I raised my hand. “Now, hold on.”
“No!” cried the girls in unison.
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Chapter 19
Rumble at the Docks


Keke led the group with averted eyes,  unnecessarily clearing any seaweed and driftwood from our path. Cannoli fell in step next to her, ears tugged down like the corners of her mouth. Ravyn marched beside me with a spring in her step, as if nothing in the world could faze her mood. Ball Gag flew just above us, and I prayed he wouldn’t take a giant dump on my head.
But no, really. Why is he named that?
As we stalked along the beach, I wondered, for the tenth time, why we were leaving the island right this instant. No one would answer my pleas, so I’d given up. But the silence was killing me.
“So, [Energy] gets used up no matter what I do?” Ravyn had already said it, but I needed something to fill the tension between the girls.
“Mou ii, you really don’t listen to anything I say, do you?” Ravyn sighed.
“Matt doesn’t listen! Squawk! Stupid Matt!”
So, she really is speaking Japanese—I wasn’t just hearing things. “I do, honest. I just want to make sure I have a good grip on it.”
“Everything you do during the day costs [Energy]. Walking, [Swimming], fighting, [Fishing], [Cooking]. Some activities cost more [Energy] than others,” Keke called over her shoulder.
Ravyn cleared her throat. “Yes. As I was saying, before I was so rudely interrupted—”
Cannoli made a strained squealing sound.
“—The more [Energy] you have, the more activities you can do throughout the day. And the more activities you do, the more likely your [Energy] is to increase. Of course, that’s in addition to Quests and the like,” Ravyn explained. “Your [Energy] will become more difficult to increase as it grows higher.”
“What you’re saying, then, is right now I’m expending [Energy] so we can go to another island and buy herbs to replenish the same [Energy]?” Would a nap really be too much to ask?
Ravyn’s eyes narrowed. “You don’t think of the future much, do you?”
I frowned. “What do you mean?”
“You’re impulsive as hell.”
“Ravyn,” Cannoli squeaked.
Not holding any punches, I see. “Says the girl who invited herself into our Party.”
“Here’s the difference between you and me. My snap decisions won’t cost us time, resources, or our lives. Yours will.”
I felt the trickle of wounded pride sliding down my spine. I set my jaw and inhaled. “And how’s that?”
Ravyn ticked off her responses on her fingers. “Buying that stupid hat instead of saving for better gear. Offering to bed me while your girlfriends were in trouble. Throwing your axe at the Defiled’s leg when it could have very easily killed Keke. Spending your every last Bell on booze—”
“Wait, you did what?” Keke paused and spun to face me, golden eyes shooting daggers into my soul.
Cannoli danced to Keke’s side and placed a consoling hand on her shoulder.
“N-no, it wasn’t like that!” I waved my hand in the air and desperately shook my head. Fuck, seriously? “You know how Ravyn is! Such a joker! Ha-ha!”
Ravyn rolled her eyes. “You’re missing the point, boy.”
“She probably really is just joking,” Cannoli whispered to Keke, loud enough for me to hear.
“Hmph.” Keke crossed her arms.
I cringed and rubbed my hand through my hair. “A-anyway, they all seemed like good ideas at the time.”
“Thank you for defining the word ‘impulsive’ for the group,” Ravyn chided.
“D-did you really? Offer to— to…?” Cannoli couldn’t seem to finish the thought. 
The picture of innocence, this one.
“Of course not. I went to Ravyn to find you two. Besides, she had some other girl at her place,” I explained quickly.
Ravyn stepped close to me and walked her fingers up my chest. Her voice lowered to a sensuous purr, and her eyelids drooped. “What, you’ve never had a threesome?”
My nerves stood on end at the idea. My head fogged with images of Ravyn in her lingerie and Phaedra wrapped in the bedsheet. A sharp pain in my arm overrode the fleeting thoughts.
“Ow! What the hell?” A round stone fell to the sand, and I looked at Keke.
Ravyn cackled. “You’re too damn easy. Goddess above, what doesn’t make you blush?”
“How is Phaedra, anyway?” Keke asked, casually wiping her hands on her dress as if she hadn’t just chucked a rock in my direction.
“Oh. We broke up,” Ravyn replied nonchalantly as if talking about dinner plans instead of her ex-girlfriend.
“That’s so sad!” Cannoli whined.
Alexa, play Despacito...
“Sure. Come on. We’re losing daylight,” Keke said, turning away from me to continue the lead.
I drew a deep breath and took two steps to add some distance between Ravyn and me. As uncomfortable as it was to admit, she was probably right. I quickly evaluated our first few fights together as a Party, and I’d often seemed to rely more on instinct than the other girls to perform. “Alright, I’ll try to do better,” I said.
“What? At not blushing?” Ravyn asked.
“No. To not be so impulsive,” I mumbled.
“Good. Now back to your question about the spices. We should stock up for all of us, not just you. We may have higher [Energy], but if we want to tackle what’s to come in Nyarlothep, we’re going to need larger stores.” Ravyn held out an arm, and Ball perched gracefully on the crook of her elbow. She reached into her [Cat Pack] and fed him a cookie. “Isn’t that right, Bally? Oh, you’re such a good boy.”
“Alright. Then— wait. You guys said to get to Nyarlothep, we need to be at least Level 10,” I said.
“That’s right,” Cannoli replied.
“So, how are we getting to San Island? Will we not get attacked by the Defiled?”
Ravyn shook her head. “The roaches that live between the islands can be easily defeated at Level 5. We’ll be fine.”
“But I’m Level 3. And they just hit 4,” I countered.
“And that’s why you have me!” Ravyn beamed. “There’s nothing between here and San that I can’t kill.”
“We should be able to help, too,” Keke added without turning around. It was impossible to read her mood, but her whole body seemed tense.
“Yeah! We got new Skills and everything!” Cannoli cheered. We could always count on her to maintain high spirits. “Right, Keke?”
Some of the tension drained from Keke’s shoulders. “Yeah. You’re right.”
“Ah, yes. The Great Cannoli and her blinking light show,” Ravyn snickered.
Cannoli turned heel, cheeks puffed, and fists balled. Her tail was rigid, and her ears laid flat on her head.
“H-hey! I still need to plug in my Stats. So, let’s do that now, shall we?” I stammered. “Remember how I didn’t do that the first time, Cannoli? Ridiculous, right?”
Cannoli’s face relaxed, and her hands unfurled. Her tail resumed its usual sway, and a smile returned to her lips. “Oh, yeah! Silly Matt!” she giggled. “What will you put them into this time?”
Quick to anger but quicker to cheer. I exhaled a sigh of relief and summoned my iPaw. “Let’s see.” I hovered over my Stats and weighed my options.
More [Vitality] or more [Strength]? The last couple of fights had shown that I wasn’t getting KO’d every fight, so maybe my Health Points were finally in a good place. Hitting harder could only help us all, really.
“I think [Strength],” I said.
Cannoli nodded. “That’s a good idea. The roaches should be on you after all.”
I felt the heat rise to my cheeks and looked back to the iPaw.
INCREASE STRENGTH TO 3?
I chose [YES] and once again felt the immediate effects of my Level. Everything felt a little lighter and a second wind coursed through my veins. Man, a guy could get addicted to this.
[Health Points] +1!
[Defense] +1!
My eyes widened. So [Strength] could do more than just increase my damage, huh? I tucked that thought away and did a quick look over my remaining Stats.
Matt
Base Level 3
Warrior Class Level 3
Base Experience: 250/500
Class Experience: 250/500
Health Points: 22/22
Myana Points: 4/4
Energy: 14/14
Strength: 2 +1
Vitality: 2 +1
Dexterity: 1
Agility: 1
Magic: 1
Resistance: 1 +1
Sure enough, I’d gained 1 [Health Point], just as it said. I realized it had been a while since I’d looked at Keke and Cannoli’s stats, too. Knowing where they were distributing their points was just as important. I checked Cannoli’s first.
Cannoli
Base Level 4
Acolyte Class Level 4
Base Experience: 630/700
Class Experience: 630/700
Health Points: 10/10
Myana Points: 19/19
Energy: 30/30
Strength: 1
Vitality: 2
Dexterity: 1
Agility: 1
Magic: 3 +1
Resistance: 1 +1
I felt relieved. I’d made a mental note to have a chat with Cannoli about the importance of [Vitality], but it seemed that she’d figured it out on her own. It wasn’t a ton more Health, but it was certainly a start.
I backed out and looked at Keke’s sheet.
Keke
Base Level 4
Scout Class Level 4
Base Experience: 668/700
Class Experience: 668/700
Health Points: 17/17
Myana Points: 11/11
Energy: 30/30
Strength: 1 +1
Vitality: 2
Dexterity: 2 +1
Agility: 2
Magic: 1
Resistance: 1
Wait. She picked [Vitality] too? That didn’t seem right. The drider had picked her up, sure, but I hadn’t seen Keke actually sustain any damage up to that point. So why hadn’t she gone with more [Dexterity] or [Agility]?
“We’re here,” Keke said.
I’d been so caught up in my thoughts that I hadn’t noticed our arrival at the port. Though, to be fair, it was easy to miss. A single dock extended into the ocean, flanked by an abandoned merchant stall and a vacant wooden booth. At the dock’s end was a wooden rowboat flecked with chipped red paint. It looked old.
That’s what we’re going in? I swallowed my apprehension and continued to put one foot in front of the other.
A deeply tanned catgirl with cropped sea-green hair sat on the edge of the dock, spinning the reel of her fishing rod and whistling a wordless tune.
“Any good catches today, Portia?” Ravyn called.
Portia looked over her shoulder and scowled. “Not anymore, looks like.”
“Oh, come now. Be a doll and take us to San Island?” Ravyn purred.
“Ya still owe me for the last trip, doll,” Portia spat. She reeled in the line until the feathered lure caught the tip of her fishing rod, then set it aside. She stood to face us, and the first word that came to mind to describe her was ‘scrappy.’ Faded overalls with one strap dangling loose on her shoulder were tucked into bright yellow fishing boots. A tight white tank top hugged modest curves, and two silver hoops pierced one ear.
Cannoli’s eyes widened, and she stared at Ravyn. “Why didn’t you pay her?”
“Well, expenses came up. You know how it is.” Ravyn waved a casual hand at Cannoli’s distress. “I thought I’d pay for both this time around—”
“Squawk! Bally needs cookies! Stupid Portia! Squawk!” Ball chirped from Ravyn’s shoulder.
Good to see she treats everyone equally. I coughed behind my hand, masking the laugh rising in my throat.
Portia crossed her arms. It was then that I noticed a full sleeve of nautical-themed tattoos on her right arm. Portia may be shorter than me, but I’m pretty sure she could punch me into next week.
Ravyn grumbled beneath her breath and pulled a jingling cloth sack from her [Cat Pack]. “Here. This is enough to cover my last trip plus the fare for all of us.” She ran a hand through her hair. “Would you please take us?”
Portia accepted the purse and untied it, picking through the Bells. She plucked one free and bit down on the coin’s surface with her back teeth.
“Portia! My friend! I’m offended!” Ravyn exclaimed.
Portia raised her eyes to Ravyn, and a dry smile twitched at the corner of her mouth. But she said nothing.
“Wow,” Keke said.
Ravyn scoffed. “I even threw in a little extra.”
Silent numbers formed on Portia’s lips as she continued to count. When she finished, she nodded and tossed the purse into her [Cat Pack]. “You’ll buy me a meal when we get there, too.”
“But I said I added extra!” Ravyn whined.
“Um. Maybe it’s a good idea if you do?” Cannoli suggested timidly. “I-I mean, you did skip a payment.”
Ravyn sighed, but I didn’t miss the sidelong glare she shot Cannoli. “Alright.”
“Drinks, too,” Portia added.
“Kuso! Dinner, drinks, extra for your troubles. Anything else you’d like, my queen?” Ravyn snapped.
Portia grinned. “Your manners have always been shit. Alright, switch to [Combat Mode] and get on the boat. San Island it is.”
Cannoli did her sailor scout shtick while the rest of us silently changed.
Portia looked at Cannoli, then to me with a raised brow.
“Every time,” I said.
She chuckled and tossed her weapon—an enormous spear?—into the boat.
I let the girls board first before stepping gingerly into the wooden hull. Portia boarded last and looked me over for the first time.
“You the new man?” Portia asked.
“Yeah, uh, I guess so,” I replied. “I’m Matt.”
“Good to meet you, Matt. Sit right there and help me row.” She pointed to a seat at a pair of oars and took a second pair of rowers on the opposite side. “We’ll get there faster with the two of us working.”
“Oh. Alright.” No use complaining. I could use my newfound [Strength] for something helpful for once. Keke and Cannoli shifted to the middle of the boat between Portia and me. Ravyn squeezed in next to Cannoli. Is this thing really big enough for five people?
“You been on the water yet?” Portia hoisted the hooked anchor and pushed us off the dock.
“No. Just in it.”
Her grin widened. “Hang on tight, Matt. The ocean is full of surprises.”
I swallowed against the building lump in my throat and concentrated on rowing.
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Chapter 20
Open Water


“You’re sure there aren’t going  to be any Defiled?” It’d been the third time I’d asked since we left the port. Each time, Portia would assure me no such creature would appear, but I just couldn’t shake the image of something coming up from underneath and dragging us into the dark depths.
“You’re really squirrely for a man, aren’t ya?” said Portia.
I opened my mouth to speak, thought about it, then shut it.
“He seems somewhat capable,” said Ravyn. Her narrowed gaze and slight tug at the corner of her mouth told me there was more venom to that statement than how it sounded. Of all of the girls who had to sit facing me, why did it have to be her?
Hey, better question. Why did you ruin everything and kiss Keke? Or try to bed Ravyn while they were in trouble? Doing a great job so far.
I breathed a deep sigh. “I’m trying.”
Portia laughed. “Don’t get melodramatic on me, boy.”
“I’m not. It’s just— I got a lot on my mind.”
Cannoli turned her head toward me. “We’ll be here to help! Nyarlea’s a big place. It’s easy to get overwhelmed.”
I smiled. “Thanks.” As I rowed, Cannoli turned back to look at the ocean as my gaze drifted off to the weapon lying at the bottom of the boat. It looked old and sturdy. Signs of wear and tear littered the wood and metal with dents and grooves. A few splinters stuck out of the shaft, and there were a few chips in the blade. “Old reliable?”
“Huh?” Portia raised an eyebrow.
“Your spear.”
“Harpoon,” Portia corrected.
“Your harpoon. Looks like it’s been through a lot. How long have you been doing this?”
“Not terribly. Years at least. Old heirloom. Dad used it.”
My stare widened, and for a moment, I stopped rowing. “Your dad?”
“Don’t stop rowing. But yeah. He loved the ocean. Spent a long time out here.” Portia said something else afterward, but it came out in a mumble. The swishing and ripples of small waves rocked the boat as we sat quietly. I had so much I wanted to ask. This was the first time I was hearing someone mention their dad. Even at the risk of sounding insensitive, there was one question that I needed to have answered.
“Where is he now?”
Ravyn raised her brows. “Wow, right through the heart. No subtlety with this one.”
“What a jerk! What a jerk! Squawwwwk!”
“Yes, he is. Yes, he is,” Ravyn crooned, ruffling Ball’s feathers.
Dumb bird.
“Neither of you pull any punches.” Portia chuckled. “It’s anyone’s guess where my pops is now. I used to wonder all the time. But after a while, I learned to stop asking.”
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—”
“It’s fine. I’m over it. Just focus on rowing. The faster you go, the faster we get there. You haven’t been to San yet, yeah?”
“No, not yet.”
“Be careful not to get too overwhelmed when we get there, boy.” Ravyn’s smile, her tone, her mannerisms. Everything about her put me on edge.
Was I supposed to be expecting something ludicrous and out of this world? Ni Island was a shock, sure, but it wasn’t too bad once you got used to it. I got what I signed up for.
“Many men become tainted by my island,” she purred.
“If the other girls are anything like you, I can see why.”
Ravyn’s smile disappeared, replaced by a scowl. Keke snorted. Ravyn shot a glare in her direction, and I returned the favor with a grin of my own.
“Fine. Can’t say I didn’t warn you.” Ravyn folded her arms and readjusted her legs with her nose in the air. Admittedly, I chanced a peek beneath her skirt.
“Wait! Look!” came Keke’s voice.
I jumped, afraid I’d been caught staring. Portia came to a halt in her rowing, and I followed suit. We looked over to where Keke was pointing. What I saw beneath the surface horrified me. Three human-sized shadows hovered around the rowboat.
“What are they?” Sharks? Giant squids? Bigger catfish?
Portia grimaced. “Fishcats.”
I blinked. “Not catfish?”
Keke shook her head. “No. Worse.”
“They’re dangerous then?”
“Yeah. Get back. Hunch as close to the center of the boat as you can.” Portia rounded us together and hissed beneath her breath. “Haven’t seen these roaches in a long time. Damn it.”
“Just stick them through. Like you do with everything else,” Ravyn whined.
“Stab them! Stab them! Squawwwwk!”
“Can’t you shut that bird up?” Keke hissed.
“Ball Gag?” Ravyn announced. The bird looked to its master, blinking twice and tilting its head. Ravyn tapped the end of his beak with a single finger. “I need you to be quiet.”
I knelt between the first and second seats while Portia mirrored me between the second and third seats. Keke and Cannoli turned to face me, then scooted closer to Ravyn on the middle bench.
“Well, so much for personal space,” Ravyn murmured.
No one replied. I swallowed and sat as still as I could while the numerous shadows in the water circled our boat. As we waited, my imagination spun a dozen worst-case scenarios and how I could handle them with such a short and stubby weapon.
“How long should we wait?” said Keke.
“Hard to say. They’re clever little cats. Sometimes they’ll leave a scout behind. Just in case their interest starts to wander.”
As she said that, two of the shadows disappeared, and my nerves calmed. I started to reach for my axe, but Keke caught my hand, shaking her head vigorously. I nodded back to her and gestured to free my hand. Keke didn’t let go, and the two of us quietly intertwined our fingers together before settling them down on the seat, hidden away from everyone else.
Her stare repeatedly darted between me and the water. My heart pounded against my chest, but it had nothing to do with the Encroachers looming below us. Her hand was so soft and warm in mine. I caught her eye and mouthed, “I’m sorry.”
Keke bowed her head for a moment before returning her gaze to mine. She shook her head with only the hint of a smile.
Just then, the shadows returned. This time they were bigger. More joined in, and Portia clicked her tongue. “Weapons ready. We’re in for a ride.”
Keke let go of my hand in a flash and nocked an arrow across her bow. The rest of us reached for our weapons, and as Cannoli and I made to stand up, Portia motioned for us to stay seated.
“Unless you want to capsize the boat, you stay put. Don’t stand unless you have to,” she snapped.
“S-sorry,” Cannoli mumbled.
“My bad,” I said, wincing.
The shadows were moving quicker now, and their graceful circling had turned to frenzied patterns.
“What are they doing?” asked Cannoli. Her white-knuckled fingers trembled around her scepter as she squirmed.
“Hey, stop that,” said Portia.
“Sorry!” Cannoli clamped her jaw and stilled her quaking knees.
“They’re getting impatient,” said Ravyn. “I’ll need to stand for this. May I?”
“You’re going to do whatever you want anyways.” Portia sighed. It was clear that she wasn’t quite ready to provoke them, but Ravyn was done waiting, it seemed.
“Why, thank you.” Ravyn stood on the spot and rubbed her pointer finger against Ball’s wing. “See them?” Ravyn took Ball onto her wrist and held him over the water. “You know what to do.” With that, she raised her arm into the air, and Ball took flight.
“Tell me you have a plan,” I said.
“Matt. Unlike some of us, I always have a plan.”
Ball grew more and more distant. The fishcat’s fins flapped above the surface, splashing towering waves of water on us and into the boat.
“Little bastards,” I muttered. I felt completely helpless. Throwing my axe into the water would do literally nothing. [Provoke] would earn the school’s ire. Keke could try to shoot them—like fish in a barrel, perhaps—but there were just too many.
“Watch and learn, boy,” mused Ravyn.
Ravyn held her hands at her chest and began to chant. “Beckoned by the one who has summoned you, I grant my body. As your catalyst and keeper, I command thee: become a raging fire to silence those who would oppose me. To my enemies, I—”
Ravyn’s mantra was suddenly cut off by one of the fishcats leaping out of the water. It looked like a mermaid with a scaly, fishy bottom and a separate top half. Except the top half was not the beautiful fantasy depiction I’d expected. It bore fur instead of skin, a feline facade that was far from human, and beady black eyes. It reached toward Ravyn with lanky, jagged claws. The Encroacher screamed—a high-pitched trill that pierced my eardrums.
Ravyn shielded her face with her arms.
I had to protect her. “[Provoke!]” I barked as I shot to my feet, then lunged across Ravyn to strike the fishcat. The axe bit beneath the fur and into the flesh around the collarbone, granting me a convenient way to grapple the creature. It shrieked again and tore at the bare skin of my legs as I dragged it into the boat with us.
Can we not do this again? With the legs?
Portia bellowed something, but I couldn’t hear her clearly between the constant splashing and aquatic chaos. Blood pounded in my ears as I drove my heel into the roach’s midsection to free my weapon. The boat careened back and forth, and water poured over the sides. I had to get this thing dead and gone before we sank.
With its glistening, soulless eyes staring straight into me, I raised the axe above my head with both hands and brought it back down, slicing into the beast with all my strength. I lost count of how many times I hacked into its body. I only stopped when I realized it wasn’t moving anymore. I pushed it back into the water with a shove from my boot. Blood was all over my hands, the boat, the girls, everywhere.
“Hurry!” I said to Ravyn. “We’ll guard you!”
“H-hai.”
Keke and Cannoli tried calling out to me. No luck; I still couldn’t hear a word they were saying despite our proximity.
“I-I g-grant you a scorched earth. Come forth! [Scorching Ring]!” Ravyn shot her arm into the air.
A flash of light and the distant sound of flames coming to life erupted around the hovering parrot. I chanced a glance upward, and I could see a ring of dazzling flames beginning to form above us. Heatwaves came with each beat of Ball’s wings as he began the slow spiral downward. When he’d made it halfway, his speed compounded, and so did the visibility of the ring.
Around us, the fishcats’ shadows moved in more chaotic patterns. I held my axe above my head and waited, hoping that whatever Ravyn had in store for us was going to get us out of this.
Another fishcat leaped from the water, but this time I was too slow. You’d miss it if you blinked. A single, thin ray of light shot from above and struck the fishcat in the head, traveling the length of its body and exiting through its tail fin. The roach fell right back into the water with its muscles twitching and blood pooling to the surface in a thick cloud.
The onslaught of rays continued, frying the fishcats before they ever had a chance to breach the surface. One by one, the shadows capsized belly-up with frozen looks of agony planted on their feline faces. At least two dozen fishcats hovered dead in the water.
There was so much blood.
In the same brilliant flash from before, Ball returned to his former magnanimous self, flapping back to his master and perching on her shoulder. The ring of death evaporated.
“We’re… we’re safe,” I murmured.
No one replied. 
Portia picked up her oars and rowed in silence. I willed my axe away and did the same.
All that accompanied us to San Island were the sounds of thumping bodies as the waves nudged them against the boat.
New Notifications!
Matt has gained: 40 Base XP!
Matt has gained: 40 Class XP!
Ravyn has gained: 30 Base XP!
Ravyn has gained: 30 Class XP!
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Chapter 21
Hero's Slave Harem


We docked at San Island,  and the differences from Ni were immediate. First, their port looked like a proper port. Multiple docks jutted into the waters, and at least four sailboats rocked at their sides.
“Ah. I’d give my tail for one of them sloops,” Portia said as she anchored us off near an empty dock.
“It’s a wonder that you don’t have one yet, honestly. You charge a fortune for these trips,” Ravyn said.
Portia’s eyes narrowed. “Sure. And sometimes, I even get paid.”
Ravyn dismissed her retort with a wave of her hand. “Water under the bridge, as they say.”
Cannoli’s stare locked onto something far in the distance. A pale Keke fingered the curve of her bow and chewed her lower lip. I couldn’t blame them. I was feeling queasy myself, and the three of us were still coated with the dried fishcat blood.
Portia stepped onto the dock and laid a gentle hand on Cannoli’s shoulder. “Come on, sweet. Let’s get you cleaned up.”
Cannoli looked at Portia’s hand, then her face. She nodded slowly and stood on trembling legs.
Oh, Cannoli…
Keke followed suit and cupped Cannoli’s waist with one hand to steady her exit. Keke stepped carefully behind her. Ravyn jumped from the boat, causing it to convulse uncomfortably beneath me. I gripped the seat and hissed beneath my breath.
“Jeez, you’re all acting like somebody died.” Ravyn chuckled and stroked Ball’s feathers. “We’re here safe and sound, aren’t we? Thanks to me, I might add.”
“And Matt’s the insensitive one?” Portia swatted Ravyn’s back.
“Oof! Okay. Fine. Bath time for the cute wittle kittens.”
“Man up! Squawk! Man up!”
I took a deep breath and got to my feet. Keke held a hand out to me, a smile tugging at the corners of her lips. I accepted the assistance and felt immense relief to be on the stable, unmoving dock. Keke’s hand lingered in mine, and her smile grew wider.
“The inn’s this way,” Ravyn announced, breaking through Keke and my entwined hands. “Let’s go. I’m hungry.”
Portia shook her head. Cannoli nodded slowly. Keke and I flanked her, each hooking one arm through hers.
“You’re safe, Cannoli. Nothing here will hurt you,” Keke purred.
“Yeah. We’ve got you.”
“T-thank you,” Cannoli whispered. Tears welled in her eyes. “I c-couldn’t do anything. There were s-so many—”
“I know. It’s okay,” I reassured her. “It’ll get easier.”
“Will it?” She turned her haunted gaze on me. “Are you sure?”
Keke leaned forward and gave me a look. I knew that look. Don’t lie to her.
I chewed the inside of my cheek. “I think so.”
“Mm,” she hummed her reply.
We made our way to the inn in silence.
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I was so focused on Cannoli that I barely noticed the sweeping city. After a shower and a fresh set of clothes, it put a new shine on the island. The inn lent us all clothing while the staff washed our soiled attire and equipment. My temporary outfit was a simple pair of black pants and a long-sleeved black top with cloth buttons and golden embroidery.
I waited in the lobby, ignoring the leering gazes of the catgirls wandering back and forth from the inn’s restaurant to the rooms.
“What kind of sweets do you think they have here? Did you see the lanterns? They’re so pretty!” I heard Cannoli’s bright chatter long before I saw their faces. She sounded much more herself than when we’d arrived.
I stood to greet them, and my breath caught. Cannoli’s dress was soft pink and Keke’s forest green—both hugged and accentuated their curves and featured slits high on the thighs. They had restyled their hair away from their faces with glittering ornaments and intricate buns. They looked drop-dead gorgeous.
Cannoli saw me staring and blushed. “O-our dresses from Ni are dirty. Because, well, you know the b-blood transfers—”
“I know. Mine too.” I rubbed the back of my neck. “Sorry about that. You girls look great.”
Keke fingered an errant strand of hair that had fallen to her shoulder. “Thank you.” She nodded at my attire. “So do you.”
“Alright! Dinner time!” Ravyn shuffled down the stairs with Ball in tow, pushing between Keke and Cannoli without a care. She’d also changed into a slightly different dress than usual, but hers was so short that it left very little to the imagination. “Portia’s probably already three drinks deep. We’ll have some catching up to do.”
Keke sighed and followed her to the door. I caught Cannoli’s elbow as she moved past me.
She gasped and doubled back. “M-Matt? Is everything okay?”
“I’m fine. But how are you?” I murmured.
Cannoli touched her chin, and her gaze gained the vacancy I’d seen on the boat. But before I could say anything further, she shook her head, and her eyes cleared. “I’m okay! I’m sorry if I worried you.”
I released her arm. “You know that you can, well, talk to me? If you’re feeling bad?”
She clasped her hands at her chest, her face flush. “O-okay! Thank you, Matt!”
“I mean it.”
“I know!” She flashed her dazzling smile. “I’m fine. Really.”
“Alright.” Well, I wasn’t going to force it out of her. I followed them outside.
The sun had already set—our voyage was longer than I’d realized. Glowing paper lanterns hung from brightly decorated doorways. Each building stood a scant few feet from the next, creating a thin strip of walkway between them. However, unlike Ni, every store, eatery, and artisan had four walls and a roof instead of a wooden market stall. Aromas of cooking meats, spices, and perfume drifted through the air. My mouth watered.
“Is this the main city?” I asked.
“No, this is the Port of Meow. Shulan is north of here,” Ravyn replied with a knowing grin. “Shulan’s a lot bigger.”
The San Island girls dressed in the same style as Ravyn’s casual clothing, with dresses that featured Mandarin-style collars and heavily embroidered fabrics. Many of them stared at me with wide eyes, but the flow of traffic moved so quickly that it was impossible to stop in the middle without causing a scene. As it was, I kept my hand on Cannoli’s shoulder to ensure that we wouldn’t be separated.
What took me by surprise was the number of pregnant women strolling through the streets. It was too loud—not to mention tasteless as hell—to ask the others, well, how? I’d yet to see another man on either island.
“Here we are. The Golden Dragon,” Ravyn announced, turning into a doorway featuring the giant golden head of a dragon.
“Is that real?” I pointed at the shiny statue’s open maw.
Keke looked at the dragon, then at me. A puzzled expression furrowed her brow, but then she laughed. “Oh. You’re serious?”
“Like a dragon is so far-fetched here in Nyarlea,” I teased.
“Yup. Just as I thought, Portia’s here already,” Ravyn called, pointing to the back corner of the very crowded restaurant. As she scanned the room, her arm dropped. “Oh no.”
I followed her stare. Most of the catgirls had conglomerated around a single spot in the corner opposite Portia. At its center was a man in flawless, glimmering armor with a sun emblem emblazoned across his chest. His blonde hair fell in waves around his cheeks and forehead, and his pearly white smile was a striking contrast to his tanned skin. His steely teal eyes flickered to our party, and, for just a heartbeat, his smile faltered. It was so fast that I wondered if I’d made it up.
“Excuse me, ladies.” He approached us with his chin held high and confidence in his stride. He waved a gloved hand and parted the girls around him like the Red Sea.
Cannoli and Keke shifted behind me, and Ravyn crossed her arms over her chest.
Beyond him wearing combat equipment in a civilian area, something about him seemed off. Then I realized what it was. Long, shapely ears poked between the strands of his hair. The guy was an elf.
“Ravyn, it has been a long time.” He offered her a curt nod.
“Sure has,” Ravyn replied.
“How is life on… what was that little backwater island you so preferred? Ni?”
“Yeah. It’s great. Thanks, Cailu.”
“Cailu the cunt! Cailu the cunt! Squaaawk!” Ball shouted.
Cailu shifted his icy stare to Ball, but his easy smile remained. I coughed behind my hand.
Ravyn looked from Ball to Cailu. “Keke, Cannoli, let’s go sit down, hm?”
“A-alright,” Cannoli whispered. She leaned into Ravyn’s ear as they walked away. All I heard was, “Hey, what’s, um, what’s a cu—” and then Ravyn’s hysterical laughter.
Cailu watched them go, then turned back to me. “I’ve not seen you before. You must be a new citizen of Nyarlea.” Cailu offered another sweeping bow. “I am Cailu Raloquen, first of his name.”
Uh, okay. “I’m Matt. Er, nice to meet you.”
“Please, Matt. Let us drink together as friends.”
I’d almost forgotten about my hangover. Was that really only last night? God, today’s felt like a week. “Sorry, I’m broke.”
“Allow me to settle the bill. I insist.”
“Oh. Alright. Cool.”
He led me back to his table. A red cloak of velvet billowed behind him, and a scabbard covered in precious-looking metals crossed his back, disappearing behind a shield that echoed the sun emblem on his armor. When we sat down, the girls descended around him once more.
“Ooh! Cailu! Is this your friend?”
“Is there a new man here?”
“What’s his name?”
“Two men on San Island? That’s unheard of!”
The questions hurled from every direction. I felt dizzy and tired. The thrill of a new city filled with catgirls was masked by my desire to stuff as much food into my face as possible with Keke, Cannoli, and Ravyn.
The emotions must have been clear on my face because the elf dismissed the mob.
“Will you give us some room, if you please? I am certain Matt will adore you all in time.” Cailu toasted them with his goblet, then called for the waitress. “Mina! Another round, please?”
“Right away, sir!”
The girls dispersed with dreamy sighs and comments on Cailu’s physique. He stole a drink from his sake cup when they were gone, then leaned forward. “Appear, iPaw.”
A duplicate of my iPaw appeared on the table, and Cailu enlarged the screen with one gloved finger. He made his way through the menus before pausing at a window that featured my pixelated face.
“Goodness. You are new. Only Level 3?” Cailu asked. “Ravyn must have ensured your safety to San, then. Did she escort you in exchange for a kitten?
He can see my Stats? “N-no. It isn’t like that.”
“Oh. One of the other girls, then?”
Is he serious? “I—”
The waitress, Mina, set a cup of sake in front of me before placing a grooved box on the table for Cailu. Then she arranged a small glass that seemed to bloom around the edges in the center of the box. Afterward, she took a decorated bottle off her tray and poured its contents into the container. Even when it reached the glass’ lip, she continued to pour and pour with no sign of stopping.
“Wait, it’s going to—” I began.
Mina paused, and Cailu held a hand up, shaking his head. “It is quite alright.”
Mina continued, and the glass overflowed with the clear liquid, spilling into the box below. When the box was nearly filled, Mina stopped. “Was there anything else I could get you, Master?”
Master?
“No, Mina. That will be all. Thank you.” Cailu waved her away.
I sipped at my sake and appreciated the warmth that returned to my sore limbs. Setting it back down, I studied the strange sake box Mina had prepared. Some Nyarelan custom? “What’s with the box?”
“You are not a very cultured individual, are you?” Cailu sipped from his glass. The alcohol dripped from the bottom ring onto the table, but he didn’t seem to mind.
“Guess not,” I mumbled. I didn’t care enough to push the issue.
“Hmm.” Cailu’s attention returned to his iPaw. “Your gear is lacking.”
“How are you seeing all of this?” I summoned my iPaw and stared at the [Home] menu, wondering what black magic this jackass was performing.
Cailu chuckled. “You must advance to a Second Class to see the Statistics of the men you encounter. Most do not make it so far.”
“I see.” I took another drink. “You must’ve been here a long time then, huh?”
“Oh, yes. Many years. I reached Third Class long ago.”
Jesus. Will I live long enough to see Third Class?
Cailu continued. “It is a difficult position we find ourselves placed in. I understand. I’ve protected and procreated this island over and over again.”
I blinked. “Wait. The pregnant girls outside—”
“You are quite slow to the uptake, aren’t you, Matt?” Cailu leaned his elbows on the table and set his chin on entwined fingers. “Of course the girls you witnessed carry my kin. ‘Tis my island. How else will we replace the ones we’ve lost?”
“That’s, uh, noble of you, I guess. Keke and Cannoli did tell me that a lot of catgirls give their lives for their islands.”
Cailu tilted his head. “I did not mean the ones who foolishly embark on their own. My concern only lies with the ones who travel with us.”
A cold chill slid down my spine. Every word out of this guy’s mouth rubbed me the wrong way. “You mean your Party? Do you not protect the others?”
“If they are adamant on acting without restraint, why would I put my life in danger? Matt, there are only four men in Nyarlea at all times. There are thousands of catgirls.” He shrugged and shook his head. “It is a means of natural selection, and it is our burden to replenish them.”
I think I’m gonna be sick. “What the fuck is wrong with you?” I spat.
“Excuse me?”
“These girls have lives, feelings, goals, desires. And you toss them to the monsters without a second thought?”
“You misunderstand.” Cailu took another sip of his sake. “We cannot be everywhere at once. We must prioritize—”
I stood up from the table. “No. We’re done here.” I scraped a Bell I’d picked up off the ground from my [Cat Pack] and slammed it on the table. “Thanks for the drink.”
“Matt, wait. We could help each other. I could mentor you so that you do not make the same mistakes as the last expatriate to Ni Island—”
“I don’t need your help,” I spat. “Find someone else.”
His expression darkened. “A fool like the rest, then.”
I couldn’t listen to him anymore. I turned and headed toward the table housing Keke, Cannoli, Ravyn, and Portia. Thankfully, he didn’t follow.
When I sat down, Cannoli slowly slid a plate of skewered meat in my direction.
“So. What did you think of Cailu?” Ravyn asked.
I looked between them, taking my time to memorize each of their faces. I picked some of the meat free from one skewer and nodded.
“Thank you, guys. For everything,” I said. “I don’t think I say it enough.”
Cannoli blushed while Keke averted her gaze. Portia grinned, and Ravyn laughed.
“You’re a good guy, Matt.” Ravyn patted me on the back. “Now, can we please order more food? I’m about to die here.”
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Chapter 22
Shell-Shocked


The next morning felt nostalgic.  I woke up in a comfortable bed by myself. The air was crisp, and the distant sounds of bells and chimes drifted through the window. I’m not sure if I’d slept better in my entire life. To my right on the bedside table was an incense burner shaped like a dragon, a fresh stick glowing as the scented smoke streamed upward. I watched as another bit of ash fell to the clay surface, then turned my head to look up at the ceiling and breathed deep.
There’s a lot to do. I’d better not waste any time.
There was something strange about my bed, though. Whenever I moved, a warm weight on either side of me seemed to push me back into place. I’d wanted my beauty sleep, so I knew I had gone to bed alone. So why did I have this terrible feeling in the pit of my stomach?
I shot up and threw the covers back. Flanking me were two identical girls with vibrant red hair in white, silky nightgowns. Their hems just barely covered their curvy backsides, and tiny triangles held tight to their chests. My breath caught as I watched them breathe slow and deep.
How in the hell did they get in here?
The door to my room suddenly slammed open with a combat-ready Ravyn standing below the threshold. The red-headed beauties snapped to life, with the one on my left jolting into a sitting position. The strap of her nightgown fell to one side, revealing a naked breast. My stare lingered, and the emerald-eyed girl yawned as she replaced the strap to cover herself.
“What’s going on?” mumbled the girl on my right.
Ravyn clicked her tongue. “Had a feeling.”
“No, no! Wait! This isn’t what it looks like! I don’t even know these girls!” I yelled.
“I know,” Ravyn assured me. She stood to one side, and, with one of the most disgusted looks I’d ever seen on a human face, she hissed, “Devo, Popo, get the fuck out of here.”
The two smiled at each other and slowly crept out of bed. It might’ve been an accident, but I swore I felt something against my crotch as the girl to my left—Devo? Popo? It was impossible to tell—crawled over me. They took their sweet time leaving the room, each of them blowing a kiss to me on the way out.
“Shi ne! Shi ne!” Ravyn cried, and the girls ran giggling down the hall. She pinched the bridge of her nose with a sigh, then shot me a glare. “Get ready. We’re leaving.”
“Y-yes, ma’am!”
With that, Ravyn shut the door behind her, the sounds of her heels echoing down the corridor.
What a way to start the day.
[image: image-placeholder]

By the time I made it to the restaurant, the other girls were ready to go—in [Combat Mode] no less.  
“Should I be concerned?” I asked.
“San is a pickpocket’s paradise,” said Ravyn. “Best to be ready for anything.”
Keke shrugged. “Cannoli and I have never been here, so we’re taking Ravyn at her word.”
Cannoli nodded. She seemed to be staring at something, but I found nothing of note when I followed her gaze. I hoped she was okay.
“So, where to?” I asked.
“Spices are expensive at the port, so we’re going to visit a friend of mine,” said Ravyn.
“Ah, we’re going to go make some money then?” That sounded like a Quest waiting to happen.
“No, boy. She’s going to teach you how to make your own. With the way things are going right now, we’re going to be here for months if we try and buy them instead. You’ll run out of [Energy] during every Quest, we’ll have to wait for you to sleep it off, and then we’ll fall behind. Again.”
Snippy today I see. “S-sorry. Where is this friend of yours?”
“She lives out on an old farm. Obsessed with the stuff. She makes a good business growing and selling [Energy] spices. We’re going to go learn from the master.”
“What about Portia?”
Ravyn jerked one thumb over her shoulder. In a corner booth was Portia with a catgirl in her lap and another hanging from her arm. A hand of cards jutted from Portia’s fingertips and three sizeable stacks of Bells stood tall beneath her wrist. Cailu sat her opposite, doted on by two other catgirls while he nervously picked through his cards and glanced at the growing bet in the table’s center.
“She’ll stay here until we get back,” Ravyn said.
“I see.” Take all his money, Portia. You deserve it. “Lead the way!” I tried to be as confident and positive as I could be, but it looked like something had disturbed the air this morning. As we shimmied around the tables, I caught hungry glances from many of the girls in the bar.
“You owe me, by the way,” Ravyn said as we shut the door behind us.
“Huh?”
“For the stay. Keke and Cannoli paid their parts, but you gave your last Bell to the knife-eared cunt last night.”
“Think I should’ve asked Devo and Popo for some Bells?”
Ravyn growled and punched my arm. “Just for that, you get to pay for Keke and Cannoli’s share, too.”
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The walk was uncomfortable. We’d gone almost ten minutes without a peep from anyone. It wasn’t for lack of trying, though—each time I made some effort at a joke or tried to ask Ravyn about her farmer friend, I was met with a glare. 
Not always from Ravyn either. I was beginning to wonder if Ravyn had told Keke and Cannoli about Devo and Popo. Then again, Ravyn seemed to understand that their being there wasn’t a choice on my part. Ball circled overhead, and I envied him for his gift of flight.
I can’t take this for much longer.
“S-so, why didn’t we get a horse or wagon up to your friend’s house?”
“The port doesn’t have any available,” said Ravyn.
I shook my head. I couldn’t comprehend a port that saw so much business not having some mode of transportation you could buy. “But trade happens there a lot, right? That’s weird that there wouldn’t be some sort of transportation,” I argued. “I’m sure we could’ve gotten a good deal.”
“You can’t bargain with an empty [Cat Pack]. You’re broke, boy. Just keep walking.” Ravyn shot a glare at me but never stopped moving.
I rolled my tongue around in frustration, racking my brain for something, anything that could lift the mood. “Fine.” I had nothing.
I was getting impatient. Perhaps it wasn’t a great trait, but I wanted to know what it was that was bothering them. Maybe then I could stand a chance at fixing it. I’m sure I was the reason for some of this stuff they were feeling bitter about. I just didn’t get why. I understood that I’d entered a new island with very little in assets, but they’d dragged me on the boat with that knowledge. So then, what the hell? If I didn’t know what I’d done, then how was I supposed to fix it?
Why are girls so complicated? Just talk to me.
Keke’s ears perked, and she suddenly stopped. “Wait. Do you hear that?”
The sky was clear, save for a few puffy clouds dotting the brilliant blue. Around us were small shrubs here and there, but nothing caught my eye. “I don’t hear anything.”
“Over there.” Keke pointed to a bush over to our right. After a few seconds, the leaves trembled. “See?”
I took my axe into both hands and moved to stand in front of the girls. “Any idea what it is?”
“No,” Keke whispered.
“Cannoli, come here with me.” Ravyn took hold of Cannoli’s arm at the elbow and tugged at her. Cannoli didn’t move. “Cannoli. Come on.”
“No. Let go,” Cannoli said, shaking her arm away.
“Fine. Have it your way.” The sour-faced Ravyn said as she stepped behind Cannoli.
Ball swooped down and landed on Ravyn’s shoulder. “Squawwk, what’s your—”
“Shush.” Ravyn clamped her hand around Ball’s beak. “Not now.”
Keke moved to my side and nocked an arrow into her bow, taking aim. I drew a deep breath and steadily exhaled.
I can do this. Just focus, Matt. Whatever it is, we’ll take it down as a Party.
The bush shook again, and as it did, a four-legged creature hopped out into our sights with a growl. Keke’s speed was incredible. She let loose the arrow instantly, striking the beast right in its gut. A pathetic mewling followed a sharp yelp as her target toppled to its side.
Keke’s stare widened. “A-ah.”
My muscles relaxed. “Damn. I was worried for a second there. Nice shot, Keke.”
Ravyn laughed. “Maybe a little too nice. Did you even see what it was before you shot it?”
Keke shook her head. “No. No, I didn’t.”
Her voice was barely above a whisper. I didn’t like where this was going. “Is something wrong?”
“I-I—”
Before any of us could respond, Cannoli rushed past us, pushing herself between Keke and me, and skidding on her knees to the side of the dying tiger cub’s body.
“[Stabilize]!” Cannoli held out her hands, and a flash of white light enveloped the feline’s body. A dark puddle of blood pooled around the white cub’s outline, staining its fur. Its hind legs twitched at the proclamation of her Spell.
Cannoli took hold of the arrow, her hands shaking all the while. She gripped it from the middle and moved it from side to side. Trickles of blood escaped from the sides of the shaft.
We were left speechless as she worked.
“Cannoli,” I whispered with an outstretched hand.
“Quiet!” Cannoli bellowed. She extracted the arrow, and with it came more blood. “No. No, no, no, no, no, no, no! I used [Stabilize]. It should still be alive,” I heard her whisper. Cannoli stretched her blood-soaked hands back over the cub’s body and screamed, “[Stabilize]!” But nothing happened. She fumbled with the latch on her [Cat Pack] before reaching into its depths. After fishing one of the potions we’d made out of the bag, she tossed the [Cat Pack] to the side.
I watched in horror as the determined Cannoli uncorked the bottle and repositioned herself next to the tiger. Her tights soaked in the red hue, spreading from her knees to her thighs. She ignored it, tilting the cub’s head up, then slowly delivering the golden liquid into its mouth. As she did so, streams of the golden potion drained from its still-bleeding body.
“Hang in there. Don’t you give up.” Cannoli continued for some time. Even when the bottle was drained and it was clear that the cub was gone, she ran her fingers through the tiger’s fur, whispering all forms of encouragement to it.
“Cannoli,” I murmured and knelt beside her.
Tears streamed from the corners of her eyes. She chewed her lip, and soft gasps sifted through her teeth. “Why can’t I— can’t I—?”
“Can’t what?” I was too afraid to touch her. As if physical contact would break the paper-thin bond between us.
“Why can’t I do anything right?” She sniffled and coughed. “Why can’t I save anyone?”
“But you do. You’ve saved me. You’ve helped all of us,” I murmured. I wanted so badly to stroke her hair or embrace her. The bloodied fur was beginning to mat between her fingers.
“We wouldn’t be where we are without you,” Keke supplied from behind.
Cannoli drew her arm back, balling her fingers into a tight fist beneath her chin. A bloody imprint of her hand formed on the top of her dress. “You’re just saying that because you’re nice.” She stood and smoothed out her skirt, ignoring the red streaks the motion created. “I’ll just go. You’ll  have an easier time without me.”
The thought of losing her from our Party broke my heart. Just her cheerful demeanor brought a warmth to the rest of us that was impossible to explain. I grasped her arm at the elbow and turned her toward me. She gasped and the tears continued to fall.
“We need you,” I said, tightening my grip. “I need you.”
She smiled, but it wasn’t the brilliant beacon I was so accustomed to from her. It was sad, knowing. “N-no. You don’t. You have everything you need.” Her gaze slid to Keke, then Ravyn before she shook my grip and started to walk away.
Ravyn pointedly looked at me before catching up to Cannoli. “Cannoli! Wait!”
Keke and I exchanged worried glances.
What was I supposed to do to fix this?
New Notifications!
Keke has gained: 1 Base XP!
Keke has gained: 1 Class XP!
[image: Keke Pro Tip: N-not all roaches are aggressive. It’s best to look before attacking…]Keke Pro Tip: N-not all roaches are aggressive. It’s best to look before attacking…





Chapter 23
True Companions


The rest of our journey proved to be uneventful.  I kept hoping that something, anything, would happen. Maybe someone on the road needed help. Perhaps there’d be a kitten stuck in a tree somewhere. I would’ve valued anything to help break this tension.
After a while, I tried to reach out to Cannoli.
I tried touching her shoulder and offered what I thought were kind words. Cannoli never answered back. Instead, she batted my hand away and quickened her pace. I didn’t know what to do. Keke’s head was bowed the entire time. Ravyn had attempted talking with her once, gave up, and now didn’t seem bothered one way or the other.
When we arrived at our destination, we were greeted by a field of… something. I couldn’t tell what it was, but the ground had been dug out about halfway up my calf and filled with water. Sprouts of green stuck out from the surface, and I knelt for a closer look.
“Have you never seen a rice field?” Ravyn asked.
“Never.” I shook my head and reached out to touch the blooms.
Ravyn snagged me by the collar, causing me to yelp and topple backward. “Don’t touch them. They don’t belong to you.”
“Yeah, I know that. I was just curious,” I mumbled as I looked away.
“Is that her?” Keke pointed to a catgirl by the doorstep of an old house. A young woman dressed from head to toe in thick, multi-layered fabrics was hunched over a planter with a hand shovel. Her bushy, black tail swayed as she worked.
“Shizen! Shiiiizeeeeen!” Ravyn yelled, waving her arms exci-tedly.
Shizen stopped and raised her head. “Ravyn! Long time no see!”
“Well, come on, then,” Ravyn commanded, motioning to the bridge overseeing the field.
We made our way across, Cannoli some distance behind us. I glanced over my shoulder to see she was staring at the ground, her lips pinched together in a pout. I double-backed, slowing my stride so that I stood next to her.
“Hey,” I said.
She didn’t look up.
“If there’s anything I can do to help, just tell me, okay?”
Her ears twitched, but she remained silent.
“For now, let’s meet Ravyn’s friend. And then we can go from there.”
She chewed her cheek but nodded after a time. Together, we made our way across the bridge.
As we stepped onto the porch, the squeak of the floorboards startled me. Shizen laughed.
“Sorry, sorry! Been meaning to get those replaced.” Shizen brushed her gloved hands across her skirts, then laughed again as she looked at them. “I’m a mess. Hugs later.”
Ravyn smiled. “Of course. It’s good to see you again.”
“And with a new man, I see.” Shizen glanced in my direction and winked. I scratched the back of my head and pretended not to see. “How’ve you been? No, no, no, that’s the wrong question. Where’ve you been?”
Ravyn shrugged as Ball came to land on her shoulder. “Around.”
“You could’ve at least written! It’s been almost a year now since I’ve heard from you. I was beginning to wonder if you got yourself into trouble again.” Shizen fussed about Ravyn like a worried mother, dusting off her shoulders and patting down her hair.
“Again?” I asked.
“That’s not important,” Ravyn said, waving Shizen away from her.
Shizen’s attention shifted to Keke and Cannoli. “You two sure are quiet.” She held a hand to her chest and grinned. “In case you missed it, I’m Shizen.”
“I’m Keke.” Keke looked behind her, and, with a frown, she pulled Cannoli to stand beside her. “And this is Cannoli.”
“Keke. Cannoli. What cute names!” Shizen bowed at the waist.
Keke and Cannoli mirrored her, albeit awkwardly.
“You’ve never been to San Island, have you?” Shizen’s grin widened.
Keke let out a nervous laugh. “That obvious, huh?”
“We arrived at the port yesterday,” said Ravyn. 
Shizen leaned in closer to Cannoli, eyeing her hands and dress. “Goodness, me. Are you alright, dear?”
Cannoli chewed her lip and sniffed. She quickly tucked her hands behind her and nodded.
“We had a run-in with an Encroacher on our way here,” I explained quickly. “She’s okay. Just a little shaken.”
“We’ll get you cleaned up in no time, honey.” Shizen nodded and gently patted Cannoli on the shoulder. 
“So anyway, the reason we’re here,” Ravyn continued as if nothing was wrong. She interlocked her arm at my elbow and pulled me closer. The heat rose to my cheeks at the sensation of my arm between her breasts. “We’re looking to teach this young man how to make [Energy] food. You know the spices better than anyone I’ve ever met.”
Shizen’s mouth hung agape, her eyes alit with excitement. “I know just the thing!” She unlaced her bonnet to reveal a pair of black ears, then opened the door to her home with a, “Wait right here!”
“You’re the best,” said Ravyn.
“The best! The best!” Ball repeated.
“Yeowch!” Ravyn cried as she let go of me. She swung her tail around, then gripped it tight, her eyes glossing over.
“Careful. Don’t hurt yourself,” Keke said nonchalantly.
Cannoli’s eyes widened. “Keke!”
Ravyn turned to face Keke with a fiery stare. “Aren’t you a clever girl?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Keke stretched her arms above her head. “Maybe you just stepped on it. It’s pretty long and really bushy. I’d call it homely, even.”
Ravyn clenched her hand. “You would know.”
I don’t like where this is going. What the hell just happened?
“Hey, hey, easy there.” I moved to stand between the girls, pushing them a few feet apart. “Let’s focus on the task at hand, okay?”
Keke raised a brow. “Mhm. Sure.” She folded her arms and sat in a nearby rocking chair.
“What—”
“I’m back!” Shizen reappeared and shut the door behind her.
Good timing.
“I’m sure Ravyn’s told you all about my farming. I got five pouches of seeds you can have to get you started. The first round is free, but the next one’ll cost you.”
“That’s really kind of you, but—”
Shizen waved her hand and shook her head. “I won’t hear any ‘buts.’ You’ve obviously made a good friend in Ravyn, but one free set of seeds is all I can afford.”
“Oh, just the best of friends,” Ravyn hissed through gritted teeth, letting her tail sway free.
Shizen passed looks between each of us. “Something happen?”
“Nothing happened,” I said. “But hang on. I don’t know the first thing about farming.”
Shizen narrowed her eyes. “You don’t?”
Ravyn averted Shizen’s gaze with a frown.
Shizen heaved an annoyed sigh, resting her hands on her hips. “Some things never change.”
“Shizen—” Ravyn began.
“It’s fine,” she said with her palm held outward. “You owe me a drink later, though. We have a lot of catching up to do.” Hooking her arm through Cannoli’s, she led her inside. “Follow me!”
[image: image-placeholder]

Suddenly our trip for more spices turned into my learning how to farm. I suppose it was only a matter of time until I learned what the [Harvesting] craft looked like. I hadn’t had a lot of interest in it the first time the option popped up on the iPaw. Now though? It wouldn’t make for a bad break between making potions and fighting roaches. Maybe growing my own spices or plants could aid my [Alchemy].
I found myself smiling at the thought. I rocked back and forth in the chair on the porch and rested my hands behind my head. A cool breeze nurtured the skin beneath the robe Shizen had lent me, and the chirping of crickets calmed my nerves.
Then the image of Cannoli feeding the elixir into the dying cub’s mouth returned as fresh as the moment it happened. The look of hopelessness on her face tore at my heart. I ran a hand through my hair and sighed.
I wonder why she feels so unwelcome? I thought everything was fine.
The front door clicked open a moment later, and Cannoli walked out in a robe similar to mine. Her wooden sandals clicked and clacked against the porch.
“Hey.”
Cannoli squeaked, then looked away. She hesitated, then shut the door and took to a seat opposite the doorway—far away from me. Guess she hadn’t been expecting anyone.
“Sorry,” I heard her mumble. Cannoli wore the tragic beauty thing well. The moonlight shone on her fair skin, and her bright red eyes searched the darkness.
Well, it won’t do any good waiting for her to start the conversation.
“Cannoli, I wanna know what’s wrong. I’m worried about you. I’m sure Keke and Ravyn are too.”
“I’m just…” Cannoli paused, then shook her head. “I’m wasting everyone’s time and effort.”
“Why do you say that?”
Cannoli fidgeted with her sleeves. “I’m not very smart or athletic. I can’t fight like Keke. I don’t know giant offensive Spells like Ravyn does.” Her lips trembled. “And I— I couldn’t even help the baby cub.”
I leaned forward in my chair. I hoped she knew that I was trying to give her my full, undivided attention. “To be fair, Keke’s a very good shot. I don’t think anyone could’ve saved it.”
“You’re wrong! If I had just gotten another point of [Stabilize] instead of [Blessed Light], then I could’ve saved him. I don’t make a good [Acolyte].”
“Then get a point of [Stabilize] next Level. You said so yourself; you didn’t want to blind us. I’m sure I would’ve made the same decision.”
Cannoli looked up with a wry smile. “If you had a better healer, would you have made as many potions?”
My mouth hung open for a moment. “Hey, those are for emergencies. I trust in you, Cannoli.”
“That nice of you to say, but please don’t patronize me. I’m not stupid. I know I can’t heal anyone.”
“But that’s wrong. You kept me from bleeding out with the minotaurs. I’d be dead otherwise, I’m sure of it.”
Cannoli paused, searching my face.
I pressed on, confident that I had found a hole in her logic. “It was you who taught me how to brew the potions. Keke wouldn’t have been able to get the nyapples down without you. You’ve contributed more than you think.” I chuckled. “Definitely more than me. You’ve taught me a lot. I bet you’ve got a green thumb, too.”
She tilted her head. “Green thumb?”
“Means you’re good at gardening, keeping plants alive, things like that.”
“A-ah. Yeah, a little. I doubt that I’m as good as Shizen.”
“Ah, Cannoli.” I rose from my chair and walked over to her, taking the seat next to hers. I briefly wondered why a single woman had so many chairs on her porch. “You shouldn’t be as good as Shizen. Have you looked at this place? All the tools, the equipment—I’d gamble that she’s been doing this her whole life. That wouldn’t be fair.”
Cannoli looked down, then back to me. She repeated the motion, picking at the hem of her robe. “No. I suppose you’re right.” A brief silence passed between us. She ran her fingers through her hair, then leaned up against me. “You’re very kind, Matt. Thank you.”
I swallowed hard and put a hand on her shoulder. “I’m just being honest. There is no Party without you.”
“I’m so glad you feel that way.” Cannoli nuzzled her head against my shoulder. Her ears twitched in the most adorable fashion I’d seen yet.
“I mean it.”
The crashing of the front door ruined the mood. Cannoli and I shot upward, sitting straight-backed in our chairs. Behind the sound was Shizen. Her robe was sloppily thrown together, with one of the sleeves drooping down to reveal a naked breast. Her scream broke my stare.
“They’re coming! I feel it in my bones! Little shits are on their way!”
“But this is a [Sanctuary], right? Appear, iPaw.” The device manifested in my hand. In the corner of the screen where the star had been hours ago, a pair of interlocked swords had taken its place. “The hell?”
“A [Sanctuary] is just a safe place for that time. It doesn’t mean it’ll stay that way,” Cannoli explained.
Hey, see Cannoli? You’re helping plenty.
“Ah, shit.”
“They’re coming!” Shizen yelled again, quickly fixing her attire.
“The fuck you on about?” Ravyn appeared in a robe of her own, barking her annoyance. It was a beautiful red outlined with black, bearing a shine that none of our other robes had. Looked comfortable as hell. She wiped at her sullen eyes, her sharp teeth bared in irritation. Her ears flicked forward and she growled. “Kuso.”
“What’s wrong?” Keke pushed Ravyn to the side as she stepped outside with the rest of us. She hissed in a breath. “What is that?”
“Locusts. They’re going to eat my crops!” Shizen shrieked.
“[Combat Mode]!” I cried out. In a flash, the robe disappeared, replaced by my leather garb and axe. The girls parroted the change, and within seconds we were armed for the swarm that approached.
All save for Cannoli.
“Cannoli, come on! Switch over!” I called.
“But there isn’t anything I can do here.” Cannoli tucked her knees to her chest, folding her arms around them.
“Sheesh! Get out of the way!” Ravyn shoved her way through the group and stood at the edge of the porch. “Oh flames of life, grant my enemy misery! [Fire Ball]!” A magic circle with dozens of foreign symbols came to life beneath Ravyn’s feet.
“Wait!” The alarmed Shizen reached for Ravyn’s shoulder, but it was too late. The flame left Ravyn’s hands and soared into the sky with purpose before crashing into the swarm in a violent explosion. Dozens of the flying insects rocketed to the ground like the spent ashes of fireworks. “Don’t!”
“Why not? Do you want your crops devoured?” Ravyn yelled back.
“You’ll set my farm on fire and do the same damn thing!”
Ravyn blinked. A couple of the rice plants sizzled in the darkness. The flames hungrily devoured the plant up until the water snuffed it out. “A-ah. I see.”
“So do something about it!”
“Guess we’re doing this the hard way,” said Keke. Dropping her bow on the ground, she pulled a small dagger from her belt and ran into the field, swiping at the hungry horde.
“Then the other side’s mine.” I took to the side opposite the bridge and began swinging at any miniature monstrosity I could find. Sometimes I’d strike my mark. Most times, I missed. It felt like we were a bunch of misfits, swinging our weapons around at nothing. There was a reason you never used a hammer to kill a fly. My axe connected with another locust, cleaving it clean in half. “Got another one!”
“Great! Only hundreds left to go!” Shizen stamped her feet against the floor and ran back into the house, screaming, “I’m getting my net!”
“Ball Gag! Go get them!” Ravyn screamed.
The parrot tilted its head, narrowing its eyes into slits, then flew off in Keke’s direction.
The longer it went on, the more evident it became that this was a lost cause. They showed no signs of fear and were next to impossible to hit. We just didn’t have the right tools for this.
Warning! Matt’s [Energy] is low! Find a safe place to rest!
“Damn it! I know! Shut up!” I swung my axe and sliced through another locust. We were getting overrun. It’d gotten to the point that I had to start throwing them off of me. Blood dripped from pinpoint welts and bite marks left on my skin. They stung like hell. But even worse—they itched. “Get off of me!”
“Cannoli! Help!” The locusts had bit into Keke too. I could only see her from the waist down, but they’d ripped into her clothing. Splotches of red and pink decorated her legs, and as the fight dragged on, I was becoming less worried about the farm and more worried for our safety. It’d be a death by a thousand cuts—well, bites—if something didn’t change.
“Cannoli!” Three more locusts landed on top of me, gnawing into my flesh like serrated razors. I grabbed one and crushed it in my hand, batting another way with my axe and biting into a third, decapitating it with my teeth. What the hell were these things made of? Cannoli reeled in disgust as I turned toward her, spitting out the locust head. “We need you! Help us!”
Far as I saw it, this situation had a quick fix. Something only Cannoli could do. As stupid as it sounded, though, I felt that she needed to realize the solution on her own. I had no idea if it wouldn’t even work, but I wanted to give her the chance to figure it out first.
Cannoli puffed up her chest and furrowed her brow. “Okay! I’ll try! [Combat Mode]!” Cannoli’s combat attire materialized on the spot. Like the magical girl I knew, she held out her scepter and spun it like a baton before bringing it close to her chest. Then she raised it into the air and proclaimed, “[Blessed Light]!”
I shut my eyes in anticipation before my lids were soaked with light. Soon after, I opened them and was thrilled by what I saw. Locusts plummeted to the ground all around us. Their legs twitched a few times, then lay still. More dropped into the water, and from what I could see, they weren’t swimming or searching for purchase. I assumed them dead.
Shizen reappeared with a gigantic bug net in hand. “I found it! Let’s round them… up?” The net dropped at her side, and her mouth hung agape. “What did I miss?”
“Cannoli just saved your farm.”
New Notifications!
Matt has gained: 20 Base XP!
Matt has gained: 20 Class XP!
Keke has gained: 22 Base XP!
Keke has gained: 22 Class XP!
Cannoli has gained: 45 Base XP!
Cannoli has gained: 45 Class XP!
Ravyn has gained: 3 Base XP!
Ravyn has gained: 3 Class XP!
[image: Ai Pro Tip: [Sanctuary] status is not permanent. However, you may freely switch from [Combat Mode] to [Civilian Mode] regardless of if you’re within a [Sanctuary]. ]Ai Pro Tip: [Sanctuary] status is not permanent. However, you may freely switch from [Combat Mode] to [Civilian Mode] regardless of if you’re within a [Sanctuary]. 





Chapter 24
Farm Boy


New Quest!
[The Spices Must Flow]
Successfully Harvest 10 spices via farming.

Rewards: 
·  2 Levels of [Harvesting]
·  150 Base XP
·  150 Class XP
Shizen spent the next few days with me one-on-one, schooling me in the ways of farming. It was grueling work—nothing like the farming simulators I’d played before. Well, maybe it’s because I wasn’t the one swinging the tools around in a video game.
We started at the very beginning with a fresh plot of land. Shizen had me till the soil, taught me the best methods and ingredients for fertilizer as we mixed it by hand, and demonstrated the importance of exact water levels for each spice crop.
“It’s not just how you utilize your tools, Matt. It’s your connection with the land. The strength of your spirit,” Shizen instructed.
Erm, did we just switch genres?
“Uh-huh,” I replied. This was the first time I’d heard anything about Leveling my ‘spirit.’
“Nature has a different wavelength. It takes a special kind of soul to understand and cultivate. It takes time and… progression, if you will.”
Yeah. This is not the Nyarlea I know. Time and soul cultivation seemed like luxuries in catgirl world. “Uh-huh.”
“That’s a load of shit,” Ravyn laughed from the sidelines. “Spirit isn’t something you can increase.”
Shizen frowned. “Perhaps not tangibly, but you’ll see the difference in your harvest.”
“That’s thanks to practice, my dear friend. Not some invisible Stat.”
“No such thing! No such thing!” Ball echoed from Ravyn’s shoulder.
“Hmm.” Shizen furrowed her brow, and her lips pulled into a thin line, but she kept her thoughts on the matter to herself.
As confusing as it was, I listened to everything Shizen had to say, soaking it in like a sponge. Ignoring the advice of those around me had been to my detriment. The last thing I wanted was to travel back to San Island to relearn how to grow a few seeds. How am I going to remember all of this?
After a grueling first day of farming 101, I went to my designated room and summoned the iPaw.
“Hey, Ai,” I called.
The familiar, straight-faced Ai appeared on the screen, but her hair and clothing had changed. Instead of the Ni Island nautical wear, she donned a blue and white dress in a similar style to Ravyn’s [Civilian Mode] attire. Her hair was tied away from her face, held back with golden, dangling ornaments. “Yes, [User Matthew]?”
“You changed your outfit.”
“My appearance will adjust accordingly to each island’s traditions. It is a deliberate shift.”
“Oh. Alright.” Interesting feature.
“What can I help you with?”
“Right. Is there like, I dunno, a notepad or word processor on this thing?”
Ai went through her idle animations for a moment. “Explain your meaning.”
“Somewhere that I can type in notes of the stuff I learn. Like just a blank document and a keyboard that saves to my iPaw.”
Ai blinked. “You wish to revisit what is taught to you?”
“Yeah. You could put it that way.”
Ai smiled. 
I didn’t know she could do that. 
“I will add a program for you to do so.”
“Thanks.”
Within minutes, I was staring at a blank white screen with a keyboard on the lower third of the iPaw. The letters were out of order from the typical QWERTY keyboard I knew so well, but I could adjust.
I spent exhausting days clearing my plot of weeds or bugs, fertilizing as Shizen taught me, and watering precisely as I was told. At night, I made notes of everything I’d learned, adding footnotes to the spices Shizen told me about. It felt weird giving myself homework, but I couldn’t take Nyarlea for granted any-more. This wasn’t your run-of-the-mill fantasy world with catgirls.
I was, however, grateful that the growing time on the [Energy] spices was much faster than I expected. By day four, I had harvestable items that Cannoli or I could cook into [Energy] food. It was a lot of work, but I saved hundreds of Bells this way if the girls were to be believed.
Maybe I can make some Bells with them, too?
Shizen patiently guided me in harvesting the spices of my labor. Each one required a different tip or trick to ensure that I didn’t snap the damn thing in half or squish it to a pulp with clumsy hands.
“Very good, Matt.” Shizen nodded approvingly as she inspected my basket filled with fresh herbs. “Very good, indeed. Now we dry them.”
On the side of Shizen’s house was a smaller storage unit-style building with just enough space for both of us. The different tools and machinery she used to prep her rice lined the back wall. Drying racks, extra fertilizer, and general [Harvesting] appliances hung to our left. She showed me how to lay each plant for the most effective drying method.
After a full day and a half of drying, we reached the part where we turned the full plants into cookable servings. Some needed chopping, others grating. I picked tiny leaves from thin stalks for two of them, then ground one to a powder with a mortar and pestle. Each spice was carefully packed into an individual paper pouch, then placed into a wooden box.
New Notifications!
Matt has acquired: Asafoetida x5!
Matt has acquired: Nigella x5!
Matt has acquired: Makrut x5!
Matt has acquired: Oaxaca x5!
Matt has acquired: Galangal x5!
Matt has gained: 2 Levels of [Harvesting]!
Matt has gained: 1 Point of [Energy]!
[The Spices Must Flow] Quest Complete!
Matt has gained: 2 Levels of [Harvesting]!
Matt has gained: 150 Base XP!
Matt has gained: 150 Class XP!
I’d never been so proud of anything in my whole damn life.
By day seven, I was ready to move on. As dangerous as the Encroachers and Defiled proved to be, the thought of continuing on and making our way to Nyarlothep was too appealing to keep my fingers constantly in the soil. Ravyn, Cannoli, Keke, and I were finally beginning to feel like a real team. They were people I could rely on, and I wanted to see what the rest of the world offered with them by my side.
“We should head to Shulan,” Ravyn said as if she’d read my mind.
We were all on the porch, enjoying a dish Shizen and Cannoli had teamed up to make with some of the rice and vegetables fresh from Shizen’s stores. It was fluffier and stickier than any rice I’d ever had in my life. Cannoli had whipped up something avian in taste—like chicken, but sweeter—to match. It was delicious.
“You think Matt’s learned all the intricacies of [Harvesting] in a week?” Shizen spat. “We need more time than that.”
“He doesn’t need to know all of the intricacies, Shizen. You’ve taught him plenty. What we need right now are Bells and more Experience,” Ravyn argued, spooning a chunk of rice between Ball’s beak.
“Shouldn’t we pick Portia up and go back to Ni Island, then?”
Ravyn waved a passive hand. “Portia’s fine. You saw that horde of Bells when we left her. She’s robbed Cailu blind by now.”
“Cailu the cunt!”
“Yes! Good, Bally!” Ravyn snuggled the parrot. “I need herbs and spices for teas and tinctures. What you just grew works specifically for food. Besides, we’ve come so far. You have to see Shulan.”
“Yeah. Alright.”
The sun was low on the horizon, painting the sky with streaks of rich oranges, pinks, and purples. The air was warm, and the first glimmerings of fireflies sparked around the rice paddies. Again I realized we all had our own chairs. Why are there so many chairs?
I rested the bowl against my leg. “Shizen,” I called.
“Hmm?”
“Thank you for teaching me how to grow the spices.” I wanted to get in the habit of thanking people more. I couldn’t remember if I’d said it while we worked, but even if I did, it didn’t hurt to say it again. Cailu’s blasé attitude toward the lives of catgirls still twisted knots in my stomach.
Keke, Cannoli, and Ravyn turned in my direction with wide eyes.
Damn, girls, don’t look so surprised.
“O-oh. You’re welcome.” Shizen stuffed her chopsticks between her lips. Was that blush I was seeing or just the reflection of the sun?
“I think Ravyn is right, though. I don’t want to hold them back any longer. I know where to come if I need more training.” I toyed with a grain of rice between my chopsticks. “So, really, thanks.”
Shizen glanced around our Party, then nodded. “You’re a good student, Matt. I was happy to teach you.”
The girls exchanged looks, and I tried to pretend I didn’t notice.
While I helped clean up the dishes, Shizen approached and tapped me on the shoulder. I turned to face her, and she held out her hand. A colorful pouch that looked handmade sat in her palm, a drawstring hanging from the woven hem.
“What’s this?” I lifted the bag to inspect it. It was no bigger than my fist. When I looked closer, I realized tiny cat paws were methodically stitched into one of the bands.
“It’s a [Spice Pouch]. I made it myself.” Shizen lightly tugged the drawstring. “It’s very important, so don’t lose it.”
Does this do what I think it does? Do I dare to even hope? “What does it do?” I asked, trying to keep my expectations low.
“It will hold all of your spices, so they don’t take up space in your [Cat Pack].”
My heart soared. I embraced Shizen in a bear hug—I couldn’t help myself. She was very warm and soft beneath all her layers of clothing.
“Shizen! Those are worth a fortune. You sure you want to just give him one?” Ravyn called from the sink.
“I, erm, I just made myself a better one.” Shizen slowly patted me on the back. “This one can hold up to ten different spices. And then only a maximum of five each. Got it?”
I released Shizen and nodded. “So, fifty total.”
“Yes. And it won’t hold your seeds. Those bags have to go in your [Cat Pack]. You’ll have to come back with Bells in hand if you want a better [Spice Pouch].”
I felt like a kid on Christmas. At last, a piece of gear that held stackable items. I’d been glancing at the box filled with my [Harvesting] efforts throughout the day, wondering how the hell I’d get them home plus whatever else we found with only 20 slots in my [Cat Pack]. “Thank you so much!” I bowed and clutched the pouch to my chest.
Later that evening, I sat in the bedroom, carefully sliding the paper packets inside the [Spice Pouch]. It felt strange not hastily typing notes into my iPaw for the first time in a week. But as I stocked my spices, I felt insanely accomplished. I’d never grown anything with my own two hands. I was the kid that Chia pets died on no matter how hard I tried.
Just as I’d finished securing the pouch’s drawstring, there came a knock on the door.
“Come in,” I called.
The door creaked open, and Keke slid between the crack. “Um, is this a good time?”
My heart raced. Calm down, man. “Y-yeah. Of course.”
Keke nodded and closed the door behind her. She took two short steps forward before lower herself to the floor. She was in one of Shizen’s floral silk robes, and the fabric perfectly hugged her curves.
“What’re you doing?” she asked.
“Oh. I’m just putting all the spices in the pouch Shizen gave me. I want to be ready to travel tomorrow and don’t want to forget anything.” I set the bag to the side near my [Cat Pack] and turned my focus on Keke. “What’s up? You okay?”
“I-I… well.” Keke’s cheeks pinked, and she stroked her tail with one hand. She laughed, and her ears flicked forward. “I’m not very good at this, it seems.”
“Good at what? Is something wrong?”
She released her tail and leaned forward so that she was on all fours. As she crept toward me, my whole body froze. Her golden eyes held my gaze and were suddenly inches from my face. She smelled so good. I could hardly breathe.
“Keke,” I whispered.
She tilted her chin upward, and her lips met mine.
Am I dreaming? I must be dreaming.
Heat raced through my veins. I slowly shifted my hands from the floor to her shoulders. The tip of her tongue swept across my bottom lip, and I gasped. She took the initiative and slid her tongue inside my mouth, shifting so that her hands were against my chest.
I cradled her chin in my palms and did my best to mirror the movements of her kiss. I’d never been kissed so deeply before—I honestly had no idea what I was doing. But any fears of inadequacy were quashed by Keke’s soft skin, her sweet breath, and her quiet moan against my lips.
I wanted more.
I traced the curve of her throat with my fingertips, pausing at her collarbone near the opening of her robe. She pushed her body closer to mine, and I slid my fingertips beneath the fabric. Her skin was searing hot, and I could feel her heart hammering against her chest.
“Keke? I made some tea!” Cannoli’s gentle voice rang from the hallway.
Keke jerked away, her eyes wide. Her sharp breaths were just as desperate and haggard as mine.
“Keke?”
Keke tightened the robe around her chest and leaped to her feet. “Thank you! I’ll be right there!”
I didn’t know what to say. Apparently, Keke didn’t either because she raced out of the room without another word. It took a long time to slow my heart, but my nerves refused to calm down.
Well. So much for sleeping tonight.
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Chapter 25
Real Men Cook


As I’d predicted, sleep was hard  to find, and I crawled out of bed conflicted. On the one hand, I felt like I was on top of the world and full of [Energy]. Keke’s surprise visit the night prior had my entire body on high alert. Just thinking about her made the hair on my arms stand on end, and I periodically touched my lips and fantasized about the encounter. Well, if I’m being honest, my fantasies went well beyond that of another kiss.
On the other hand, I swore I would fall unconscious at any moment from lack of sleep. It was difficult to describe—the last time I remembered such a mixture of excitement and exhaustion was when I was a kid, and me and my friends had stayed up until the next morning playing video games.
I wondered if my combat abilities would suffer for it. Ravyn hadn’t mentioned how much longer it’d be until we reached Shulan from Shizen’s farm. That answer would determine whether I’d be able to perform should we run into any Encroachers or Defiled.
Someone knocked on my door.
“Good morning!” came Shizen’s voice. “Breakfast is cooking as we speak! Don’t take too long, my little apprentice!”
“Right! I’ll be there in just a minute!”
I kicked my legs over the bed and ran a hand through my hair, twisting the dyed section between two of my fingers. I really didn’t want to explain why I hadn’t slept. I should have been out like a light with all the farming we’d done.
The robes were damn comfortable, too. Shizen was nothing short of hospitable. In addition to the pouch she’d awarded me with, she was kind enough to gift us the robes we’d worn during the week. She was adamant about their effectiveness on recuperating [Energy], and man, did I feel it. Every morning—up until this one, at least—I’d woken up feeling refreshed and ready to go, even if all the work we’d put into [Harvesting] had left me feeling like death.
We could come up with a plan of attack once I knew if we’d spend all day on the road. I could already hear Ravyn’s sneer and endless taunts when she realized something had happened between Keke and me.
Guess it doesn’t matter. Won’t do any good to think about it.
After I dressed, I left the room. As I was shutting the door behind me, I turned around for one last look, thinking back on the memories I’d attained within its walls. I smiled, then closed the door.
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“Two days, huh?”
“Yes,” Ravyn said with a nod. She sat to my right at the table, feeding another spoonful of rice into Ball’s mouth. I guess we’re not concerned about him getting fat. “And we really must be going. We’ve overstayed our welcome.”
“Nonsense!” Shizen said, waving her hand through the air. “I haven’t had this much fun in ages! You know… it gets very boring out here.” Shizen eyed Ravyn. “Maybe you could visit more often? Typically that’s what friends do.”
“Oh, haha! You’re such a kidder! You’ve got your hands full. We both know that!“ Ravyn laughed it off and patted Shizen’s shoulder with a lot more force than I expected.
“Well, I’ll be upfront. There’s no way I can walk the whole day.” I shoveled a spoonful of rice into my mouth and passed glances around the girls at the table.
No comment?
“You’ve been working hard, Matt! That’s to be expected!” Cannoli beamed from one corner of the table farthest from me. “Don’t push yourself too hard.”
Keke’s gaze from the other corner drifted between all of us. She was a thousand miles away. I wondered if her thoughts aligned with mine. A man can dream, I guess.
“Agreed,” said Shizen across from me. “I’m glad that you picked up [Harvesting], but take it from a girl who’s done it her whole life. You’ll put yourself and the girls in danger if you push yourself too hard too quick.” Shizen pointed her spoon at me, and her ears wiggled. “Watch yourself, young man. We’ve seen enough men die from being ill-prepared.”
I’d heard about the deaths of catgirls, but this was the first time I was hearing about another man’s passing. “What happened?”
Shizen looked away for a moment. Her facial expression was hard to read, almost a bit like Ai’s. Unlike Ai’s screensaver of emotions, though, she seemed to have actual thoughts going through her head. She glanced at Ravyn and paused, resting her chin on her palm as she spooned more rice into her mouth. Silence surrounded us as she chewed, and Ravyn’s expression grew strangely vacant.
“Have there really been that many?” Cannoli whispered.
Shizen swallowed and said slowly, “There was this kid once. Young, spritely thing. Think he was younger—nah, he was definitely younger than you. High spirits, lots of [Energy]. Good stuff going for him. Good kid.“ Her gaze wandered. “Very good kid.”
Ravyn flinched, and her eyes darkened. This was someone both of them had known personally. Cannoli’s mouth reshaped into a tiny ‘o’, and her eyes dropped to her bowl. 
Yeah, this was not my place to ask. “I see. Maybe a story for another time then,” I said in an attempt to change the subject. “I won’t push my luck. Promise.”
Shizen smiled. “Better not! These girls need you!” She stood and pushed the spoon so close to my face that it almost touched my nose.
I smiled back. “Yeah.” I turned to Keke. “Hey, Keke, you’ve been really quiet. You okay?” It took everything I had not to stammer. But I had to put on a good face. I needed to show them that they could depend on me no matter what.
“W-what! Yes! Fine! Thank you!” Keke snapped out of her trance, and her spoon bounced against the table. She’d barely touched her food. Maybe she was just as bothered as I was.
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“I see the sun’s in full force today.” Beads of sweat collected in every crevice on my body.
The axe was beginning to feel just as heavy as it did when I’d first landed in Nyarlea. Shizen’s breakfast helped alleviate that a bit, but I still felt exhausted. Keke’s visit was beginning to lose its shine, replaced instead by an urge to take a nap in a nice, air-conditioned room—something I had very much taken for granted in my old world.
I dropped the axe and hunched over with my hands on my knees, then looked over my shoulder. “Can we stop for a bit?”
“Already?” asked a scoffing Ravyn. “We’ve only been walking for an hour.”
“Please,” breathed Keke. Trickles of sweat dripped down the side of her face.
“You too?” Ravyn looked at Keke pointedly.
“What a joke, what a joke!“ cried Ball.
“Shush,” Ravyn said with a finger to her lips.
“Don’t look at me like that,” Keke retorted through gritted teeth. “It’s not like this has ever happened to me before. Isn’t it usually Matt who runs out of [Energy] early?”
Way to throw me under the bus.
Cannoli moved to Keke’s side. “What’s wrong? This isn’t like you.” She touched Keke’s forehead with the back of her hand.
Don’t. Say. Anything. I beg of you.
“I-I just didn’t sleep well. Nightmares,” said Keke. Her face was flush with pink. Whether that was the result of what occurred last night or just the heat, I couldn’t tell.
Cannoli retracted her hand, tapping her cheek in thought. “No fever. Maybe we really should have stayed another night.”
“Shizen did more than enough for us.” Ravyn crossed her arms with a most disapproving look. Her violet eyes sliced into me like a pair of daggers, and I wondered for a moment what I had done wrong this time. “What’s your current [Energy] looking like, Matt?”
“Appear, iPaw.” I raised one of my hands into the air, and the device appeared in my palm. Conveniently enough, it was already displaying my current Stats.
Matt
Base Level 3
Warrior Class Level 3
Base Experience: 460/500
Class Experience: 460/500
Health Points: 22/22
Myana Points: 4/4
Energy: 3/15
Strength: 2 +1
Vitality: 2 +1
Dexterity: 1
Agility: 1
Magic: 1
Resistance: 1 +1
Sure enough, it looked just as I expected. Guess that’s what a night of sleepless fantasizing will do to you.
“What’s this?” I chewed my lip and raised my eyebrows. “It says that I… I’m dying.”
There was a brief moment of pure shock on Ravyn’s face. It was worth the joke just to see it.
I relaxed my face and grinned. “I’m kidding. I’m at 3 [Energy]. Disappear, iPaw.”
“Matt!” came Keke’s hoarse cry.
“Imbeciles. Must I take care of all of you?” Ravyn shook her head. “Fine. Ball Gag, listen up.” The bird tilted its head and fluttered its feathers. “Fly high, high above. We need to see what’s around us. See if there’s danger.”
The parrot leaped from Ravyn’s shoulder and soared high into the air. For being such a nuisance, Ball sure was helpful when he wanted to be.
“What’s the plan?” asked Cannoli.
“Quiet,” said Ravyn.
Touchy today, aren’t we?
Ravyn watched her parrot as it flew higher and higher. “Good. One moment.” Ravyn sat cross-legged in the dirt with her hands on her knees and shut her eyes. After a few seconds, she called, “[Farsight]!”
A strange sensation washed over me. Like someone took a razor and shaved all the hair off my body. I felt naked, vulnerable. The instinct to cover myself came and went in a flash. Felt as if someone had photocopied my insides without warning. I was half expecting to hear that beep that goes off when you walk through a metal detector.
I watched as Ball flew in circles and figure-eights for some time. Keke stumbled over to Ravyn and took a seat beside her, Cannoli spotting her the entire way. After a minute or two, Ravyn breathed out, and Ball flew back down to perch on her shoulder.
“Nothing dangerous for miles,” Ravyn said, opening her eyes. “There’s a clearing about a mile into the forest to our right,” she said, pointing and rising to her feet. “Let’s rest there.”
I want to change to my next Class as soon as possible if I get to do as many things as Ravyn can.
“Why did that feel so… strange?” Keke shook out her hands.
“You’ll get used to it.” Ravyn shrugged.
Nice explanation.
Cannoli shivered. “I felt, um.” She blushed. “Nevermind.”
We all felt naked, then? That’s a nice thought.
“A-anyway! This will give you a chance to cook with the spices you grew!” Cannoli cheered.
“Ah yeah, that’s why we came here anyway. Might not want to have me cook with them, though.” I laughed.
“Have no fear! Chef Cannoli will guide you!” Cannoli smoothed her dress over her legs and gave me a thumbs up.
“Baka. We have no tools to work with,“ Ravyn snapped.
More Japanese. Who taught her Japanese? Cannoli’s look of confusion told me that the word was just as strange coming out of Ravyn’s mouth to her as it was to me.
“He’s not going to learn anything until we get to Shulan,” Ravyn finished.
“That’s where you’re wrong! It’s time we get creative! You can do plenty with a spit, some fire, and a dream if you’d only just try.” Cannoli flashed one of the brightest smiles I’d ever seen. It was truly great to see her spirits so high again. “Besides. I made a promise to outcook you.”
“Still on that, huh? Show me then.” Ravyn delivered each word with dripping sarcasm. “Show me what you can do with some fire and a few twigs. And while you’re at it, call every roach in this forest to our camp with your little fireworks show.”
“Hmph.” Cannoli balled her hands onto her hips. “I’ll show you, just you watch!”
Careful, Ravyn, we’ve got our own Rosie the Riveter here.
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Once we arrived at the designated location, Keke sidled up to Ravyn’s side and put her head on her lap.
“Well, aren’t we getting comfortable,” said an irritated Ravyn.
“Shut up and let me rest for a minute.” Deep, dark bags hung under Keke’s eyes. And yet, she looked at me with a wide grin on her face.
I couldn’t help but smile back. Alright. I forgive you for the low blow earlier.
“Mou ii. Fine. Sit up a second,“ Ravyn growled. She dug into her [Cat Pack] and procured two blankets before lying them out on the grass.
“You carry blankets?” I asked, swallowing a yawn.
“You never know when you’ll need them. Lay on those, and I’ll get a fire going.”
I stretched across the cloth and fell asleep as soon as my head rested against my arm.
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Cannoli was an angel. Apparently, she did all the gathering for us while Ravyn kept watch over Keke and me and maintained a roaring fire. 
When Cannoli returned, she took to my side and gently rocked my shoulder. “I bring presents! We’ll be a little quiet for now. Keke’s cranky when she doesn’t sleep.” She giggled at Keke’s snoring, masking her laughter with one hand over her lips. “Ready to learn how to cook?”
I was still exhausted, but I sat up with the confidence that this food would be just the thing I needed to get my feet walking again. “Yes, chef.”
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Chapter 26
Flash in the Pan


Cannoli laid her foraging finds  along the blanket I’d napped on. I picked through them curiously, noting the similarities and differences to the vegetables and plants from my previous world.
“Wow. Not a speck of dirt on them,” I murmured.
“There’s a stream nearby, so I washed them.” Cannoli plopped her [Cat Pack] on the blanket behind the veggies.
“So, how do we cook them?” A dusty memory resurfaced of my early days in Boy Scouts and tossing raw potatoes wrapped in aluminum foil into the bonfire. That’s an antique. Haven’t been in Boy Scouts since I was in the fifth grade.
“With this!” She proudly procured an iron pan from her pack. Keke rolled on her side and murmured in her sleep. “Whoops. With this,” Cannoli repeated in a whisper.
I blinked. “Do you always carry that around?”
Cannoli flinched, and a light blush turned her cheeks pink in the firelight. “W-well, [Cooking] to me is like [Fishing] to Keke. She always carries a fishing rod with her, and I always have my pan.” She held it to her chest. “Maybe that’s weird.”
“N-no, not at all,” I stammered. “I think it’s awesome.”
“Yeah, because you’ll never go hungry with them around,” Ravyn quipped.
“And consequently, neither will you,” I retorted.
Ravyn’s eyes narrowed. “Baka.” She turned away and fed the strangely silent Ball another cookie.
I had to give the bird credit; he was more obedient than any animal I’d ever come across.
“A-anyway.” Cannoli retrieved two small paper squares that looked similar to what my spices were stored in. “I have some salt and pepper, so we can use those as the base flavors. Then we’ll use a couple of the ones you grew and add them as we cook.” She pulled a flask from the pack and jiggled it in her hand, sloshing the liquid inside. “And fresh spring water will turn into our broth.”
I opened my mouth to ask what we were going to use for meat, but the image of Cannoli in tears over the tiger cub returned. “You make it all sound so easy,” I said instead.
“Lots of practice.” Cannoli beamed. “Now, we have to add these to our soup in a particular order, or they won’t cook all the way through.”
Ravyn eyed the lineup. “I like my romanesco well-done.”
“Okay!” Cannoli nodded, then turned back to me. “Oh! Roman-esco is this one.” She tapped a bright green vegetable with multiple spiral-patterned buds. It looked like I could attach it to the end of a branch and call it a weapon.
“That’s edible?”
“Mhm. And delicious.” She poured the water into the pan and nibbled on her bottom lip. “Um, Matt? Can you take out the nigella and the oaxaca? We need to borrow Keke’s knife. I’ll be right back.”
“Oh. Yeah, sure.” I dug the [Spice Pouch] free from my [Cat Pack] and sifted through the containers in search of the black, peppery-looking nigella and the orange-red oaxaca.
Cannoli tip-toed over to the gently snoring Keke, her hands hovering a few inches above Keke’s outline. “Hm. Where is it?”
“Mmm,” Keke hummed in her sleep. “Matt…”
Cannoli froze, and her face turned bright red. I was sure I looked about the same. Ravyn’s eyes widened, and she masked a wicked smile behind one hand.
Keke giggled and rolled to her other side. “That feels nice,” she murmured.
“Pft,” Ravyn sputtered into her hand. “Kehehehe!”
Cannoli snatched the dagger from its sheath with one swift movement, not disturbing the sleeping Keke at all. She returned to my side, her fingers working thoughtfully around the hilt. For a moment, I was afraid that the blade was destined for my chest.
Instead, she pulled one of the veggies toward her and cleared her throat, forcing another smile. “Alright, we need to dice this one into nice little cubes.”
“Um, do you want me to do it?”
“N-no!” Cannoli paused, then sighed. “I’m sorry. What if I show you this one, and you can do the next?”
“Sure, that sounds good.”
Ravyn withdrew a pocketknife from her pack and waved it in the air. “Here. Matt can use this and cut at the same time. I’m hungry.”
“Thanks.” I caught it as she threw it toward me and studied the design. It was one of those utility knives you’d buy going camping. Definitely something more akin to my previous life than Nyarlea. “Where’d you get this?”
“Nyarlothep. Try not to break it.” Ravyn shook her head. “Anyway, it doesn’t matter where it came from. It cuts well, and that’s what you need, right?”
I picked the longest blade free and snapped it into position. How many things like this would we find in Nyarlothep? But that didn’t matter now. Oh spirit of Gordon Ramsey, guide my hands. “Right.”
Cannoli’s mood brightened once she was back to teaching me how each vegetable was cut. In her foraging expedition, she’d also pulled a few handfuls of grasses and thick leaves for seasoning.
My culinary experience was incredibly limited. I’d held a single job flipping burgers, and spaghetti was about the fanciest thing I’d ever cooked. So, learning how to make Soup du San Island felt insanely refined to my inexperienced taste buds.
“Okay, you’ll take just a pinch of this!” Cannoli plucked a bundle of tiny leaves from one of the seasonings she’d found and held it up for me to see.
“A pinch, huh? How much is ‘a pinch,’ exactly?” I teased.
“Just a pinch!”
“Just a pinch?” I grinned.
Cannoli reached forward with her free hand and gingerly pinched my cheek. “Just a pinch!”
She was so close to me. Were her fingers always this soft? Did she always smell this good? Get it together, Matt. I cleared my throat and searched for the same seasoning. There were two with equally small leaves—I had to guess.
“Okay, so take this one—”
“No, Matt, this one!” Cannoli giggled and guided my hand over the other plant.
Her thighs touched mine, and her silky hair brushed my arm as she moved. Her body felt so warm.
“R-right!” I picked up the sliver of a branch and pinched away its leaves. “There. Just a pinch.”
“Very good!” Her brilliant smile could have parted a rainstorm. “Now, we add it to our pot.”
“Two pinches, though?”
“Two pinches!” She sprinkled it in the water, and I followed suit.
We moved through the seasonings, placing some in the water and rubbing others into the vegetables themselves. By the time we’d finished, my hands smelled like a greenhouse. But in a good way.
“Alright, now we’ll put the pot on the fire and begin adding our vegetables.” Cannoli placed three of our chopped veggies—the death spiral included—into the water and carefully shifted the hefty pot over the fire. Her tongue poked into her cheek as she worked. I wondered if she’d always done that. “And now we’ll wait!”
I scratched my chin. “Wait for what?”
“Well, once it starts boiling, we’ll add in another veggie and the spices you grew!”
“[Cooking]’s a lot like [Alchemy], huh?”
Cannoli blinked, and her ears twitched forward. “Hm. Yes, I suppose it is!” She smoothed her skirt and resettled herself. Was it just me, or did she move closer? “Now, sometimes to pass the time, I like to sing songs.”
I frowned. “If you make me sing, you know it’ll wake Keke.”
Cannoli flinched. “Oh, come now, it wasn’t that bad—”
“It was that bad.”
Ravyn laughed. “Matt? Singing? Spare me.”
“Yeah, well, only one way to get cat’s paws, alright?” I could feel a heat rising to my face that had nothing to do with the fire.
Ravyn tilted her head. “Nani? Why didn’t you just gas out their tunnels?”
“A-anyway!” Cannoli interrupted. “We don’t have to sing! We could… talk, or come up with another game, o-or whatever you like, really!”
I wasn’t sure what to talk about, and singing was absolutely out of the question. The three of us wound up playing I Spy until the soup began to bubble.
“You can’t just pick a specific tree! How is that not cheating?” Ravyn crossed her arms indignantly over her chest. “‘I spy a single tree among hundreds.’ This game is stupid.”
Cannoli, clearly not to be deterred by Ravyn’s negativity, pressed on. “Okay, Matt! Add just a little bit of each [Energy] spice to the pot. Then we’ll stir it all up!”
I stared at the packet in my hand. “Okay, serious about this one. How much is ‘just a little bit’?”
Cannoli shook her head. “Sorry! Here.” She took the paper sack and cupped my hand. Leaned forward, she poked her tongue into her cheek and poured a measured amount into my palm. “U-um. This much is good. For both.” She quickly withdrew her hands and shifted her eyes back to the pot.
“O-oh. Uh-huh.” I’m going to explode if you keep this up. Did she know what she was doing to me? Surely she had to know. With trembling hands, I sprinkled the spice over the soup.
Cannoli stirred it with a long branch. Maybe the wood’ll add to the flavor. Who am I to protest a spoon? “Okay! Now the other one!”
I measured around the same amount by eyeballing it, then added it to the pot. I had to admit it was starting to smell really damn good. I felt like my [Energy] was replenishing from the scent alone.
“Perfect! Now we give it a little while, and it’ll be finished!” Cannoli rocked back on her knees and tapped the branch against the side of the pot.
“How can you tell?”
“We use our noses!” She poked the end of my nose for effect. “It smells different when it’s done. So take a big whiff now, and then I’ll tell you when to smell it again.”
“That sounds like it takes a lot of practice.”
Cannoli giggled and brushed through her long hair with one hand. “Maybe. But your practice starts now, right?”
I nodded. “Right.”
“Good. Keep sniffing, then. Eventually, you’ll notice. I’m sure of it.”
We waited in silence, huddled close by the firelight. I took occasional, deep breaths of air. Yup, still smells like soup. And Cannoli. I heard Ravyn mutter beneath her breath, “People actually sing to civets?” I ignored it, concentrating instead on the sounds and scents of the simmering concoction.
When I took another deep breath, I found the aroma… different. It was difficult to explain. They were the same independent smells, but now they blended together in a new way. “Is it done?”
“Not yet! Almost!”
Or I was full of shit and just desperately wanted to understand what Cannoli was talking about. My shoulders slumped.
“No, really, Matt! You’re getting the hang of it! You’re right; it’s almost there!” Cannoli’s encouragement bandaged my sullen reaction. “You smelled the difference! That’s great!”
“Thanks, Cannoli,” I couldn’t help but smile. Maybe I was getting the hang of it. I was a beginner, after all, compared to Cannoli’s seeming mastery of the Skill. It would just take time. And what else did I have, if not time?
“Mmm. That smells so good,” Keke’s sleepy voice joined our choir. She slowly sat up and rubbed her eyes.
Ravyn looked at Keke, then snickered. “Have a nice nap?”
Keke raised an eyebrow and yawned. “Yes, thank you.”
“Yay! It’s finished!” Cannoli announced, pulling the soup from the fire.
I was starting to see it. Cannoli’s smile when she was trying to mask how she really felt versus her true smile. They were nearly identical; it was something about her eyes.
I touched her arm, and she met my gaze. “Thank you again. Really.”
The warmth returned to her words, and she nodded. “Of course, Matt. Any time.”
“Hey! Come on! Why are you laughing at me?” Keke demanded of Ravyn.
“It doesn’t matter! Let’s eat!” Ravyn cackled.
New Notifications!
Matt has Gained: 1 Level of [Cooking]!
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Chapter 27
Feel the Pinch


I had never visited China  in my last world. The closest I’d been to the culture were conventions and eating the cheap Chinese food in those hole-in-the-wall restaurants.
However, if I had to pin a place against how I imagined China in person, it’d be Shulan.
For a moment, pricks of panic trickled down my back as the cute guards at the gate leaned in to ask Ravyn a question. I thought they were going to tell us that we needed some kind of passport. There was nowhere else to go, and I was dying to sleep in a real bed again.
But it turned out that getting into Shulan was the easy part. Ravyn pointed to me, and they nodded.
“Some of the major cities like to know your business,” Ravyn explained when she returned. “We’re here to shop.”
They didn’t want just any person walking in, I suppose. The entire situation made me a little uncomfortable.
However, all discomfort was wiped away within moments of arriving.
When we passed through the entrance and reached the main district, there were two things that immediately seized my attention. First, the incredible aromas that hung in the air. Second, the obscene amount of catgirls—the majority of which wore colorful patterned silks that hugged their feminine forms. Many waved excitedly to me as we passed through, and their swaying tails kept my attention for some time. Ni Island had me feeling like a celebrity, but here I felt like old acquaintances and friends of mine were beckoning me further inside.
The sun was setting, bathing the entire city in an orange glow. Under this lighting, Shulan appeared enchanted. Golden rooftops and curtained doorways were everywhere you looked. Brightly colored awnings shielded wooden merchant stalls hawking food and wares. I couldn’t imagine a more remarkable place so full of culture and wonder.
And catgirls.
“Shulan houses the finest spellcasters in all of Nyarlea,” Ravyn said as if reading my mind. She cast a nasty glare in the direction of two children who were playing some form of tag. One of them ran behind Ravyn’s leg and stuck out their tongue.
The sight brought a smile to my face, and the thought of corralling one of my own kids crossed my mind—which was weird. I’d never thought about having kids before.
Ravyn broke the momentary fantasy by snatching one of the children by the collar and holding out her other hand.
Cannoli gasped. “Ravyn! They’re just kittens!”
Ravyn turned her glare on Cannoli. “Don’t let them fool you.”
“Pshh!” The spunky brunette kitten turned out her pockets and handed Ravyn a jingling sack. “Can I go now?”
“Is this all of them?” Ravyn narrowed her eyes and held out an expectant hand.
The kitten growled and passed a second, smaller bag forward.
“Thanks. Now get lost.” Ravyn let the girl go with a shove and watched her run the length of the street. “Shulan also gives birth to some of the most manipulative pickpockets around.” Her heels clicked against the cobblestone as she approached a nearby merchant stall, the rest of us frozen in disbelief by what had just happened. “Watch yourself. And don’t leave [Combat Mode].”
“Noted,” said Keke.
“Scum and villainy! Scum and villainy!” cried Ball.
Just as the words left Ball’s beak, a heavy hand touched my shoulder. After the pickpocket run, I about jumped out of my skin.
“My apologies, I did not mean to startle you,” a familiar voice soared over the din of the crowd.
Shit, seriously? “Cailu? I thought you were still at the Port of Meow?”
Cailu shook his head. “I decided to come home yesterday. Cer-tain financial matters required my immediate return.”
Good job, Portia.
“What do you want, Cailu?” Ravyn spun on her heel, gifting the elf with a furious gaze.
“It is simply serendipitous, Ravyn, that I should find your Party in Shulan. Considering your entourage’s inadequate equipment, allow me to offer you my assistance.” Cailu plunged one hand into his [Cat Pack], tugging free a large bag of Bells. “Matt, please, purchase a piece of decent armor for yourself. It is imperative that you stay alive.”
What the hell? I glanced at his fist, then back to his sharp stare. “I don’t want your money.”
“You wish to keep and protect your girls, do you not?”
“I said no, man. I don’t need your help.” I swatted his arm away. Did this guy want a fight? I summoned my axe, comforted by the familiar weight in my hand.
The immediate cold kiss of steel hovered against my throat, and a foreign hand gripped my shoulder. My breath caught in my chest. Keke’s bow was out with an arrow at the ready, Cannoli’s scepter drawn, and Ravyn turned to Cailu.
Ball screamed, “Assassino! Assassino!”
A few girls passing by glanced our way before hurrying off as if they hadn’t seen anything.
“Call off your bitch, Cailu,” Ravyn growled.
Cailu smiled, but the warmth never reached his eyes. “Naeemah, it was a simple mistake. I am certain.” He waved his hand, and the pressure of the knife disappeared.
A tall, lithe catgirl with rich brown skin and jet-black hair tied away from her face stepped to the side. “As you say,” she murmured. Serpentine green eyes pierced into my soul. The lower half of her face was shielded by a black mask—a theme that echoed throughout her combat attire. An [Assassin]?
I tried to hide my quickened breathing and racing heartbeat. She’d scared the shit out of me, but I didn’t want Cailu to notice. Then again, what the hell are you supposed to say after that? I stared at him in silence, readjusting the grip on my axe.
“Touch him again, and I’ll put an arrow through your pretty face,” Keke snarled at Naeemah.
Cannoli danced from one foot to the next as if ready to pounce, her mouth set in a thin line and her brow furrowed. Ravyn stayed next to her, arms crossed over her chest.
“Leave. Us. Alone,” I growled.
Cailu searched my face, then nodded. “I shall be in town should you change your mind.” He took my hand and fixed the package of Bells into my palm. “I pray that you do.”
“Yeah. Sure.” I pocketed the Bells. “Maybe next time, don’t be prepared to kill me.”
Cailu shrugged and gestured to my axe. “You must understand the declaration you make by calling your weapon.” He turned to the [Assassin]. “Let us be off, Naeemah.”
Naeemah gave our group a quick nod, glittering eyes resting on Keke’s readied arrow before she followed Cailu. They disappeared into the crowd.
Keke lowered her weapon and replaced the arrow in her quiver. She exhaled a deep sigh, and Cannoli clung to her arm.
“That was so scary!” Cannoli squeaked.
“Naeemah’s been with him a long time,” Ravyn explained. “But she won’t act without his permission. Like a pet.”
“Fingers crossed that we can put them both out of our minds for good,” I said, running a hand through my hair. I didn’t need a mentor, or benefactor, or whatever the hell he was offering. The girls were doing just fine showing me the ropes. “So, where to?”
“Hmm, yes. I think I could use one of those,” Ravyn murmured, tapping a finger to her lips. She wandered in the opposite direction of Cailu, picking out a merchant stall off to the corner.
“She’s already in her own world again.” Keke put her hands on her hips, and she narrowed her eyes. “Ravyn, are we here to win-dow shop or pick up your spices?”
“Both.” Ravyn turned her head toward us for a moment, smiled, then looked back to the shop keep.
“There’s your answer,” I said, sighing. As we waited for Ravyn to finish, I leaned against a nearby wall and observed the hustle and bustle of Shulan.
Pagodas of varying shapes and sizes lined the streets with glimmering lantern lights, brightly-colored tapestries, and hand-painted signs. The tallest buildings seemed dozens of stories high, to the point that it hurt my neck to keep searching for the top. Catgirls with short hair, long hair, bushy tails, modest tails, and everything you could imagine in between were shopping, talking about the latest trends, and dining with their friends. In a way, it reminded me of the downtown metropolitan areas of my previous world.
Except that this one is actually nice to look at.
“Okay, I’m done.” Ravyn had returned from the stall with a stunning piece of jewelry around her neck. A golden pendant with multiple points surrounded a blood-red gem. I figured it was supposed to represent the sun, but to me, it looked more like a snowflake with its tapered ends and intricate decorations between them. “What do you think?”
“Nice rock,” I said while working out the cricks in my neck. “Little gaudy, though. Is that a ruby?”
“Hmm, so you know of gemstones.”
“It’s so pretty!” Cannoli said, clasping her hands together. She approached Ravyn without care and cradled the finely shaped pendant in her palm. “How much was it?”
Ravyn removed Cannoli’s hand and cleared her throat. “Not important. What is important is how it looks between these beauties.” Ravyn emphasized her statement by thrusting her forearms beneath her chest and propping her breasts up. “What do you think, Matt? Do you approve? It’s important to get a man’s perspective.”
“U-um,” Cannoli stammered.
I cleared my throat and turned away, glancing back and forth between the crowds and her bust. “Still gaudy.”
“What a dishonest boy.”
“Hey, if you’re done, can we get back to the task at hand?” Keke said, tapping her foot against the ground. “We’re looking for Experience, Bells, and your shopping list, right? Let’s move on.”
“Hah? And who do you think got you here? Who’s going to be your guide! Baka!” Ravyn narrowed one eye and rested a hand on her hip. I pictured her as a yakuza boss talking down to one of her underlings.
“Are you trying to pick a fight?” Keke spat, her hands balling into fists. “Come on, then. I’m itching.”
“Hahaha! Oh, please. You never stood a chance against Naeemah, and I’m not going to pick a fight with a Level 4. That’d be like setting a kitten on fire.”
Keke audibly ground her teeth.
I decided it was time to step in. “Whoa, whoa. Let’s calm down,” I said as I moved between the two girls. “What’s gotten into you?”
Keke clicked her tongue. “Ask her.”
“No. Ask her. I insist,” Ravyn retorted.
“Don’t fight!” pleaded Cannoli. “We’re friends, right? Let’s just relax, take a deep breath, and keep our minds on what needs to be done.” Cannoli reached out and grabbed a hand from Keke and Ravyn, interlocking them together. “There! Friends. Make up, please!” The last part sounded more like a demand than a plea.
The two withdrew their hands, each of them folding their arms and turning away. It was comical in a way, albeit aggravating.
“Please, just listen to Cannoli. I really want to learn as much as I can about [Energy] spices and Shulan. Everything you want to teach me. And I want to leave before I get my throat cut and my [Cat Pack] stolen. Can we just set this aside for now?” I asked.
There was a pause. Then Ravyn turned around, her violet eyes digging into my skull. “Fine. Follow me.” Her shoes clicked through the streets, and a frustrated Keke followed in silent protest.
“Thanks, Cannoli,” I whispered.
“Any time, Matt.” She beamed.
New Notifications!
Matt has gained: 200 Bells!
[image: Keke Pro Tip: Shulan is really beautiful at night. But…I miss the ocean breeze. ]Keke Pro Tip: Shulan is really beautiful at night. But…I miss the ocean breeze. 





Chapter 28
Drawing Legs on a Snake


Ravyn took us through a winding  path of streets and alleyways. Catgirl children—kittens, apparently—watched curiously along the way, sometimes following us for several blocks before disappearing into the darkness. Whispers of ill intent would reach my ear at times, and Ravyn made it a point to ignore them, insisting they were traps laid out by clever girls in their prime to persuade travelers into dark corners.
“How does such a big city have such an awful homeless issue?” asked Keke.
“I don’t know. Unfortunately, that’s pretty common where I’m from,” I replied.
“You lived somewhere like this?” Cannoli asked with wide eyes.
“Sort of. The buildings weren’t shaped like this. The streets were smooth and black, and they were surrounded by tall buildings called skyscrapers.” I stopped when Ravyn barred us with her arm. She sniffed at the air, then shook her head and continued onward. I cleared my throat and finished my thought, “They would reach much higher than some of these buildings.”
“Whoa. Taller than these?” Cannoli gestured to one of the taller pagodas as we passed. “How do they do that? Make them so tall?”
I smiled. “I don’t really know for sure. Strong materials and good foundations, I think. But the big city is overrated. It’s filled with dark alleyways like these.”
“So, then, your ‘big city.’ It’s dangerous?” Keke asked.
“Yeah, if you’re careless. The only way you learn your way around it is through experience. Gotta get the street smarts necessary to live out there.”
“Um, what’s a street smart? Is that like a Stat?” Cannoli tapped her chin.
I laughed. “You two are awfully curious tonight. Are we playing twenty questions?” The blank stares reminded me that sometimes the same jokes wouldn’t hit. “Right, confusing joke. Sorry.”
“Street smarts are more like a learned Skill,” Ravyn interjected.  “It’s knowing how to best survive in the more dangerous parts of a city.”
And you know that how, exactly? “Yeah. What she said.”
Keke hummed and continued as if Ravyn hadn’t said anything. “It’s only fair for us to ask questions. We know where we’re from, but we don’t know much about you.”
“Trust me. The place I come from isn’t half as nice as this one,” I said, shaking my head. “I don’t miss anything about it.”
“I’m sure you miss something about it,” Cannoli insisted.
I had to think about it for some time. There were a few things here and there that I missed. Like my cell phone, the convenience of the internet, how I could just pop something in the microwave for dinner—luxuries I’d taken for granted. It took some time to come up with something specific, and then I remembered.
“Oh yeah. Cars.”
“Cars?” Cannoli repeated.
“Yeah. So, remember those streets I mentioned? You could get into these big metal boxes, and—” A thought occurred to me. They had no idea what a car was. I could spin this into a much wilder tale. “Sorry. So, as I was saying, they were metal boxes. Except, as many as four or more people could get inside at a time.”
“Why would you do that? Get into a box?” asked Keke, her gaze just as intense as Cannoli’s.
“Because they could go fast. Fast as lightning. And they used a system of explosions to propel the car forward. They made all kinds of cars, too—big ones, small ones, some as big as your house. Fancy ones, simple ones. If you could think it, they could make it.”
“Really?” Keke and Cannoli gasped in unison.
“Did you have a favorite?” Cannoli asked.
I had to pause, but only for a moment. “Yeah, a Mercedes-Benz SLR McLaren.” The Red Gold Dream was just under ten million bucks last I checked.
“We’re here,” said an evidently irritated Ravyn. “If you’re all done chatting, let’s go inside.” Ravyn descended a dark staircase before us without so much as a flinch.
“She definitely has the street smarts,” Cannoli mumbled.
Keke and Cannoli each took one of my arms and we carefully made our way down the stairs. Keke pushed my head down at one point, forcing me out of the way of a low-hanging arch.
“Thanks,” I grumbled, keeping my eye out for any other concussion-inducing structures.
A minute later, we stood at a dilapidated door with one of those old iron rings for a door handle.
Ravyn knocked at the door three times. A moment later, she knocked twice, waited another few seconds, then knocked thrice once more. The door creaked open, and Ravyn waved us in. “Come on.”
“Where are we?” I whispered.
“Welcome to the—”
“Thrice Lucky—”
“Herb Emporium.”
Standing before us were three catgirls of identical appearance. Each of them bore shoulder-length hair of a different color, and wore silk jackets held together by three large, golden buttons. They performed a unified half-bow—like the ones I’d see in old Kung Fu movies—and extended their arms further into the shop.
“Please—”
“Take—”
“Your time.”
Each of the girls took turns completing the sentences they spoke, and Ravyn rolled her eyes, welcoming herself in with a wave of her hand. “Eck. Stop with that creepy shit. It’s giving me goose-bumps.”
“Why, Ravyn, long time—” the red-haired one started.
“—No see,” the blue-haired one finished.
“Triplets!” Cannoli said wide-eyed. Without any sort of respect for personal space, she approached the closest one—the one with red hair—and took the girls’ hands into her own. Her stare shifted between each of the girls like a child who couldn’t pick out what toy they wanted from the store. “That’s what you are, right?”
“Yes,” the red one replied.
“We are,” the blue one said.
“As you say,” the green one continued.
“Triplets,” they said in unison.
“That is kind of spooky,” muttered Keke.
She had been standing behind me the entire time. I flashed an encouraging smile and gestured for her to pass. The sensation of her fingers interlocking with mine paralyzed me on the spot.
“Oh my,” the red one said, glancing at Keke and me through half-closed eyes, “we have an excellent match.”
Keke and I were quick to let go of each other’s hands.
Cannoli didn’t seem any the wiser. “Eh?” Her face went pink. “N-not me!”
The red one giggled. “Not yet, maybe. Soon perhaps. There is a man in your company.”
“A man who may require our services,” the blue one said with a smile.
“Services only we can provide,” said the green one.
“Hey, Sugar. How about some service over here,” Ravyn said with a hint of irritation as she snapped her fingers.
I wondered what had her on edge. She seemed just short of blowing a fuse.
“Yes, ma’am,” said the red one. She gracefully parted from Cannoli and made her way behind a counter tucked away in a barely visible spot behind the iron cages, shelves, and bottles surrounding us.
“What’s your name?” Cannoli asked the blue one.
“I am Nice.”
I frowned. “Your name is Nice? Like, as in the word, ‘Nice’?”
Nice nodded. “Yes. That is correct.”
“So, hold on just a moment. Her name is Sugar?”
“Yes,” said Nice.
I snapped my fingers and confidently pointed to the green-haired one. “You’re Spice, aren’t you?”
She shook her head. “No. I am Dice.”
My mouth hung open, utterly defeated by what I was sure was the last ingredient for the perfect girl. “If I were named Spice, our customers would be confused. Seeing as this is a spice shop. What would we retrieve if they requested Spice?”
But Sugar and Nice are perfectly acceptable names. Okay then. “Well, moving along. Besides spices, what else do you sell here?”
“Look around,” said Dice. Her voice was monotone and the most soft-spoken of them all. She held her arms out at her sides. “Trust your senses, and we’ll do the rest.” With that, Dice walked away with her arms behind her, turning the nearest corner to our left.
Keke took to Cannoli’s side, asking Nice, “Did you know we were coming?”
Nice smiled. “Why yes.” Of the three sisters, her voice carried the creepiest tone to it. Her timbre and rhythm bounced like they were part of some dark incantation every time she spoke. “We practice many arts of Magic. We know when our customers are coming.” She eyed me up and down, then smacked her lips. Under normal circumstances, that would’ve been a turn-on. Not so much here. “And what they most desire.”
“Hey, hands off,” Keke said, standing in front of me. “He’s m-mi—”
Hey, Keke, what are you doing?
“He’s not interested,” Keke finished.
Nice smiled a most sinister and knowing smile. “I know what I need to know.”
“Hey, Matt! Get your ass over here and help me pick a few out!” cried Ravyn. “Ain’t doing this alone.”
“Move your ass! Move your ass! Squaawk!” shrieked Ball.
“It seems she requires you. If you require me,” Nice said, passing another look up and down my frame, “I won’t be but a whisper away.” She bowed and exited around the same corner Spice had earlier.
“Better go see what Ravyn wants,” I said to the girls.
“We’ll be browsing!” said the excited Cannoli. She locked her arm around Keke’s and wore a magnificent smile. “Come on, Keke!”
“Uh, y-yeah!” As Keke was tugged away, I watched her silently mouth the words, I’m sorry.
I waved to them as they disappeared somewhere down a hall to my right, then made my way to where Ravyn and Sugar were talking. “Okay, so what’s the plan?”
“We’re going to get tea leaves and all the spices that improve them,” Ravyn said, pointing to another bottle on the shelf behind Sugar. “Let me see that one.”
“I’m glad I can pay for this one.” I moved to retrieve the bag Cailu forced on me.
“Don’t. I refuse to use tainted Bells,” Ravyn snapped. “I’ve got this. Don’t worry about it.” She took the glass jar from Sugar and studied the contents on the back.
“What about knowing how to brew it?”
“Was my brew not good enough?”
“No, it was. That’s not it. I just thought—”
“Then help me pick. What kind of flavors do you like?” Ravyn handed the jar back to Sugar and pointed at several other spices, mumbling numbers and incoherent words to herself.
“Cinnamon? Ap—nyapple.”
“Nyapple cinnamon. I can work with that. What else?”
“She’s a bit bossy, don’t you think?” Sugar flashed a concerned smile. “Unless you’re into that.”
Heat rose to my face. “No, I’m not into that.”
“You’re missing out,” mused Ravyn.
I ignored the comment and carried on selecting spice after spice on the rack. There were flavors and colors I’d never seen before, and it reminded me a lot of the Mediterranean shops I visited a few times with my mom. After my nose was numb from sniffing so many jars, I took a moment to count each bottle, bag, and pouch.
“Hey, Ravyn, there’s fifteen items here. We don’t need this much.”
“Do you want to get back on a boat in a month just to do it again?” she asked dryly while counting out the coins in her [Cat Pack].
“Well, no. But this feels a little overkill. I can just take it a bit easier, so I’m not blowing through my [Energy] every time we want to do something.”
“We’ll never get anything done that way. I’ll put them in my [Cat Pack], so don’t worry about carrying them.” Ravyn counted a few last coins in her palm and handed them to Sugar. “That should cover it.”
“You’re always a great customer, Ravyn! Thank you for your purr-chase!” Sugar pocketed the coins and shuffled behind a nearby door. “I just need to put this in the safe. One moment, please!”
A moment of silence passed between us. I cleared my throat.
“Hey, um. Thanks, Ravyn.” I put a hand on her shoulder, and I was amazed at how soft her skin was. Even softer than Keke or Cannoli. “I mean it.”
Ravyn paused, then reached for my wrist. “Don’t.”
Before she could bat my arm away, I got the hint and pulled back. “I’m sorry, I meant it in a friendly way.”
“I know how you meant it. Don’t.”
“Hey, look at this!” came Cannoli’s voice. Cradled in her arms was a glass cage containing a blue reptile about the size of my hand—like a cross between a gecko and a bearded dragon. The lizard licked one of its eyeballs with a long pink tongue and tilted its head. I couldn’t help but smile at the little dude and wiggle one of my fingers in front of the cage.
Suddenly, a blaze erupted inside, coating the transparent walls in orange flame. I withdrew my hand in a panic and gasped.
“It’s just a blazard. Never seen one?” said Keke.
“I have now,” I said as I tried to calm myself down.
“Keh, pfft, hahaha! Oh, the look on your face.” Ravyn cackled and slapped her thigh.
“Can we keep him? Please?” Cannoli’s eyes were full of wonder and amazement. She’d found her new best friend, and I was going to have to be the one to tell her no.
“Wouldn’t it be difficult to travel with a pet?” I asked.
“You can teach them to follow you. Kind of like Ball does.” Keke shrugged. “And they can fight if they’re strong enough.”
“How are we going to pay for it?”
Cannoli’s pleading eyes shot to my [Cat Pack], then back to my face.
I sighed and dug the coins from my pack. If Ravyn wouldn’t let me use the Bells for the spices, Cailu’s donation could at least make Cannoli happy. Guess I’d better get used to this.
[image: Cannoli Pro Tip: Blazards explode in a puff of smoke and fire when they’re frightened. It won’t hurt him, though!]Cannoli Pro Tip: Blazards explode in a puff of smoke and fire when they’re frightened. It won’t hurt him, though!





Chapter 29
Take Heart


Ravyn picked out where we ate  and the inn we’d stay in that night while Cannoli fawned over Buttons—her name for the blazard—and Keke gave her care tips. I had just enough money left from Cailu to pay for our meal and at least the first night’s stay at the Lucky Star Inn, putting my foot down when Ravyn insisted on covering the charge.
“You’ve done enough for all of us,” I said, pushing her [Cat Pack] back into her hands.
“I don’t want to owe that bastard anything,” Ravyn spat.
“You wouldn’t owe it, anyway. I’m the one he handed the money to.”
Her eyes narrowed. “You don’t know him like I do.”
I nodded. “You’re right. But he’ll have to chop me to pieces before I’d let him near any of you.”
“He would. Successfully.”
With impunity, I’m sure. “I know.” I set the purse on the inn’s counter. “Look, the Bells won’t do favors for any of us rotting in my [Cat Pack], right?”
Ravyn huffed.
“One night. That’s all,” I repeated.
“One night! One night! Squawk!”
“Not you, too,” Ravyn moaned and poked Ball’s beak. “Alright. Have it your way.”
“Thanks.”
The girls had one room, and I took another. A warm bath and clean clothes felt heavenly after the previous two days of camping. Not that washing my face in streams didn’t have its own refreshing draw, but being back in a building with four walls and not having to take turns on the night watch was definitely preferable.
Plush blankets and a soft mattress had me drifting off without realizing it. A faint knock at my door brought me back to consciousness.
Morning already? I didn’t even turn out my light, I mused, running a hand through my hair. I kicked off the covers and glanced out the window. Still pitch black. Then who…?
When I cracked the door open, Keke peered up at me with her golden gaze, holding one hand over her forearm and shifting back and forth between the balls of her feet.
“Can I come in?” she asked.
My heart sped. “Sure.” I opened the door wider and gestured for her to come inside.
Keke’s footsteps were sure and silent as she padded into my room. Her stare flickered to the lamp beside my bed. “You couldn’t sleep either?”
I rubbed the back of my neck and cleared my throat. “Oh, er, I was completely out, honestly.”
“A-ah! I’m so sorry. You must be incredibly tired. I’ll leave you alone—”
“No. You’re fine, really. You’re worth losing sleep over.” Holy shit, could that have sounded any more awkward? She blushed, and I looked around. No extra chairs or sofas to be had, just the large four-post bed. “I mean, er, do you want to sit down?” I motioned toward the bed. Yeah, that’s not weird at all, Matt. Good job.
To my surprise, she nodded and took a seat on the edge of the mattress. “I wanted to talk to you.”
“Alright.” I sat down next to her. Memories of her lips on mine flooded back to me, and I forced myself to focus. She may want to tell you she’s tired of your ass. Listen to her, man. I took another deep breath. “What’s up?”
Keke stared at her hands, overlapping one finger with the next. “This is a little strange for me. So, please be patient?”
“Yeah, of course.” Please don’t leave us, Keke.
“Well, when I was younger, my mom told me a lot about my father. I don’t remember him at all.” She looked up at the ceiling, then back at her hands. “He protected Ni Island, traveled, and fought Defiled. Like you. So he was never in one place for too long.”
Where is this going? I nodded, “Okay.”
Keke sighed and readjusted her hands. “Goddess above, I’m just dancing around what I really want to say.”
“Take your time,” I replied. “Unless Cannoli is going to burst through the door for teatime. Then maybe hurry up.”
She giggled and curled her tail around me, caressing my lower back. “No. No tea.”
I shivered. Do you know what you’re doing to me, Keke?
She puffed out her cheeks, exhaled deeply, then tipped her chin upward so her eyes met mine. “Matt, the men in Nyarlea are tasked with keeping the population of catgirls thriving.”
I’d picked up as much from Cailu and the horde of pregnant catgirls surrounding him. I realized Keke wouldn’t have heard his statement regarding procreation and protection, but it was strange to hear her say it nonetheless. How do I respond? “I see.” So eloquent. Such emotion. Get this guy an Oscar.
Keke nibbled her lower lip, then continued. “I guess what I’m trying to say… Well, earlier, I almost called you ‘mine.’ And I’m sorry.”
Wait, what? “Why?”
Her eyebrows raised. “B-because none of us can claim you as our own. No matter the circumstances.” Keke’s nervous fingers set to work, smoothing her sleeping gown over her thighs.
“What about when you, er, introduced me to the other girls on Ni Island? You and Cannoli were pretty clear on who I was staying with.”
Keke’s fingers curled into fists. “We shouldn’t have done that. I don’t mean to be protective. It just… happened, I guess.”
I realized the hem of her dress cut fairly high on her legs and forced my gaze from her tanned skin back to her face. “What if it’s what I want? For us to be exclusive?”
Keke shook her head intensely. “You can’t. You mustn’t.”
You mustn’t! She’d said the exact same words when I threw away the iPaw, and she’d been right. She’d tried to warn me to be more careful in our first encounter with the Encroacher, and she’d been right. Every time Keke had cautioned me, she’d been right. Why should I doubt her now, even if the idea was strange? “Alright. But how do you feel about it?”
“I—” Her eyes shifted to the floor. “I want you to touch me so badly I could burst.”
It was my turn to blush. This was the stuff straight out of a hentai. Not my plain, average, ordinary life. I’d died hoping to catch the attention of a cute girl; how the hell did I earn it from someone like Keke? “I feel the same way,” I murmured.
“But… But I—” Her gaze from the carpet never wavered. “I’m not ready to leave the group.”
I chanced touching her shoulder. She didn’t pull away. “Why would you have to leave?”
A wry smile twitched at the corner of her mouth. “If I were pregnant, I would hold everyone back. I know it’s only a few months, but—”
“Wait, a few months?”
“—I don’t want to leave your side. Not for a minute,” Keke continued. “I don’t want to leave you, Matt.”
This was a lot to unpack. The remnants of sleep had cleared well enough from my head, but she was piling on an immense amount of information. Kids? Pregnant? Keke gone? I slid my hand from her shoulder to entwine her fingers with mine. “I don’t want you to leave, either, but I know how you feel. I mean, is there any way for you not to get pregnant?”
Keke laughed. “Well, of course. We don’t have sex.”
Well, now, don’t I feel stupid. “No, I mean, like, contraceptives?”
She tilted her head to the side, finally looking at me. “What are those?”
“Erm, herbs, drugs, condoms; anything that would prevent you from getting pregnant?”
“Why would we want to prevent it? Our population depends on us having children.”
Of course. With so few men, contraceptives could potentially wipe the population out. “Right. You’re right.” I searched Keke’s face. Do I dare ask? “Well, we can still be close to each other without, um. Well, without… you know.” Holy shit, just say it.
“Without what?”
“W-without having sex,” I stammered at last. What are you, twelve?
Keke’s blush expanded to her neck, and her ears flicked forward. “You would be alright with that?” Her tail slid beneath my shirt, grazing my bare skin.
The tiny hairs on my neck and arms raised. “I can’t stop thinking about you, Keke.”
Keke lowered her eyelids, then her voice. “Then it’s your call what you want to do with me, Matt,” she purred.
I couldn’t take it anymore. I pulled her hand inward and cupped her face in my free palm, capturing her kiss. She thrust her tongue between my teeth, tracing erotic patterns against mine. I groped at the edge of her nightgown, tugging it free from beneath her and upward. She broke our embrace to finish the job, yanking it over her head and tossing it to the side before stripping away my top.
I seized the opportunity to absorb and memorize her image. Her penchant for swimming left delicate tan lines over her bare breasts, contrasted by perfect, dark nipples at their peaks. Her eyes searched me just as I did her, drifting inch by inch of my flesh before locking my gaze. The only thing masking the rest of her body from me was a thin pair of black underwear.
“Show me what makes you feel good,” I muttered, slipping two fingers beneath the hem of her panties.
“Alright,” she breathed, releasing my hand to slide her undergarments to the floor.
Beyond her head and tail, there wasn’t a lick of hair on her. Everything about her was so smooth and inviting that I could hardly breathe. My erection throbbed painfully against my pants, but I so desperately wanted to take my time. When would I get another chance like this?
On a whim, I ran my fingers down her spine until I reached the downy-soft edge of her tail. I circled it with my thumb and pointer finger, then ran my hand from base to tip. She shuddered as if a jolt of electricity had rocketed through her body.
“Do you like that?”
“Y-yes. It’s really s-sensitive,” she admitted.
I guided her to lay back on the bed while I stroked her tail, then mapped her body with the tips of my fingers. Goosebumps followed my touch, encouraging me to continue. I leaned into her chest and took one hardened bud of her breast in my mouth.
“Ah!” Keke gasped, her fingers tangling into my hair.
Her skin tasted sweet and bloomed against my lips. I nipped, lapped, and sucked, living for every time she arched her back and caught her breath. I traced the curve of her waist and the bones of her hip. She seized my wandering fingers with her free hand, then slid them down below her abdomen and between her legs. The heat emanating from her skin threatened to send me into a frenzy.
I pulled my head away and found her gaze. Widening the gap in her thighs with my pinky and thumb, I trailed her folds with the tip of my middle finger. “Is this what you want?”
She trembled. “Yes.”
God, Keke. I want so much more. I slid one finger inside of her and found myself moaning alongside her. She was goddamn soaked. The searing ridges inside of her were intense and inviting. Damn it, why just my fingers? I want to fuck you so bad. But I couldn’t go against her wishes. I refused to go against her wishes.
I slipped a second finger inside of her. “Does that feel good?”
“Deeper. Please,” she murmured. “And another.”
A third finger and I pushed all the way in, curling and massaging them against a hardened point inside her.
“Nngh!” she cried out, and her hips rocked against my hand. “Y-yeah. Like that!” She rewrapped her fingers in my hair, guiding my mouth back to her chest. “Can you do both?”
“I’ll do anything.” Fuck, did I really say that out loud? I masked my dumbass response by continuing to work her nipple with my tongue, meanwhile thrusting my fingers in and out of her at a speed that forced her groans.
“Matt, that feels so good,” she whimpered. Her toes curled against the comforter, and her legs quivered. “That feels really good. Don’t stop. Please.”
“I won’t.”
Keke’s breathing rasped while she ground her hips into my hand and arched her body against my tongue. “Aah— I—!” she panted, her grip on my hair tightening. Her free hand groped the blankets beneath her, and she bucked her hips with growing intensity. “I’m gonna—”
“Come for me, Keke,” I growled.
Her eyes rolled back, and I felt the first wave of convulsions squeeze my hand. My name escaped her breathless lips, and her hips settled into a steady rhythm. The sounds that escaped her were high and desperate. Something between words and screams. Well, that’s confidence-boosting.
I slowed my fingers and abandoned her breast in favor of her mouth, kissing her deeply as I felt her relax. Her hand wandered from my chest to my abdomen. She slipped her fingers beneath my trousers and around my shaft. My whole body went rigid.
“I want to make you feel good, too,” she whispered. “But I’ve never done this before.” She stroked me with a dexterity that said otherwise.
“That makes two of us.”
“Liar,” she murmured.
“No. Honest. I… Fuck.” No. No way. I am not this close already.
“Hmm?” she hummed playfully, picking up the speed of her touch.
“H-hey! Wait,” I gasped. “J-just— Mngh!”
Keke seemed just as taken aback as I was when I orgasmed. Great. New world record. My chin dropped to my chest.
“It’s okay! We can just keep going, right?” Keke said.
“It, uh, doesn’t work like that,” I replied. And now I need to wash my pants. Then find a corner to die in.
“I’m so sorry! I-I didn’t think—” Keke’s face flushed, and she carefully removed her hand from my trousers.
“It’s fine, really.” I didn’t think I’d ever been so disappointed in myself. But that wasn’t her fault. I kissed her again and smiled. “I mean it.”
“Okay.” She crept away from the bed and headed to the bathroom. Her tail swished behind her with every sway of her hips.
Damn, that’s hot.
“Maybe it’s better that you used your fingers after all,” Keke teased from the door.
“Careful, Ravyn’s rubbing off on you,” I replied.
Keke waved me off with a flick of her wrist. “It just means we need to practice more.”
Now that was something I could get on board with.
New Notifications!
New Quest!
[A Little of What You Fancy Does You Good]
Congratulations on your intimate moments with a catgirl. Nyarlea depends on you to survive! Successfully mate with 5 catgirls!

Rewards:
·  500 Bells
·  1 Base Level Up
·  1 Class Level Up
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Side Quest: Keke in the Rain


Rain soaked the sand of Ni Island for  the first time that year, giving the forests and streams a much-needed drink. Keke and Cannoli hopped from puddle to puddle in the marketplace, competing to see which one could make a bigger splash.
Only a few stalls were open for business—most had signs that read ‘Closed’ hanging on their abandoned tables. But the kittens’ spirits weren’t deterred by a little rain. Not one bit.
“It’s not fair if you’re taller than me!” Cannoli squealed and giggled as a wave from Keke’s feet sloshed over her rain boots.
“Then why did you make up this game in the first place?” Keke challenged.
“Because it’s fun!” Cannoli spread her arms wide and looked to the sky. “I love the rain!”
Keke tilted her head back and closed her eyes, allowing the raindrops to tickle her eyelashes and trail down her cheeks. She opened her mouth and caught the cool water on the tip of her tongue before inhaling the wonderful scent all around them. “Me too.”
“Girls! Come here, please!” Keke’s mother, Elona, called from her stall.
“I’ll race you,” Keke said.
“Okay! Go!” Cannoli took off running before Keke had regis-tered her agreement.
“Hey! That’s cheating!” Keke laughed and barreled forward, every step kicking up more water from the cobblestones.
Cannoli shrieked with glee when Keke gained on her, her grin and eyes both wide. When they reached the stall, Keke slammed her hand on the wooden top, causing the stacked fish to tremble.
“I win!” Keke announced proudly.
“Keke! Be careful!” Elona scolded while steadying the quaking fish. “No one’ll want to buy it if it’s on the ground.”
Red hued Keke’s cheeks and she averted her gaze to the ground. Her chest burned with shame. “I’m sorry, Mama.”
“I-it was my idea, Miss Elona,” Cannoli announced and raised her hand.
“Cannoli,” Keke looked up, surprised.
Elona sighed. “You can both run and jump all you like. Just be careful around the stalls, hm?”
“Right, Mama. I’ll be more careful,” Keke replied. “What did you need us for?”
“Ah, right. I forgot I need nyapples for dinner tonight. Would you both watch the stand for me? I’ll be back as quick as I can.”
“We could go get them for you!” Keke suggested. “Cannoli and me are good at it!”
“Hmm.” Elona looked up at the sky then shook her head. “I know you are, but I think I should go, my sweet. You know the Encroachers are more hostile in the rain.”
“I’ll just outrun them! I’m the fastest runner there is. Right, Cannoli?” Keke balled her fists and jogged in place.
“The fastest!” Cannoli agreed with a nod.
Elona laughed. “I know. I saw your race.” She reached forward and tousled the hair between Keke’s ears. “I’ll make you a deal. Watch the shop until I get back, and we’ll practice your archery later. How does that sound?”
Keke trembled with excitement. She loved watching her mother in [Combat Mode], and on special occasions, Keke was allowed to try out her bow.
“Okay! Deal!” Keke clapped her hands. “Can Cannoli come, too?”
“Of course, sweet.” Elona stood and stretched, making her way around the stall. “Now, you two be good kittens while I’m gone. Don’t forget to count change twice before handing it back.”
“We’ll do our bestest, Miss Elona!” Cannoli exclaimed, skipping to the stool behind the countertop.
Elona kissed Keke on the forehead and gave her a sweeping hug. “Take care of things while I’m gone.”
“Always, Mama.” Keke nodded, returning her hug.
“You’re soaking wet!” Elona laughed. “Were you swimming in those puddles?”
“No,” Keke murmured and joined Cannoli behind the stall. She climbed up on the second stool and watched as Elona prepped to leave.
Elona changed into her [Combat Mode]. She was the island’s only [Sniper], and her equipment was from the distant land of Nyarlothep. Every time Elona shifted modes, Keke found something new about the gear that she adored. This time it was the tiny green gemstones inlaid on Elona’s black bracers.
Keke admired her mother’s sleek leathers and furs, the longbow and quiver against her graceful back. While she shared her mother’s eyes, Elona had glimmering golden hair tied back in a tight ponytail compared to Keke’s dark brown.
She had heard other adults say that they would have a fortune if Elona sold rare Defiled items instead of fish. But mother loved to fish. Besides, Keke knew the Defiled were too dangerous, even for someone as strong as Mama.
They watched her disappear into the trees in silence. Keke kicked her feet back and forth, swishing her tail in time with the rhythm.
Cannoli leaned forward and sniffed. “That’s weird.”
“Hmm?”
“I don’t smell the fish. Don’t fish usually get smelly after a while?”
Keke nodded. “Mama casts a Spell on them so they stay cold. It’s like they’re always on ice.”
Cannoli poked at one of the fish and jerked her hand back. “It’s so cold!”
“That’s what I said!” Keke laughed.
While they waited, they made new games to play. Counting the fish, guessing who would come to buy some next, and creating stories about where each fish came from.
The gray sky began to darken, and most of the day’s catch had sold. They were running out of games to play, and an anxious nagging tugged at Keke’s stomach.
“I think she should have been back by now,” Keke said.
Cannoli nodded. “I was thinking that, too.”
A thunderous roar echoed from the west. The hackles on the back of Keke’s neck stood on end, and she leaped from the stool. “What was that?”
Cannoli dismounted her seat as well. “I don’t know. It sounds bad.”
Another roar.
“We should go! Mama could be in trouble!” Keke said. She snagged the Bells from Elona’s cashbox and stuffed them into the tiny [Cat Pack] around her hips.
“Okay. I’ll follow your lead.” Cannoli nodded. Her lips formed a thin line of determination.
“Thanks, Cannoli.” Relief combated Keke’s anxiety. Cannoli was the one person she could always count on. “Let’s go.”
They took off past the line of stalls and houses into the forest where the nyapples grew. Rain pelted her face, the once warm, welcome droplets now pellets of ice against her searing skin. The roaring grew louder, and a woman’s cries accompanied it.
“Mama!” Keke squeaked, honing in toward the sound with Cannoli right on her heels.
They weren’t old enough to use [Combat Mode] yet. Keke wished so desperately that she was. The anxious feeling in her stomach bloomed, choking at her throat and crafting terrible images in her mind’s eye. She had to help her mother.
“Go back to where you came from!” came Elona’s unmistakable voice.
Keke and Cannoli burst through a clearing to find Elona nocking and releasing another arrow at her attacker. The kittens gasped when they saw the source of the roars.
“A Defiled,” Cannoli whispered.
A bipedal creature at least three times the height of Keke stood on the opposite end of the clearing. Nine tails swayed from its backside as it crouched, ready to pounce on Elona. Furious red hair flowed from its scalp to the ground, framing openly bared sharp talons and teeth.
“You intruded on my home, you pitiful insect! Leave before I tear you to shreds!” It shrieked.
“Over my dead body!” Elona loosed another arrow. It pierced the skin beneath the beast’s breast.
Another roar tore from its throat, and it pounced on Elona with alarming speed. Claws and teeth rent Elona’s skin, and she screamed. Elona tossed her bow aside and unsheathed a dagger from her boot. Arching her back, she threw her weight into rolling the Defiled off of her. They tumbled across the ground; mud and blood drenched them both.
“Mama!” Keke cried out without thinking.
The Defiled kicked away from Elona and scrambled to its feet.
“More of you loathsome little beasts.” It spat a wad of blood onto the mud and cradled its wounded side. Piercing green eyes met Keke’s, and she could feel its hatred envelope every nerve of her body. Keke stood her ground, refusing to let the fear consume her.
“Keke,” Elona gasped, pulling herself to her knees. “Run.”
“I’m not leaving you!” Keke sprinted forward, snatching an arrow from the quiver on her mother’s back before sweeping the discarded bow from the ground. Please let this work. She reset her stance and nocked the arrow faster than she’d ever loaded a bow before. The familiar resistance threatened to stop her from pulling the string back, but the adrenaline pumping in her ears aided in her desires. She steadied her gaze on the Defiled, praying that her arms wouldn’t shake with the effort. “Leave this place,” she commanded.
The Defiled looked from Keke to the quaking Cannoli assisting Elona to her feet. It snarled and flexed its claws. Keke re-aimed the arrow for its heart. She’d never killed anything in her life— could she really do this?
“I will not forget this, filthy girl,” the Defiled spat and disap-peared into the trees.
Keke heaved a sigh of relief and relaxed her arms. She dropped the bow and rushed to her mother’s side, lifting Elona’s free arm around her shoulders to carry her alongside Cannoli.
“Mama! Mama, are you okay?” Keke begged.
Elona nodded and swallowed. “I-I think s— ah!” She gasped as she took a step. “Cannoli, fetch your mother for me, would you?”
“O-of course!” Cannoli squeaked. She helped Keke gently bring Elona back to the ground. “I’ll be right back!”
Keke dug through Elona’s [Cat Pack], extracting two lengths of bandages. “I can help, Mama. I’ll do it just like you taught me.”
Elona smiled through the dirt and dried blood on her face. “You saved me, my dear one. We can let the [Bishop] do the rest.”
Tears blurred Keke’s vision, and her hands dropped to her lap. “I was so scared.”
“And courageous and quick thinking. I’m proud of you, Keke. You’ll make a fine [Scout] someday.” Elona stroked the hair from her daughter’s face. “For now, we’re safe.”
Keke nodded. The rain had stopped, and the clouds parted to reveal a brilliant blue sky. She embraced her mother and refused to let go until Cannoli returned.
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Chapter 30
Wouldn't Throw a Rock in a Schoolyard


New Quest!
[A Little of What You Fancy Does You Good]
Congratulations on your intimate moments with a catgirl. Nyarlea depends on you to survive! Successfully mate with 5 catgirls!

Rewards: 
·  500 Bells
·  1 Base Level Up
·  1 Class Level Up
I read the words back to myself, shifting the weight of the iPaw from hand to hand. Those were some incredible rewards. A free Base and Class Level where I didn’t have to put my or the girls’ lives on the line? Fantastic. 500 Bells to go with it? Even better. Maybe I could purchase the axe from Espada when we went back to Ni Island. All I’d have to do is just impregnate five catgirls. That’s it. That’s all. Could get that done in a day, no problem. And with my inexperience, I could swap a girl out every few minutes.
“Just have sex with five catgirls. Your pick of the litter.” I chuckled weakly at my unintentional pun. “It’s the culture. The expectation. Necessary for them to survive. Every guy’s dream,” I muttered to myself as I continued to stare at the screen. Images of Keke’s smile invaded my mind, and I swore I could hear her giggles and confident voice as if she were sitting right next to me. “Isn’t that what you wanted, Matt?”
I looked in front of me and saw a small stain on the bedsheets. How embarrassing. Doubt the attendants minded, but it felt like I was putting my personal life out in the spotlight.
Wasn’t too sure how to feel about this. On one hand, fuck yeah, catgirls, and I got laid. Could definitely get used to seeing Keke like that on a more regular basis. Felt like a bit of a tease, though, not being able to do the deed. But from the tone of Keke’s voice, the very idea of a contraceptive seemed akin to killing a kitten. And she was clearly set on not taking any time off for pregnancy, which left, well, anyone and everyone else.
Would Keke, Ravyn, and Cannoli be against me completing my Quest? Probably not.
San Island was packed to the brim with pregnant catgirls and pickpocketing kittens. Cailu, Nyarlea’s golden boy, was bedding at least one catgirl a night, if I had to guess. I wondered what specifically about Cailu rubbed Ravyn so badly. I knew what I hated about the bastard. The thought of using anyone as a meat shield would’ve been frowned upon by just about anyone, myself included. But how was I supposed to keep pace with that? Go door to door asking who wanted a kid?
I threw the sheets off of me and hung my legs over the side of the bed, tossing the iPaw to my side.
“Get it together, Matt. There’s no good thinking about this right now. If it has to be done, then so be it. They don’t mind. You got other things to think about for now,” I encouraged myself in a whisper.
Do I really, though?
Damn it, I was overthinking it again. I stood up and made my way over to the bathroom, glancing back at the bed with the thoughts of Keke’s lips on mine.
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“What the hell were you doing, building a bathtub?” Ravyn said with a furrowed brow. “The three of us have been waiting for an hour.”
“Slow ass! Slow ass!” Ball cried.
“Sorry,” I said, scratching the back of my head. “I got up late.”
“Pfft, you’re a shit liar. Just sit down and eat, boy,” Ravyn clarified her impatience by drumming her fingers against the table.
“Hey! Be nice to Matt!” Cannoli demanded. “He’s been very good lately. Isn’t that right, Buttons?” Buttons squeaked in response, slowly flicking his forked tongue at Ravyn with a narrowed stare.
“I will roast your little friend if he so much as touches me,” Ravyn warned.
“Roast you alive! Roast you alive!” Ball cried.
Buttons and Ball Gag turned to look at each other, each of them glaring with such intense, animalistic hatred it was almost palpable. I was sure that between the two of them, Ball would win. But I had to give the little dude credit for being so protective of his master. And who knows? Maybe we’d have a rotisserie parrot for lunch.
“Hmph,” Cannoli turned her head, nose in the air, and Buttons mirrored her.
There was an open seat between Keke and Cannoli, so naturally I took it. I offered good mornings to each of the girls with the best smile I could manage. Cannoli spent some time showing me the tricks she’d taught to Buttons so far. Part of me was a little worried—she seemed more tired than usual, and I wondered if it was because she stayed up late teaching Buttons all those new tricks.
Did she know that Keke left the room, then? I pushed away the thought.
It felt great to sit next to them, though. Helped calm my nerves. Between these two—and Ravyn too, I guess—I didn’t feel like there was much that could stand in our way if we were determined. Through the laughter, I would periodically fire a glance in Keke’s direction, taking in every curve of her body. My mind undressed her piece by piece, and judging from the heavy-lidded looks she shot back, I imagined she was doing much the same. At least, I hoped so.
“Keh. Well, aren’t you two getting along well?” Ravyn said, smirking. I get that we weren’t exactly covert about it, but I hated how nothing got past her.
Here we go.
Keke stared at the ground, curling locks of her hair between her fingers. “Maybe we are.”
Whoa, what? That was bold. Way to put us on display.
I opened my mouth to speak but immediately shut it. Between Keke’s comment and my unwillingness to confirm or deny, Ravyn’s smile grew wider and more lecherous.
“Heh. You do the deed?”
“W-wha!” Cannoli squeaked. “Y-y-you did— done—” Cannoli passed looks between me and Keke, a look of shock on her and Buttons’ faces. “W-what?”
The pink on Keke’s face grew brighter, and suddenly my face grew red hot. “Damn, why is it so hot in here? Maybe we could get some ice?” I said with a laugh.
“We, um, were together last night,” said Keke.
Oh, god damn it.
“Do we need to replace Keke any time soon?” Ravyn said, stifling a laugh.
“No!” said Keke. “W-we didn’t go that far!”
Cannoli’s shoulders slumped. “W-what, but I-I don’t understand. Words, Keke! Words! Please!”
“Yes, use your words,” Ravyn mused. “Hand gestures work well too.” She motioned her enclosed hand up and down.
“Ravyn, please stop doing that,” I pleaded, covering the lower half of my face with my hand.
“Oh hush, boy.” Ravyn waved her hand as if batting my very words out of the air. “Tell us, darling. What did you do last night?”
Keke’s gaze darted from one area to the next. As she did, a waitress came to our table, a pitcher of water in her hand. “Refill?”
“No!” the four of us said in unison.
“O-of course! Sorry!” The waitress strolled away timidly to another table a few meters away from us.
Once she was out of earshot, Keke continued. “That… is our business.”
Thank you, Keke. Really, thank you so much.
As much as I valued my privacy, it was more a matter of pride than anything. I shot a glare in Ravyn’s direction, and I had the distinct feeling she knew exactly what I was afraid of. The last thing I wanted was to be made fun of for how quickly I climaxed. Keke might not have thought it was a big deal, but I’d often heard there was no quicker way to disappoint a girl than to finish early—especially if she hadn’t come yet.
I wondered if Keke had just been polite. There was no doubt in my mind that it was a very surprising—and very pathetic—thing to witness. Maybe that was just a testament to what a great girl she was.
“Don’t worry, Cannoli,” Ravyn said with a voice more appropriate for the bedroom than a meal with friends, “I’m sure you’ll get your chance too.”
I didn’t hear any denial from Cannoli. Instead, I heard grunting, mumbles, and squeaks of frustration. Guess this really was just the way of the world.
“Hey, Cannoli?” I called.
“I-it’s fine!” Was it just me, or did the bags under her eyes get bigger? I thought I caught her mumbling, “I still have a chance.”
“A-ah.” I had no idea what to say in this situation, but Ravyn kept on talking.
“He’s not going to want just one flavor all of the time, Cannoli,” Ravyn said, wagging her pointer finger. “He’ll want a taste of you both,” she said, bringing her finger to her bottom lip and pulling it down slightly with the tip of her nail. “Maybe at the same time.”
Well, it looks like you’ll be seeing me again soon, Leiana. Maybe that dungeon world is still available for transfer.
“I’m not in a rush to get rid of my friends,” I said.
Ravyn raised her brow. “Nice word choice. Baka.”
“That’s not necessary, Ravyn,” said Keke. The tendrils of hair around her fingers began to tremble, and I felt a powerful urge to redirect this conversation elsewhere—anywhere, for that matter.
“Look, we can talk about this later,” I suggested. “There are bigger matters at hand, right?”
“Not really,” said Ravyn. “Why do you think men are so valued here?”
“I don’t think—”
“Don’t undermine it,” she snapped.
I frowned. “I wasn’t trying to. I just thought we could put this on the back-burner for now. We’re here for Bells and Experience, right?” Fuck, why couldn’t I calm down?
“Oh? Bells and Experience?” Ravyn’s expressions were growing increasingly more difficult to read. Her expression reminded me of the deadpan look Ai would give me sometimes. “Well, why don’t you pop open your iPaw then? I’m sure you have another Quest by now. Maybe one that rewards you with exactly what you want?”
What the hell? Does she know about the mating Quest I got?
“I-I did. There wasn’t anything there.” Good thing she wouldn’t be able to read anything on it. Not that I’d ever let her get her grimy paws on it.
“It’s important we respect Matt’s wishes,” said Cannoli. She and I exchanged looks, turning away as soon as our stares locked. “He’s not going anywhere. And neither am I.” Cannoli suddenly wrapped both her arms around my bicep. “I won’t let you get rid of me!”
What the hell?
“Who said I was getting rid of you? We’re a Party. Friends.”
“Ah. The F-word again,” Ravyn said with a shake of her head.
“Say what you want, but I won’t give up so easily.” Cannoli pouted.
Buttons climbed to the top of her head and threw his snout into the air. What a proud guardian she had.
“H-hey!” Keke cried and copied Cannoli, hugging me tightly at the waist. I had two catgirls with their arms wrapped around me, vying for control of the situation.
In my opinion, and seemingly Ravyn’s, I was no grand prize. I had no idea how to feel.
I should be thrilled. Girls are fighting over me like a slab of meat. I’ve never felt so objectified in my life, and it feels great.
What I found most interesting, however, was that Ravyn seemed to have no stake in the feud. She just continued to smile, laugh, and make vulgar jokes at my expense. It felt like she knew more than she was letting on, and to be honest that got under my skin. I was falling for Keke hard, and I’d be lying if I said I didn’t want more ‘practice’ with her. The idea of bedding multiple girls, though? Potentially at once?
I should just go with the flow. Enjoy it for what it is.
They didn’t seem to mind. Now that the cat was out of the bag—literally in this sense—Cannoli and Ravyn were suddenly spouting out things I’d never heard before. Like the possibility of my affections. Which, if their society worked how Keke implied, what did it matter who I slept with first or last? All would be fine so long as I made some babies.
Yeah, I’m okay with this.
Right?
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Chapter 31
Liang Zhi Lao Hu


Ravyn requested one final  shopping day for herself through Shulan before we made our way back to the Port of Meow. I was at her mercy—it wasn’t like I had the money to buy anything else, and according to her, even the closest mobs around Shulan would ‘wreck my shit.’ I had no reason to doubt her advice by this point, so window shopping it was.
Keke and Cannoli remained close to me, hovering on either side like my personal entourage. Usually, I wouldn’t mind the attention, but the looks they exchanged made me uncomfortable. They were best friends, and I wasn’t about to be the one to get in between them.
Though, sandwiched between them naked doesn’t sound like such a bad idea. Keke’s soft skin and the curve of her hips were still top of mind. Picturing Cannoli in a similar situation was a very close second. I felt the heat return to my skin and shook my head. Come on, man. Snap out of it.
“Ravyn? Ravyn!” a girl with teal-blue hair pushed through the morning crowds, her breathing rasped. “Thank the Goddess you’re here.” She clapped one hand on Ravyn’s shoulder, eyes flickering to us. “You’ve a Party with you? Wonderful. We need you. Now.”
“Maya? Way to greet a friend.” Ravyn smiled and patted her hand. “What’s wrong?”
“There’s… there’s a Defiled outside the gates,” Maya panted.
Ravyn barked a laugh. “Aren’t the invincible Cailu and his merry gang of misfits still here? Have him take care of it.”
Maya vehemently shook her head. “He’s not enough.”
Unease gnawed at the back of my mind. Not enough? If that asshole and his assassin aren’t enough, what the hell can we do to help?
Ravyn glanced over her shoulder at Keke, Cannoli, and me, then echoed my thoughts aloud. “Maya, he has to be enough. These guys aren’t cut out for the big stuff yet. They’re still low Level, and their gear is trash.”
Ouch. She wasn’t wrong, though. My hat and I could take on little more than a rough breeze. Hell, Ball Gag was probably more stable than I was.
“Please, you have to try.” Maya retracted her arm and clasped her hands. “If you don’t…” The look she gave Ravyn was desperate and solemn. Visible tears brimmed in the corner of her eyes, and her lips pulled into a grim line. It was a look that said a lot of people were about to die.
Ravyn sighed and turned to us. “You heard her. What do you want to do?”
“She’s right. We should at least try.” I shook my head. “I’m in if you guys are.”
Keke nodded. “Let’s at least assess the situation. Then we can decide.”
Cannoli danced nervously from one foot to the other. “M-maybe we can help. If just a little bit.”
Ravyn nodded and adjusted the enormous brim of her hat. “Well, you heard them. Lead on.”
“Thank you. Thank you oh so much.” Maya bowed over and over, her bright ringlets bouncing against her shoulders.
“Thank us by finding a nice plot to bury our bodies, hm?” Ravyn retorted.
“Squaawk! We’re all fucking dead!” Ball screeched from her shoulder.
Maya flinched. “Let us pray it doesn’t come to that. T-this way.”
We pushed and cut through the growing crowd toward the front gates. Cries from onlookers became more frantic and harried as we moved.
“What will we do?”
“Is Cailu alright? I can’t see him!”
“Will he protect us?”
“There’s so many!”
This is definitely instilling confidence.
When we broke through the crowd and past the gates, I appraised the situation as quickly as I could. Though, what I saw was both overwhelming and confusing.
“Holy shit,” Ravyn breathed.
I concurred.
The attackers were a countless number of tigers. Nothing like the malformed Encroachers I’d encountered before, but tigers as I’d always known them. Beasts taller than a grown man at the shoulders with powerful claws, jaws, and fangs that could take my head off in one bite. Pelts of black stripes, pure white, and bright orange blurred together in the ambush.
Cailu was bent on one knee, holding his shield in a manner that protected his face and body. In fact, it was the only thing protecting his face.
He’s not wearing a helmet? Jesus Christ, the vanity on this jack-ass.
Naeemah twirled around him in a dangerous dance of twin blades, blood dripping from their points and painting the ground with every step she took. A second catgirl with mousy brown hair stood farther away, wielding a jewel-tipped staff taller than she was and wearing a long black dress. A glowing purple circle with rune-like symbols swirled around her feet. Waves of Magic glimmered from the point of her staff to the onslaught of enemies.
“Yomi,” Ravyn grumbled behind me.
I blinked. “Who?”
“It doesn’t matter. Pay attention!” Ravyn snarled.
Shulan guards joined the fray in [Combat Mode], spearing and slashing the stray roaches that managed to slip past Naeemah’s blade dance and Yomi’s powerful blasts. A handful of other catgirls of various Classes blocked the front gate with limited move sets and Skills. The rest stood in [Civilian Mode] and stared with wide eyes and slack jaws.
At the center of the voracious feline mob stood a woman with an ethereal air. Flowing robes of embroidered fabric swirled around her delicate ankles. Alabaster skin contrasted with ruby lips and black hair that flowed to her waist. Ebony cat ears that looked velvet to the touch poked between the ornaments in her hair, and a thin tail swayed behind the yards of translucent fabric. A gentle smile turned her lips, and her hands lay folded over her stomach.
“She’s just a normal catgirl,” I murmured. “Why is she attacking the town?”
“Because she’s a fucking Defiled, Matt. Don’t let your guard down!” Ravyn snapped.
The woman’s gaze turned on me, and her smile widened. She seemed so warm and welcoming. For a moment, the growls and snarls of the tigers were utterly forgotten, replaced by a pleasant humming. Like a heavenly choir. My feet moved forward on their own, and the tension from my shoulders seeped away. All I could see was her: that smile, those eyes, the thought of her warm embrace. I wanted so desperately for her to caress my face and tell me everything was okay—
“Matt!” Keke snagged my wrist and tipped my chin to meet her face. “Don’t look at her!”
“What did I just say?” Ravyn shrieked.
I blinked. Holy shit, that thing’s terrifying. “Thanks.”
“Don’t mention it.” Keke dropped her arm to ready her bow with an arrow. “Alright. What do we do?”
“She’s so powerful,” Cannoli whimpered, her hands trembling. Buttons curled around the back of her neck and rubbed his head against her cheek. “I can feel her Magic from here. Don’t you guys feel it?”
“Probably not like you do.” I turned to Ravyn. “Can you take her?”
Ravyn looked across the ocean of wild cats, then back to me. She chewed her lower lip, then slowly shook her head. “The tigers, maybe. That bitch? No.” She pointed to the other caster on the field. “Watch Yomi. She’s a [Dark Priest].”
The brunette spellcaster’s dark waves shooting from her staff sailed through the air, clearly targeted at the woman in the center of the tigers. Much of the blast was intercepted by a swell of beasts blocking its path. What did make it through, though, was more concerning. The Defiled held up a steady hand, then flicked her wrist as the Magic made contact with her palm. The movement effortlessly batted the blast away as if it were a pesky insect rather than a focused Spell.
“That isn’t good,” Cannoli murmured our collective thoughts aloud.
“Yomi has at least twenty Levels on me,” Ravyn said.
“Shit.” The tigers were goddamned everywhere. We had to clear a path to them and fast. “We need to team up with Cailu’s Party. We can get to him if you guys can help me carve through the tigers.”
Ravyn rubbed her hands together. “Baka. Do you remember who you’re dealing with?”
“Burn them alive! Burn them alive!”
“We’ll be fine,” Keke assured me, loosing an arrow into an approaching tiger. “Let’s go.”
Cannoli awarded me a quick nod and hung halfway between Keke and Ravyn.
We couldn’t afford to double-check; I’d have to take them at their word. “Cannoli, start us off!” I called and closed my eyes.
“R-right!” She held her wand high and yelled, “[Blessed Light]!”
I gripped the hilt of my axe and charged my way through a slew of the blind, colossal felines toward Cailu. I used [Provoke] at every chance, not caring what cat I pulled next, so long as they stayed off my girls. Singed fur from Ravyn’s Spells ignited from all corners, and arrows sang past my ears. I drew fatal lines over their throats and lodged the axe’s blade into the soft pits of their stomachs. With every cut, sanguine streaks painted my armor and the bare skin of my arms and legs. But I couldn’t stop moving, and I couldn’t look back.
“Cailu!” I hollered. “Cailu, get up!”
Naeemah dispatched another cat and glanced at me. For a split second, I was afraid she’d hurl one of her deadly knives straight at my chest. Instead, she nodded and thrust a foot into Cailu’s shield.
The elf glanced up and around, his stare at last falling on me. He repositioned his shield and rose to his feet.
“Matt! I’m glad you’re here—”
“What are you doing on the ground, man? Why haven’t you killed the Defiled?” I spat.
“I would, but this damnable swarm of cats is nigh impenetrable!” Cailu barked. “They may be far lower in Level, yet they protect the Defiled within their horde!”
“Why don’t you have a helmet?”
He shook his head. “Unimportant!”
Just as I thought. Next question, then. I pointed to the catgirl at their epicenter, careful to avoid her eyes. “Why doesn’t she look like a monster?”
Cailu fixed me with a disappointed stare. “You’ve so much to learn. She is a fearsome monster indeed. That is an Enchantment; not her true appearan—”
“Maya! Maya, stop looking at her!” Ravyn’s cry distracted me from my conversation with Cailu. “Get away from her!”
I swerved on my heel, finding the teal-haired girl wading through the tigers. Maya’s gaze was focused on the Enchanted woman, her expression entirely serene. The tigers made a point to veer around Maya on their stampede toward the rest of us, leaving her unharmed.
“That does not bode well,” Cailu murmured.
“Maya! Wait!” Ravyn moved forward, but more felines cut off her advance. One sunk its teeth into the flesh of Ravyn’s arm. “Fuck!”
“Hang on, Ravyn! [Pinpoint Weakness]!” Keke loosed a flurry of arrows into the tiger assaulting Ravyn, but she could only reload so quickly.
Ravyn shoved the dead tiger away from her with a groan, blood dripping down her arm. She stepped back and screamed Maya’s name again.
Cannoli cast [Stabilize] on Ravyn, then looked to the rest of us for instruction.
We have to get to her. “Maya!” I added my voice to the choir. But nothing seemed to reach her.
The woman—no, the Defiled—opened her arms as if ready to greet Maya into her welcoming embrace. However, echoing the motion of her arms were three more pairs of arms, each hand wielding a different weapon. A trident, a scimitar, a dagger, a short sword, and other razor-sharp steel pieces I didn’t have names for.
“Maya!” I called and stepped forward.
Cailu caught my arm and yanked me back. “Let her go, Matt.”
I stared him down, then tore my arm from his grip. “Every life is worth saving.”
He strengthened his hold, and my stomach twisted. “You will learn.”
I snarled and turned away from his infuriating face, tearing away from his grip and cleaving through more tigers without bias. “Maya! Snap out of it!” I fought against the tide, sidestepping gruesome mauls and pointed fangs. Walls of fire seared lines into the grass, taking out more tigers but not touching their leader. No matter how many tigers I faced and felled, I barely gained a few steps closer to Maya’s location. “Maya!”
Maya leaned into the Defiled’s grasp. All eight arms enfolded Maya against her body, and they both closed their eyes.
The Defiled’s voice was no higher than a whisper, but I was certain everyone in the field could hear it as clearly as I did. It was as dangerously silky and persuasive as her gaze. “Every day, you barbarians brutally murder my sweet kittens. Please, allow me to show you the same kindness.”
Eight weapons buried themselves into Maya’s body. Eight hands rent the catgirl’s willing flesh to shreds. Maya gasped her last and fell to her knees. Her blood pooled at her feet and dripped from the Defiled’s intricate robes.
My breathing hitched, and my heart skipped.
“Maya!” Ravyn screamed.
“Ah, yes.” The Defiled licked the blood from her lips and flashed a wicked smile. “Come to me, my dearest catgirls. We will drink away your lives with fervor.”
Three more girls from Shulan stumbled forward beneath the same trance that claimed Maya. They pushed the guards aside and shuffled their way toward the Defiled.
“Fuck you! You stupid bitch!” Ravyn cried. “Ball! Go!” Ball soared high into the air, and Ravyn began to chant, “To the one who has stolen life under the guise of a mother...”
I forced the shock of Maya’s death aside—I had to if I wanted the rest of us to stay alive. Ravyn was casting. Now was our chance. I abandoned the tigers attacking me and stumbled back to Cailu and Naeemah.
“If you were waiting for an opportunity to hit her, it’s coming in about ten seconds,” I said.
Cailu and Naeemah looked at one another, then nodded.
I turned to Keke and Cannoli. “Cannoli, can you blind them again?”
“Yes!” Cannoli replied.
“...I grant you a punishment beyond mortal understanding. From the highest heavens come forth molten light...”
“Now!” I yelled.
“[Blessed Light]!”
“[Scorching Ring]!”
The two spells erupted in unison. Ball collided with the mass of tigers halfway between us and the Defiled, reducing the ones nearest him to ash and the rest to mangled, unrecognizable piles of burnt flesh. The rest in our immediate vicinity swerved and skidded in blind confusion. Cailu and Naeemah rushed through their ranks, plowing the unsuspecting down with shield, sword, and daggers. The [Dark Priest] refocused her attacks on the tigers surrounding the pair.
“We need to stop the girls!” I called, pointing to the three other Enchanted catgirls at the midway point on the field.
“Bally! Grab that one!” Ravyn pointed to the girl on the right.
Ball launched from his position and ensnared his talons in the girl’s hair. “Wake up! Wake up! Squawk!”
At first, it seemed to have no effect. Ball tugged and pulled at her scalp, screaming and cawing profanities at the top of his parrot lungs. The girl blinked, then touched her face, then went into full-on protection mode against Ball’s onslaught.
“It’s working,” I breathed a sigh of relief.
“Ball! Next one!”
There was a wild cry from the center of the battle—Cailu and Naeemah had made it to the Defiled. Naeemah struck down the tigers around them, creating a wider ring for Cailu to face the woman by himself. The multitude of weapons crashed against Cailu’s shield with stunning choreography. The once peaceful face gaped wide to reveal sharp fangs, a malevolent smile twisting its mouth.
“I’ll kill you!” the Defiled screamed. “I’ll kill you all!”
“[Shield Bash]!” Cailu’s shield radiated with a light blue aura before he thrust it forward against all eight arms.
Wrists snapped, weapons fell to the ground, and the Defiled shrieked in pain.
Cailu threw his shield to the side and took his sword in both hands. “[Holy Blade]!” A brilliant white light encompassed the blade, extending it to the size of a greatsword. He swung the sword over the Defiled’s head and cut straight through her, meeting no resistance in his path. A choked, gurgling noise bled from her throat before the twin halves sank to the ground.
There was a moment where all we could hear was the panting of a hundred tigers and the protests of the girl whose hair Ball occupied. We were all covered in cuts, blemishes, and bruises. Ravyn masked the particularly gruesome bite wound on her arm with her hand.
Keke dropped to one knee, her arrows and [Energy] spent. “It’s over.”
The wildcats shook their heads as if waking from a dream before roaring and running away from us.
“She brainwashed all of them?” I wondered aloud.
“Enchantments are terrifying,” Cannoli whispered. She moved between us, quietly casting [Stabilize] before setting to work on bandaging Ravyn’s arm.
“Maya,” Ravyn murmured.
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Chapter 32
For Want of a Nail


The battlefield was a mess.  It took everything I had not to vomit from the smell alone. In the chaos of it all, I couldn’t think of much beyond saving my skin and protecting the girls. Just as I felt my stomach lurching, I clapped a hand to my mouth. Cannoli didn’t seem to be doing much better, and Ravyn was nowhere to be found.
“How are you faring?” Cailu asked as he approached with the head of the Defiled held in his free hand.
I grimaced at the sight. Her face was frozen in a twisted mangle of fury and pain. Blood trickled from the sliced skin of her throat, matting her hair and staining the ground.
“Ah. My apologies.” Cailu reached somewhere around his back, and seconds later, the head was gone. “I oft forget how this world affects its newest denizens.”
“How are you okay with this?” I wasn’t sure if I was angry or just amazed, but either way, it felt inhuman to stand casually among the scattered entrails and mutilated corpses that littered the field.
Cailu shrugged. “Like you, I was not always comfortable with such a scene. You will grow accustomed to it in time.”
I shivered. “I don’t think I ever want to get used to this.”
“Cailu,” came the monotone voice of another. Breezing past my shoulder was Naeemah, her cool, glassy glare taking in every inch of my being.
Unlike the leers of most girls I’d met up to this point, her stare felt weighty—as if she were trying to get a better feel for her target. The thought of her slitting my throat crossed my mind, and I felt around my neck subconsciously.
Naeemah looked back to Cailu. “I’ve received a missive from Nyarlothep.”
“When was there time for that?” I balked.
The [Assassin] shot me an incredulous glare.
“The queen certainly has her ways. Hand it here.” Cailu sighed. He held out his gloved hand and accepted a rolled scroll from Naeemah.
Is that sarcasm?
Cannoli tapped on my shoulder. “I think I’m going to wait by the gate. I can’t be around this any longer,” she whimpered. Her face was flushed, and her hands were trembling.
“Give me a second,” I said as Cailu unrolled the message. Not like he needed me anyway. I gently took Cannoli by the arm and maneuvered her out of earshot of the elf and co.
“I’m sorry, Matt. I don’t mean to be a bother,” Cannoli mur-mured.
“Hey, you’re not. Just don’t go too far, okay?” I said. Ravyn had made her way back to the gate, too, mumbling something about Maya. “Go Find Ravyn and try not to wander too far on your own. Remember what she said about Shulan. Keke and I will clean up here and come find you later.”
Keke looked up from the tiger she was carving and gave Cannoli a reassuring nod of her head. The sullen Cannoli gestured back with a weak wave. I let go of her arm and watched her shuffle off in silence.
“Think she’s going to be alright?” I moved to stand beside Keke.
“Yeah. She gets like this from time to time. She’s gotten a lot better since we were kittens.” Keke had cut through almost a dozen tigers at this point. Even if she wasn’t affected by the smell, she had to be tired by now.
“What about you?” I asked. “Are you alright?”
“I’m fine. Mom was our island’s [Sniper], so I learned a lot from her.” Keke looked up with a pensive stare, and her blade paused. “I don’t really smell the blood anymore.”
That’s concerning.
“Matt,” Cailu called. His blood-stained armor clinked and clanked as he marched down the hill. Of anyone here, he definitely smelled the most of death. “Unfortunately, there are matters which require my attention back in Nyarlothep. I am to leave by dawn tomorrow. May I have a word?”
I frowned. “What does that have to do with me?”
“A great deal. I will not be available for some time, and I require your assistance.”
Keke stood up. “What if he doesn’t want to? We’ve got our own things to do, too.”
Cailu’s eyes narrowed. “Excuse me, but I was speaking with Matt.”
“Anything you say to me, you can say to her,” I spat.
His expression darkened, and I started to second-guess my attitude. His hand twitched near the hilt of his sword, and my palms began to sweat. There wasn’t a chance in hell that I could hold a candle to Cailu’s might. Shit, the last time I’d summoned my axe, Naeemah’s knife was at my throat.
Even so, despite the very real possibility that he or either of his girls could probably kill me in an instant, I wasn’t about to let Cailu talk to Keke like that. It was a gamble, but if men were as important as I’d come to understand, then Cailu wouldn’t lay a finger on either of us.
Cailu grunted and ran a hand through his golden-blonde hair. “As you wish. Yomi!” He waved to a distant figure, and the figure waved back. “Meet us back at the inn when you are finished! I’m going to take Matt to the Guild Hall!”
“Understood, Cailu!” The dainty, dark-robed girl walked away toward the gates at a casual pace, the rings around her staff jingling together.
The sound wasn’t peculiar or any more unusual than a tinkling bell or one of those dumb triangles some people called ‘instruments,’ but it was somehow therapeutic. Like wind chimes on a porch. It tugged at my thoughts and promised me—
“Matt.” Cailu clapped a hand on my shoulder. “Don’t listen too closely. [Dark Priest]s can enrapture the minds and thoughts of those who hear the ringing.”
“So, what, she’s doing that on purpose?”
Keke snaked an arm through mine, grumbling, “She better not be.”
“It is possible.” Cailu paused, looking in Yomi’s direction for a brief moment. Lowering his voice, he said, “The darker arts of Nyarlea are not a force to be trifled with.”
Cailu’s tone put me on edge. The entire time Yomi spent walking away, he watched. Keke tightened her grip on my arm. Once the [Dark Priest] disappeared from sight, the elf returned to form as if it hadn’t happened.
“I digress, there are certain constituents we must familiarize you with. It is correct to assume that you have never seen a Guild Hall?” he asked, folding his arms.
This guy is whiplash personified.
“We don’t have one on Ni Island,” Keke said with a frown.
“Ahh, of course. Ni is hardly an island of repute. Why would they?” Cailu sniffed. “You are to be lauded for your efforts thus far, Matt.” He turned to his [Assassin]. “Naeemah, would you remain at the perimeter while I assist him? This Defiled was much too strong for Shulan’s defenses. I do not wish for a repeated incident.”
“Of course.” Naeemah shot me another look before vanishing into nothingness.
Thoughts of assassins in several other games and MMOs sprung to mind. “How do [Assassin]s disappear like that?”
“[Assassin]s cannot typically disappear with such expertise if another is watching,” Cailu explained. “Naeemah has practiced and perfected her Class for years.”
“Creepy,” Keke whispered.
“Effective,” Cailu corrected. “Shall we be off?”
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Cailu’s disappointment was written all over his face when I refused to go anywhere alone with him. Our ‘stroll around the town as men’ was ruined as far as he saw it. I paid it little mind and noted that not only did speaking to me mean he was also speaking with Keke, but that wherever I went, she went as well. I wanted to bring Ravyn and Cannoli along too, but both were absent from the gates when we returned.
I hope they’re alright.
I combated the negative thoughts with the likely scenario that Ravyn had convinced Cannoli to join her for drinks. Ravyn probably needed it after losing Maya.
I was glad to have Keke along for the ride. Her stare stayed plastered to the arrogant elf the entire time we walked and talked. Every so often, she would grunt or scoff at one of Cailu’s off-handed comments, and it just made me appreciate her all the much more.
I must say, though, for making such a big deal out of the Guild Hall, Cailu sure as hell took his sweet time in getting us there. The building was built of smooth red stone and decorated with hints of black and gold. It looked like most of the other buildings in Shulan with its pointed arches and pillars but was significantly more expansive and had several balconies situated around each floor. Two black pillars plastered with quest flyers flanked the entrance with the words Guild Hall written just above the door frame in gold ink.
“So, what exactly are we doing here?” I asked. “This isn’t some weird trick of yours, is it?”
“Trick? Matt, we need to help each other. This world and its citizens depend on us for survival.”
“Oh, you mean the survival of the girls you throw in front of monsters? Sorry, Encroachers. The very same?”
“I did not throw the Defiled’s victims to it.” Cailu’s mouth drew into a thin line. “Listen to me. If you so vehemently disagree with my approach, permit me to at least let me teach you about the Guild Hall. You may do as you wish afterward.”
I’ll admit, Cailu’s punchable face aside, the Guild Hall seemed like a promising avenue. If it was anything like the quest-giving areas in the games I’d played, then it would be a useful hub to come back to once in a while.
I wonder why Ravyn never brought it up?
I gestured for him to lead on.
Cailu pushed open the doors and strode in, much to the satisfaction of the girls inside. Several of them dropped whatever they were holding, their cheeks turning pink.
This is ridiculous. “You forgot your rose petals,” I said.
Whether he didn’t hear me or was ignoring me, Cailu continued forward and approached the front desk. He leaned on his elbow and passed a charming smile. The girl behind the desk started to play with her silver hair and looked away.
“I need a favor,” Cailu began.
“Y-yes? Whatever do you need, sir?” the girl stammered.
“My friend here—”
“I’m not your friend,” I interjected.
Cailu cleared his throat. “My friend here is new. He has never been to a Guild Hall.” Gasps erupted around the room. “I know. It is unheard of. Would you be a darling and see to it that he is assisted every so often?” He passed looks to each of the girls in the room. “If you do, I will be sure to demonstrate my gratitude in the most pleasurable manner imaginable.”
The receptionist’s voice caught. Her mouth opened and closed as Cailu took a lock of her hair, twirling it between two of his fingers. Soon after, she coughed and straightened her posture. “Yes, Master Cailu,” she said, gently taking back the lock of hair Cailu had stolen.
“Wonderful,” Cailu purred. With that, he turned around and beckoned us in. “Come, come! There is much to learn!”
“How do you feel about all this?” I whispered to Keke.
“He plays with their feelings, and I hate it. I want to leave,” Keke hissed with a scowl. “But I’m sure he knows more about this world than all of us combined. It would be foolish not to listen to him.”
I have my reservations about that.
Keke and I followed Cailu, passing waves and glances to the many groups of catgirls in the room, all of whom I assumed were adventurers by their combat garb. Their eyes widened, and whispers of ‘another man’ filled the room.
Keke frowned and intertwined her fingers in mine. She shot indignant looks at some of the girls, nudging herself closer to me. Her chest pressed up against my arm, and for a few seconds, the night we spent together came back as fresh as the moment it happened.
Maybe Keke would be up to practicing again soon.
“Matt, please do me the honor of calling your iPaw. There is something you must see.”
I sighed and called out the iPaw.
“Very good. Now if you would access your [Party] window, please compare the [Experience Points] you have to the members of your Party.”
“Fine?” I scrolled through the numerous windows until I reached the information for myself and the girls in my Party. I pressed a thumb against my portrait and mumbled off a few numbers I could see. “[Health Points], [Myana Points], ah, here it is. [Experience Points]. 595 points.”
“Very good. Now, look at Keke’s.”
“I don’t know where you’re going with this.” I backed out and went to Keke’s portrait this time. “831. So what?”
Cailu tilted his head. “You do not see the issue here? They are falling behind.”
What is he talking about? No two Party members’ numbers are going to be the same. It’s hard enough in most games just to keep an entire party alive during a boss so they can all get exp, so why would our numbers be similar?
I returned his frown. “How are they falling behind? Yeah, I’m catching up in Levels, but this is just their current amount of Experience, right?”
Cailu shook his head. “You are not listening. That is the total Experience entire. From the beginning, as it were, until now.”
That didn’t sound right. Just about any game I could think of gave you two numbers to look at when it came to Experience gained. First was the amount you’d gained for your current Level. The second number was pretty much always the new total Experience you needed for your current Level. Some games would also let you see the entire total amount of Experience you’d gained since playing, but not all games showed this number.
I usually went on the internet to parse that number. But I couldn’t think of a game that didn’t list your current amount of Experience Points compared to how close you were to your next Level. This felt backward.
“Hang on a second. Are you telling me that the amount I see here is everything I’ve gained since arriving?”
Cailu nodded.
“And that applies to the girls, too? This is the total amount they’ve gained since, well…” I trailed. When did the girls start getting Experience? Since they were born?
“Since we could successfully switch to [Combat Mode],” Keke finished for me.
“Precisely so,” Cailu said with a single finger raised. “As you continue to Level, it is only a matter of time until you soar past them.”
No, it can’t be that bad.
I backed out of the menu again and checked in on Cannoli. Hers was even worse. “815? How does she only have 815? We’ve done just about everything together.” I looked down at Keke. “The Defiled we killed—that spider lady. I saw it. You both gained a lot more than I did. Why am I gaining so much more?”
Keke’s eyes darted around the room. “I-I don’t know. Maybe because you’re lower Level? So, maybe you gain Experience quicker than we do?”
Cailu shook his head confidently. “That is not it, and we cannot fault Keke for not knowing. You have completed a Quest or two by now, have you not?”
“Well, sure.” Then it hit me. Oh no. Don’t tell me.
“Matt, those were your Quests, not theirs. So only you received the Experience.”
“Why the hell does it work that way?” I thought aloud.
Cailu’s brow furrowed. “Quests granted by the iPaw are yours, Matt. Why would the others receive credit for your Quest?”
“The iPaw? But what about those posters asking for help outside? Catgirls can take Quests too, right? What if the iPaw logs those in?”
“Well, yes,” Cailu said with a nod. “However, the majority of the time, Quests are undertaken by a single person for such reasons. Even so, that is why we are here. You have demonstrated that you are unwilling to exchange your Party. I find this method rather… inefficient, but it is your choice.”
“Gee, thanks for your input,” Keke mumbled.
“With that in mind, anyone can accept Quests from the Guild Hall. And to answer your next question—”
I haven’t said anything yet.
“There are Party-oriented Quests as well. They will log themselves in your iPaw as such. It is important to note that the men alone can see the Experience granted by Quests.”
“And how am I supposed to know that they’ll get the Experience? Like if it’s a Party Quest or just for me?”
“You must pay close attention to the way a Quest is worded in your iPaw. Your Quests have all stated the amount of Experience offered on completion thus far, have they not?”
“Yes.”
“When you receive a Quest from the Guild Hall, note the Experience given and to whom it is divided.”
“Alright.” I sighed and put away the iPaw. “I guess I owe you a thank you.” I reached out with my hand to offer a shake.
Cailu took it, the faintest hint of a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. “Now, with pleasantries out of the way, I humbly request a favor from a fellow man.”
And here comes the catch.
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Chapter 33
Rings on Her Fingers and Bells on Her Toes


I hated the smile on Cailu’s face.  I felt Keke tense beside me and knew she did, too. Nothing came for free with this guy; everything had a price. The righteous knight thing felt slimy as hell, but at least the Guild Hall was promising. 
“Didn’t we just save your ass at the gates?” I murmured.
Cailu chuckled and waved a dismissive hand. “The Defiled’s defeat was a joint effort on our parts, Matt. In that, we are even.”
Keke bristled and clenched her teeth. “He has a point.”
I set my jaw. “What do you want, Cailu?”
“It will benefit us both, I assure you—”
“What do you want, Cailu?” I crossed my arms. I must have said it a little too loud—more girls in the Guild Hall began to stare.
Cailu cleared his throat. “You see, the presence of the Defiled is growing stronger, and our forces remain disorganized; sundered. There is little cohesion to our existence.”
Is that a Royal ‘Our,’ or? “By ‘our,’ you mean—”
“Nyarlea’s men, of course.” Cailu squared his shoulders. Someone behind the counter sighed.
“I see.”
“It would be better if we maintained consistent contact with one another to raise our morale, our Levels, and the quality of our equipment.”
Is he offering a leech? “Do you not know the other guys?”
Cailu shook his head. “The last man I knew on Shi Island was devoured whole by a dragon—”
I turned to Keke. “You said they weren’t real.”
Keke flashed a sly smile and shrugged.
“—And I haven’t found my way in that direction since. My tasks between Nyarlothep and San are tumultuous as it is.”
“What about Ichi Island?”
“As I said, I haven’t the time to comb through every grain of sand in that desert hellscape.”
I glanced at Keke, then back at Cailu. “So, what, you want us all to go together as a group?”
“No, Matt, I humbly request that you take your Party and venture forth in my stead.” He offered Keke a half-nod. “I understand it is a difficult task, but the potential benefits that await us are vast.”
Unite the men? I hummed under my breath, a sound made of equal parts frustration and bewilderment. “Alright. Question one. What benefits, exactly?”
Cailu crossed his arms. “Allow me to be frank. Throughout my time in Nyarlea, I have come to understand that should one man fail, it falls upon my shoulders to bear the burden of what remains behind. Be it Defiled, Encroachers, unfinished Quests, or business. I have offered my help to many, as I do for you now, and have witnessed each and every one of them meet their untimely end.”
Sounds like your back hurts from all that carrying. “Okay.”
“Connecting with one another would allow us a more unified front against the Defiled and a wider view of issues of court. For example, population.”
Issues of court? “Wait, like a kingdom?”
“I mentioned the queen, did I not?” Cailu raised his eyebrow. “You must pay closer attention if you are to learn, Matt.”
“Hang on, there really is a catgirl queen?” I thought it was a pet name for a girl on Nyarlothep, not a full-blown castle with royalty, servants, and the whole nine yards.
“Of course there is. And she beckons me now. Thus, I must entrust my vision of Nyarlea to you. Will you help me or not?”
He made a lot of good points. There were only four of us. Maybe. Assuming one of them hadn’t died a miserable death and the island was waiting for its next village idiot. If we worked together, we could at least try to prevent attacks like the one in San, help one another gear up, and improve the quality of life for the catgirls.
I was still so new to all of it. It was a lot to take in. I turned to Keke. “What do you think? Would it help?”
“Hm.” Keke stretched her arms above her head, eyes drifting to the ceiling.
I couldn’t help but visually trace the gentle curve of her body. Damn, I can think of a lot of other things I’d rather be doing right now.
She grinned.
God, am I that obvious?
“Whatever you think is best, Matt. You know I’ll follow you to the end of the world.”
Cailu chuckled dryly.
I snapped my gaze back to the snide elf. “Got something to say?”
“No. It is… endearing. Your naïveté together.”
Does every word out of your mouth have to sound demeaning? “Alright. Fine. We’ll find the other men. Where should we go when I do?”
Cailu spread his arms wide and smiled. “Wonderful! Return to the Golden Dragon at the Port of Meow and inform Mina that you require my presence. She will be able to hail me, and I will return within two days.”
“So go get the other two guys and bring them back here.”
Cailu’s grin faltered, and his tone sharpened. “Need I scribe it into your iPaw? Is this too difficult to remember?”
I’m the one doing you a favor. Remember, asshole? “No. Straightforward enough.”
“Excellent! I shall leave on the morrow. You have my thanks, Matt.”
Just don’t make me regret this. “Yeah. Sure.” I glanced at Keke. “Ready to go?”
“Yeah.”
Thankfully, Cailu split away from us at the entrance of the Guild Hall, leaving Keke and me alone.
“He is… difficult,” Keke murmured as we watched him go.
“That’s a word for it.”
She laughed, then ran a hand through her hair. “Where to?”
I was exhausted. The fight had taken an immense amount of [Energy], and we had no clue where Cannoli and Ravyn had wandered off to. Really, while the idea of another tumble in the sheets with Keke sounded like a dream, I just wanted a hot meal, a bath, and sleep.
“We should find Cannoli and Ravyn.”
“My Bells are on the Lucky Star,” Keke said.
I nodded. “Lead the way.”
We returned to the Lucky Star and stepped inside. The restaurant was packed to the brim with catgirls, and every head turned to face us as we entered. Everyone leaped to their feet and toasted the air with resounding cheers.
“Huzzah!”
“Our heroes!”
“You’ve saved us all!”
I was taken aback, to put it lightly. I’d had a surprise birthday party with a handful of friends when I was twelve, but that was the last time I could remember any kind of celebration in my honor. Catgirls converged around Keke and me, shoving tankards of ale into our hands before ushering us deeper into the restaurant.
“That was amazing!”
“There were so many roaches!”
“Please! Sit!”
We were herded into a booth, where a red-faced Cannoli and a pink-cheeked Ravyn lazily looked up at us from behind their wooden mugs. Half a dozen plates of steaming food littered the tabletop, and myriad empty tankards punctuated the spread. I scooted in next to Cannoli, while Keke sat next to Ravyn.
Ravyn’s grin split her face at an awkward angle. “Ah, the Party’s arrived at last.”
“Matt! Hic! Matt, they’re so happy! Hic!” Cannoli squeaked between hiccups. “We saved them!”
“She’s so drunk,” Keke muttered behind a sip of her ale.
Ball Gag lay flat on the table, eyes rolling back into his head. Put him on a plate, and he could be an entree.
“Hey, uh, is your bird okay?” I asked, pointing to the comatose parrot.
“It’s our day to shine! Ball drinks, too!” Ravyn shouted. “Another round!”
“On the house!” Multiple girls shouted in reply.
“We’ve been—hic!—getting free drinks all—hic!—afternoon!” Cannoli giggled. “This is the best!”
Buttons wobbled across the table, his tongue dragging between his feet and his eyes lopsided. Alright, the blazard drinks, too.
“So this is where you two wandered off to?”
Ravyn nodded. “I thought we’d wait for you here. But they started a party for us!” She stroked the half-conscious Ball Gag. “No reason to turn them down, right?”
“No, I guess not.” I looked around the room. “Yomi and Naeemah aren’t here?”
Cannoli shook her head. “No. Which is really sad, actually.” Her words slurred, and she slid her hands across the table, resting her head between her arms. “I want to—hic!—get to know them better, you know?”
Not really. But you want to be friends with everyone. I rested a hand on Cannoli’s head. “I’m sure you’ll get the chance later.”
She twisted her neck and smiled up at me, cheek against the wood. “Yeah! Hic! I’m sure you’re right!”
I tousled her hair and laughed. Drunk Cannoli was goddamn adorable.
“Eh, nothing to know about Yomi,” Ravyn countered, swirling her ale in her hand. “And Naeemah’s a bitch.”
I raised an eyebrow. Ravyn had said Yomi’s name outside of the gates, too. There was some history there. “Want to talk about it?”
“No.” Ravyn’s face vanished behind her tankard.
Don’t know what I was expecting.
Cannoli pushed herself back up, cradling her half-full mug to her lips. “You know, Matt. I really like you. Like a lot. Hic! A lot!”
“I like you, too, Cannoli.”
Her eyes widened, and she gasped. “Really?”
I stole a drink before I replied. “Yeah. Really.”
“Hooray!” She threw her arms up, spilling some of her drink on me and the table. Slamming the mug back down, her arms fretted around my head and shoulders. “Oh! Oh no! Hic! Oh gosh! I’m so sorry!”
“Cannoli, it’s okay. It’ll dry.” I brushed the drops from my face.
She froze, staring at me intently. “Are you sure?”
“I’m sure.”
Without warning, she leaned forward and licked a drop of ale from the tip of my nose. Catching the glare from Keke, she shrank back into the corner with her drink. “Kehehehe.” Her giggling continued.
I chuckled. “Yeah, I can dig this.” I picked up a kabob packed with meat and vegetables and shoved half of it in my mouth. I groaned in satisfaction and leaned my head back. Sex is great, but have you tried San Island kabobs?
“Mou ii. More food! More food!” Ravyn cried, sounding suspiciously like Ball.
Guess someone has to make up for him when he’s out of commission.
Keke sipped from her drink and picked at the food, chewing her lip in thought. “Should we tell them about Cailu’s assignment?”
“Do you think they’ll remember in the morning?”
Keke looked between Cannoli and Ravyn’s drunken faces, then shook her head. “No, probably not.”
“Tomorrow then. Tonight we can revel in it a bit.” Even if we really only played the distraction in the fight.
Buttons sneezed, and a puff of flame spouted through his nostrils, engulfing a plate of vegetables and noodles.
Cannoli choked on her drink, then snorted with laughter. “Buttons!”
I lifted a slim, bright red delicacy from the plate, then popped it into my mouth. To be honest, Buttons had only improved on it. “Crunchy.”
Cannoli cackled. Ravyn joined her.
The four of us enjoyed as much food and ale as we could consume free of charge into the early hours of the morning.
I drank way more than I should have and stumbled back to my room, bath be damned. The girls continuously bumped into the walls and pushed each other around in giggling fits as they followed behind me. I’m pretty sure all three of them kissed me, but I had way too much booze to remember. I tore my shirt off and tumbled into bed, glad my head at least landed on the pillow.
I drifted off to sleep to the distant sound of gentle chimes.
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The sweet ringing of bells seemed to slip into my dreams and filled me with a peace I hadn’t experienced since I’d arrived in Nyarlea. Within their melody, I could sense that everything was alright. My girls were safe, I was safe, and I could sleep well knowing both.
Cool fingers caressed my forehead, brushing my hair to the side. Low light flickering from the nearby fireplace outlined a young woman with brown hair curled in tight ringlets at her shoulders. Her cat ears twitched forward with her smile, and a thin tail swayed behind her.
She looks familiar. Why couldn’t I place it?
In San Island’s Mandarin fashion, her dark purple dress hugged generous curves, accentuating her chest and hips. A wide keyhole at the throat swept low over her breasts, and the hem of the skirt cut high on the thighs. The daring outfit reminded me of Ravyn. “Ravyn—”
“No need to think of her right now, Matt.” The girl smiled. “Or anyone else. Just me.”
Of course. Just you. Just... “Who are you?” I murmured.
She giggled. The sound harmonized the chimes. “Yomi, silly.”
From the fight? She looked so different out of her [Dark Priest] outfit. I didn’t remember her being this curvy. But dreams had a way of adding and emphasizing, and she was goddamned gorgeous.
“Right. Yomi.”
Her smile widened, and she turned down the sheets. “Just relax.”
“Mmm.” Yeah, that sounds wonderful. My limbs felt so heavy and awkward. I lifted one arm to stroke her cheek with my thumb, and while I eventually pulled it off, my movements seemed to lag behind my thoughts. Her ivory skin was smooth as silk and insanely soft.
“You’re the only one who can help me,” she purred. “You’ll help me, right?”
I would do anything to keep that smile on her face. “Of course.”
Yomi lowered her gaze and leaned her hands against the bed, gracefully swinging one leg over my stomach as she mounted me at the hips. The firelight illuminated her face, and I realized her eyes were two different colors: one green, one gold. Silver streaks divided her hair and framed her angelic face. She traced my lower lip with her thumb, murmuring words in a language I didn’t recognize.
“I’m yours, right, Matt?”
“Mhm.” The chimes seemed louder now. The green scent of blooming trees and the sweet smell of fresh fruit lingered on her skin.
Yomi cupped my cheek in her palm and slid her thumb between my lips. My heart raced, and I teased at the digit with the tip of my tongue. She tasted like honey and cinnamon. “And you’re mine?” It seemed so important that I heard her say it.
“Always.”
She drew her hand away, reached behind her neck, and unbuttoned the collar, pulling the top half of her dress below her breasts. “You’ll touch me, won’t you?”
“Yes,” I breathed. Yomi helped guide my heavy hands to cup her ample chest. Each breast spilled over my palms, and her petit, dark nipples were hard against my thumbs. I licked my lips. “Can I…?”
Yomi bit her lower lip, a rose color rising to her cheeks. “You’re an eager boy, aren’t you?” She leaned forward, resting a hand on either side of my head.
I lifted her nipple to my mouth, teasing it gently with my teeth before drinking her in entirely.
“Nnh, that feels really good.” Yomi craned her neck, fingers digging into the sheets. “You’re quite a tease.”
While I worked at her tit like a man starved, she lifted one hand and slid it between our bodies, skating her fingers down the line of my abdomen, circling my belly button, then tracing the lines of my hips. I shivered beneath her touch, gasping against her breast and suckling her fervently. Her hand paused just above my twitching shaft, and she hummed.
“You want me to touch you, don’t you?” she purred.
It was the only thing in the world I wanted. She was the only thing I wanted. “Please,” I pleaded against her skin. “Please touch me.”
Yomi cupped the head of my cock and stroked from tip to base with ease. Her fingers were just as soft and supple as the rest of her body, and the effect was immediate.
“You won’t climax until I tell you to. Understand?” Yomi said.
“Of course. I’ll do anything—ah!” I hissed in pleasure, and my hips thrust against her palm.
Anything.
“You are quite a faithful servant, Matt,” Yomi breathed.
Her approval sent a wave of gratification down my spine. I wanted more. All that mattered was pleasing Yomi. I withdrew my mouth, kneading her breasts in my palms with intermittent strokes against her nipples with my thumbs. “You’re amazing, Yomi.” Another stroke of her hand and buck of my hips.
“Will you worship me?” she whispered.
“I will.” Fuck, I’m so close already. But my body refused to come—Yomi told me not to. It wasn’t an option.
“Good.” Yomi leaned back and abandoned her attention to me in favor of tearing her dress away.
Around her navel was a circular tattoo outlined with runes and geometric shapes. I thought I remembered seeing something similar, but that didn’t matter now. I mapped the tattoo with my fingertips. “That’s beautiful.”
For a split second, I thought I caught a look of embarrassment on her face. “T-thank you.”
“You’re beautiful.”
Her hooded lids and knowing smile returned. Yomi raised her hips and shifted them backward, taking my throbbing shaft in one hand. She paused, hovering over me with my cock inches from her center. I felt the heat emanating between her legs. I could barely breathe.
“You want to help me, don’t you?” she murmured.
“Yes. Please.”
In a slow, tantalizing descent, Yomi slid my shaft between her folds, rocking her hips as she inched me inside her. Her cunt was red-hot, her body slick, yielding, and so tight that I was afraid to move for fear of disobeying her order not to climax.
A soft moan escaped her throat when her hips met mine. She locked my gaze. “How do I feel?”
“Incredible. Fucking unbelievable.”
Yomi shifted her hands to my chest, dragging her fingernails across my shoulders as her arms came to rest at her sides. “I’m going to move. Don’t orgasm yet.”
“I… I won’t,” I stammered. Every nerve throbbed with the sensation of her body around me. The air felt thick and cloying. I won’t disappoint you.
Pressing down on my chest, Yomi raised and dropped her hips. I gasped. Every rotation seemed to force me deeper inside of her. I could feel every curve and bump of her against my shaft, and her pleasure dripped between our thighs. My back arched with her rotations, and I wanted so badly to reciprocate her movements.
“Don’t move, Matt,” she instructed.
I want to make you come. A flash of Yomi’s golden eye sparked an image of someone else. “Keke, I—”
“Hey, relax,” Yomi crooned. “Just relax.”
The chimes returned, sedating my confusion. There’s no one else but Yomi. I rested one hand on her thigh, toying at her breast with the other.
“You’re so good, Matt,” she moaned. “You feel so good.”
Adrenaline rushed through my veins, and I moved the hand at her leg to the folds between her thighs, sliding my fingers against her clit. I wanted to pleasure her just as she deserved.
Yomi’s eyes widened, and her breathing hitched, but her rhythm continued. “You’ll make me come this way,” she said like a warning.
“I want to feel you come on me.”
She tightened around me, forcing carnal sounds from my throat. I’d been on the edge of climaxing since she’d teased me with her hand. But this? This was torture. Don’t disappoint her.
Her pace increased. I continued to massage her clit and breast, falling into a rhythm with her thrusts. The desperate noises she made were like music in my ears, and her fingers balled into fists. Beads of sweat trickled down her chest, mirrored in the lines down my back.
“Come with me. Now. And fuck me hard!” she commanded.
“My pleasure.” I grabbed her thighs and held her still while I bucked relentlessly against her.
Yomi gripped my shoulders, fingernails digging into my skin as her eyes rolled back. Her cries echoed against the walls, and powerful convulsions engulfed my shaft. Lights exploded in my vision as I climaxed, and my legs trembled with release. My lips and toes felt numb. Her mouth and tongue met mine, and I pulled her close as we descended from the high.
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I shot up in bed, shivering from the night’s chill against my searing skin.
“What the hell?”
I looked around. No fire. No Yomi. No chimes. But my shorts and the sheets were damp.
“A wet dream? What am I, twelve?”
I sighed and changed, ripping the sheets away and keeping only the top blankets.
I curled up in the dry covers and fell back asleep.
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The next morning, everything was sore. There wasn’t an inch on my body that felt okay. I’d had the strangest dream about Yomi. Not a bad one, really.  
Okay, not a bad one at all, if I was being honest.
But of all the girls I saw every day, an erotic dream about simping for Yomi seemed out of place. The lingering scent of blooming trees and sweet fruit teased my nose, the taste of honey still on my tongue. Damn, my dreams in Nyarlea have been crazy vivid.
I rubbed the sleep from my eyes and shook away the hangover pounding in my ears as best I could before heading to the bathroom. On the way, I noticed my iPaw blinking on the chair I’d apparently ditched it on.
“I thought I cleared the notifications from the fight,” I grumbled, switching it on and pulling up the newest alerts.
New Notifications!
Quest Updated!
[A Little of What You Fancy Does You Good]
1/5 Catgirls Successful!
The iPaw slipped from my grasp and tumbled to the floor. 
“Fuck!”
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Chapter 34
Rain, Rain, Go Away


I threw my clothes on in a flash  and darted out the door, traveling the length of the hall as sweat trickled down my temples. I nearly clipped a girl in my path; she narrowly dodged to the side with a tiny yelp. “Sorry!” I shouted over my shoulder, continuing on my way.
I barreled down the three flights of stairs and fought the urge to jump the banister as I entered the dining hall. The room was quiet, and a few patrons were just coming in. Two of them passed looks of dismay as I cut between them. When I finally reached the entrance, I shoved the front doors open and scanned the sparse crowd for Yomi.
The sun barely peeked over the horizon, offering more than enough light to pick out a small girl in dark robes. One by one, I wandered around the central square touching the shoulders of robed catgirls, hoping one of them would be Yomi. I vaguely remembered what Ravyn said about San Island housing some of the best spellcasters in all of Nyarlothep, and I grunted in frustration.
None of the robed figures I found were Yomi. Damn it!
Cailu had said they’d leave first thing in the morning, but they couldn’t have gotten that far already, could they?
Maybe the Guild Hall!
Soaring through the streets, I ran at a speed I’d never managed before. My brain couldn’t stop thinking about what all of this meant. Just what did the iPaw define as a successful mate?
You know that already. You just don’t want to admit it.
Within minutes, I was in front of the Guild Hall. My legs begged me to stop; my lungs felt as if they were about to burst. I heaved forward with my hands on my knees to catch my breath.
“Mister, are you okay?” a catgirl dressed like a beginner’s mage addressed me with a look of concern in her eyes and a pink hue around her cheeks. She bore brown hair and gold eyes—just like Keke. She fiddled with the points of her fingers for a few seconds, then reached for me with one hand. “I can help you if you want. I know a lot of herbal remedies—”
“Where’s Yomi?”
“Y-Yomi?”
“Did I stutter? Where. Is. Yomi? Do you know her?” My blood was beginning to boil. I breathed through clenched teeth.
The girl drew her hand back. “S-sorry, I don’t. But if you—”
“Let me help you, then. She’s kind of small,” I said, motioning at where she stood compared to my height, “hangs out with Cailu. Brown hair, wears purple ro—” Wait, was it purple? It was, right? Maybe it was black? Fuck, I can’t remember. “She sounds like wind chimes and smells like cinnamon.”
“Like cinnamon? U-um, I know who Cailu is but… I’m sorry, I don’t know who Yomi is,” she said, shaking her head. “But if you’d let me try some—”
“No thanks.” I dismissed her with a wave and made my way to the front doors of the Guild Hall. I pushed one open and surveyed the groups around me. There were plenty of cloaked catgirls, but even at a glance, I knew none of them were Yomi. “Does anyone know where to find Yomi?” I bellowed.
Heads bobbed to the side, and murmurs of “No,” and “Is he okay?” echoed through the room.
“She left a couple of hours ago,” said a young woman flipping through a thick book.
I approached the desk and rested a hand on the counter. “Did she say where she was going?”
“Back to Nyarlothep with Cailu and Naeemah.” She looked up and searched my face. “Hey, is something wrong?” She reached across the desk for my hand, and I quickly withdrew it.
“Could I reach them before they get there?”
“No, I’m sure they’ve already arrived by now.”
“How in the hell is that even possible?” Uncomfortable murmurs and whispers surrounded me.
The young woman frowned and squirmed. “[Dark Priest]s have access to [Warp Portal]. It allows them to—”
“Thanks. I can put the rest together.” I knew it wasn’t these girls’ fault. A tiny voice in the back of my head told me to can it, but it was swept deep beneath the riptides of blind rage.
I turned and made my way out of the Guild Hall. Words couldn’t express how goddamned angry I was. It took everything I had not to scream. A wet dream would’ve been so much better than this.
How? How could she just waltz in, Enchant me, fuck me, and then just take off like that?
Rage turned to frustration turned to embarrassment. She had Cailu, didn’t she? So then… Why?
Maybe I really wasn’t ready for this.
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The sun had cleared the horizon by the time I got back to the Lucky Star. Ravyn was standing out front. I barely passed her a look when she grabbed my arm.
“Where have you been, boy?” she demanded.
“Nowhere. The hell does it matter to you, anyway?” I shook my arm away and pushed the door open to the dining hall. I couldn’t care less about what Ravyn wanted and wasn’t in the mood to be teased.
Ravyn followed without a word. However, every glance I chanced behind me was met with a sharp look of disgust.
What else is new?
It seemed like any time I had a question or tried to learn something, I was met with some sort of patronizing laugh from Ravyn, Keke’s look of confusion, or Cannoli’s uncertainty. So fine, that’s how it is, then. Didn’t seem like I could do anything right, so why not just accept it.
The dining hall was bustling with patrons now that the sun was up. Keke and Cannoli yawned as I took a seat between them.
Do they leave a seat open like that on purpose?
“Good morning, Matt!” said Cannoli. Buttons ran a few circles around her neck, stopping at the end of her shoulder to look at me. I rested my chin on my palm and watched as the blazard tilted his head curiously.
“Good morning,” I replied.
“Are you feeling okay?” said Keke. She put a hand on my shoulder, and a tremor reverberated down my spine. It wasn’t the usual chill of nervousness or anticipation—instead, I had to fight a powerful urge to swat her hand away.
I readjusted in my seat and sat up. “Yeah, I’m doing alright. Weird dreams is all.”
Ravyn took a seat in front of us and motioned for a waitress. A catgirl with a considerable bosom and long sky-blue hair approached with a tray and notepad.
“Good morning, Ravyn,” the waitress said with a smirk. “You’re up earlier than normal. Boring night last night?”
“Oh, clam it, Daffy, and get me my usual.”
“Whatever you say.” The woman took a short time to write down Ravyn’s ‘usual,’ then looked to us. “What about the rest of you?”
“Rice porridge and a hard-boiled rocco egg, please,” said Keke, taking her hand off my arm.
“And to drink?”
“Cheapest tea you have, I’m easy.”
“Understood. For you, miss?” Daffy turned to Cannoli.
“Oh, oh! I’ll take a nyapple crepe and some nineapple juice!” Cannoli said, clapping her hands together happily.
“And you, sir?”
My stomach was in knots, and my head was pounding. “Water.”
The waitress frowned. “Just water?”
“Just water. Please.”
She flipped her notepad shut and shrugged. “As you wish. Be back in ten.”
“Matt, what’s wrong?” Keke asked once the waitress was out of earshot.
“Nothing. Just bad dreams.”
“They were weird before. Now they’re bad?” asked Ravyn.
“The two are not exclusive to each other,” I snapped, sharper than I’d meant to.
Buttons went wide-eyed and dug underneath Cannoli’s collar.
I sighed. “I have a lot on my mind.”
“Oh? Not even a little bit of fun last night?” Ravyn countered.
What the fuck? The chair screeched as I pushed it back. I leaned forward, putting my hands on the table. “You wanna tell me what you know?”
“W-what’s going on?” Cannoli squeaked.
“What’s gotten into you?” said Keke. She put her hand on mine, and I jerked it away in an instant. “Matt…”
“Just what the hell are you up to, Ravyn?” I snarled. “Did you know? Were you in on it?”
“In on it?” Ravyn sneered.
“Yeah. You know her, right? Is that why you didn’t say anything?”
“U-um…!” Cannoli frantically looked back and forth between the two of us.
Ball jumped down from Ravyn’s shoulder, and for a short time, Ravyn and I stared daggers into each other. “We should talk.” She shot glances between Keke and Cannoli. “Privately.”
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I stomped into my room and sat on my bed. Ravyn followed soon after with slow and methodical steps, shutting the door behind her. Ball flew to the top of one of the bedposts, perching silently while Ravyn dug him a cookie from her [Cat Pack].
“You know Yomi,” I started.
“Yes.”
“And you knew she was in here last night?”
Ravyn frowned. “I couldn’t sleep. I was heading downstairs to get a glass of water, and I saw her outside of your room.”
That somehow made me angrier. “You didn’t stop her?”
“First of all, Matt, Yomi and I aren’t on the best of terms. Second, it’s none of my fucking business who you sleep with,” Ravyn growled, ticking the numbers off of her fingers.
“You stopped Devo and Popo at the Port.”
“Those bitches have a reputation. Yomi’s not like that.”
“No?” I barked an incredulous laugh. “Yomi wouldn’t break into my room and Enchant me to fuck her?”
Ravyn’s expression softened and some of the tension fell from her shoulders. “Shit.”
“Yeah, shit. A lot of shit.” I wanted to punch a wall, scream until my lungs gave out. This wasn’t supposed to be how things went. How my new life went. This was bullshit.
Ravyn paced around the room for a while, the heels of her shoes clicking against the wooden floor. I had so many questions, but her snarky attitude had taught me that if I didn’t word it right or deliver it in the perfect tone, then I was just setting myself up to be ridiculed and laughed at. So no, this time she could come to me.
“I’m sorry, Matt,” she began.
Yeah, me too. I frowned. I had no idea what to say.
Her tone softened. “Look, if it helps, when Yomi and I parted ways, she was having a really difficult time with Cailu.”
“Yeah? Difficult enough to force a dude to get her pregnant?”
Ravyn breathed deep. “I’m not trying to pardon what she did to you.”
“Sure as hell feels like it,” I growled.
“If it were me in your shoes, I’d be wondering why she did it.” Ravyn locked my gaze. “Am I wrong?”
No, she was right on the money. But I couldn’t bring myself to say so. I said the first thing that came to mind instead. “This world is fucked.”
“It is. I’m guessing Keke has told you to some extent what is expected of a man in Nyarlea?”
“Sort of. With about as much information as you all like to give me.”
Ravyn continued to pace the room, and I continued to think. The sheets were still balled up in the corner I’d thrown them in, leaving only the blankets strewn over the mattress.
My face flushed at the thought of Yomi and her skin, her touch, her breasts, the tattoo around her belly button.
I stood up and moved to the side of the fireplace, leaning against the wall and crossing my arms. I needed something that would break my mind away from the thoughts of the previous night.
“Was Yomi your first?” Ravyn asked.
I hated to admit it, but I felt the hot pricks of tears behind my eyes. “Yeah.”
“Fuck,” Ravyn breathed. She fed Ball another cookie before she spoke again. “Perceptions are different here than where you came from. With men being so scarce, it’s likely that you will be almost every girl’s ‘first’ when you’re with her. That’s not as special in Nyarlea as it is on Earth.”
“How do you know about Earth?”
“Another time. This isn’t about me right now.” She shook her head. “Since you’re visiting an island that’s not yours, it’s a safe assumption that you’ve been with a lot of girls already. She probably didn’t know.”
Maybe it was fucking naive of me, but I didn’t want a stranger to be my first sexual experience. My ‘duty to this world’ or not, this wasn’t what I’d planned. At all. I’d spent so many nights fantasizing about what my first actual time with Keke would feel like.
“Then why did she Enchant me?” I snapped.
“It’s kind of an unwritten rule that men don’t touch the girls in another man’s Party. Hell, their island, even,” Ravyn said. “I don’t have to tell you what a cunt Cailu is. Would you want to be the reason his healer leaves his Party?”
Cailu seemed like a guy who always got what he wanted. Standing in the way of that was probably not in my best interest.
“I would have told her to find another way,” I murmured, my throat dry.
“There you go.”
That still didn’t explain why this was Yomi’s best option. “Why couldn’t she just take off and go do her own thing?”
Ravyn shook her head. “You don’t understand. It’s not a law, but if a catgirl outright refuses an order from a man—like abandoning his Party, for example—she could find herself ostracized, arrested, stoned, or cast out as an improper catgirl. She’d be seen as a hindrance and a wound in society’s side.”
I ran a hand through my hair. She’ll leave his Party because she’s pregnant, then. My hand froze at the nape of my neck. I’m… going to be a father? The realization struck me like a bullet. My lip trembled, and I fought back the incoming emotions of seeing my child born. “Ravyn, what if she doesn’t have a kid? I mean, it’s not guaranteed, right?”
“No, Matt. It’s guaranteed.” Ravyn shook her head. “It’s how our bodies work.”
Great. “I see.”
She walked the length of the room before speaking again.
“You have the option to turn Yomi in. No one would blame or stop you,” she said each word slowly, as if she was allowing the letters to collect on her tongue before speaking.
There was a weighted implication behind her tone that rubbed me the wrong way. “What happens to the baby?”
“Yomi would be separated from her kitten, and your kid would be raised in Nyarlothep.” Ravyn crossed her arms beneath her chest. “But Yomi’s crime will stick to your daughter like paste for the rest of her life.”
I chewed my tongue. “That doesn’t make me feel better.”
“You deserve to know what happens from here,” Ravyn replied.
“Will Yomi—” I swallowed hard against the building lump in my throat. “Will she take care of the kid?”
“Yes. I can tell you that for certain.” Ravyn’s tail twitched between her ankles. “She has access to nyannies and healers in Nyarlothep that will help her.”
I wiped my eyes against the back of my hand. Don’t cry, Kelmer. Don’t you fucking dare. “God damn it. I feel like a used piece of meat.”
“I’m sorry, Matt.” Ravyn nodded and avoided my gaze. “There are a lot of girls who would sympathize with you. Me included.”
I frowned and blinked back the tears. “Are you feeling alright? You’re being a bit too kind here. What’s the catch?”
A sardonic smile toyed at her lips. “Keh. What a suspicious boy.”
“I just don’t trust you,” I said flatly.
“Mou ii,” Ravyn groaned. “That’s okay. Distrusting boys have their appeal too.” She continued to stare down at the floorboards.
For the first time in our conversation, I was grateful to change the subject. “Where did you pick up Japanese?”
Ravyn furrowed her brow in confusion, then her lips formed a tiny ‘o’ shape. “Ah, those words I say sometimes. It’s a dumb habit I picked up.” Her voice grew distant, her face buried in pensive thought.
“Do you even know what they mean?”
A rare shade of pink decorated her cheeks. “Of course I do.”
“Would it be rude of me to pry?”
Ravyn thought. “Yes. Maybe we’ll talk about it some other day. If we make it that far.”
“Yeah, I guess we’ll see.” I forced a smile. If I was being honest, most of what she said wasn’t making me feel much better, but if what she was telling me was true, then at least my child would be safe.
Silence swept over us. All I could really do now was move past this. Turning Yomi in would condemn my daughter for life. Besides, the thought of admitting what happened to a guard embarrassed the shit out of me. I was supposed to be one of the few chosen men of this world. A larger-than-life protector. Taken advantage of by a five-foot-nothing catgirl.
I pushed the thought away. Another question did come to mind, though. “So, catgirls have to obey men?”
Ravyn nodded.
“No matter what?”
“Within reason. Like I said, it’s not a law, but you’ll find yourself an outcast if you make repeated offenses.”
“What would you do if another man tried to take advantage of you?” I realized how the question came off, but still, I couldn’t help my growing concern at the thought of some dude making unreasonable demands of my girls.
Wait. My girls?
Ravyn didn’t bat an eye. “I would fight him with everything I had.” She glanced up at the preening parrot. “And I’d let Bally eat his balls.”
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Chapter 35
Cheeks of Rose


We returned to the restaurant  to find Keke and Cannoli with empty plates and full mugs. I was still feeling weird about the whole situation, but Ravyn was right. Unless I wanted to turn Yomi in, there was nothing for it.  
Keke and Cannoli made room for me, and I retook my seat. Both offered me cautious glances and were careful not to touch me.
“Matt? Do you want to talk?” Keke asked softly.
“Maybe later. We have more pressing things to worry about.” Out of the corner of my eye, I caught a massive pouch in Keke’s lap. “What’s that?”
The side of Keke’s lips twitched into a smile, and she heaved the bag onto the table. “While you were gone, one of the girls from the Guild Hall dropped this off for us. Apparently, this is our reward for yesterday.”
I narrowed my eyes. The image of Cailu carrying the Defiled’s head away resurfaced. The bag was about the size of a head. Please don’t let it be a head. “What’s in it?”
“Bells,” Keke replied.
My jaw dropped. “You’re joking.”
Cannoli giggled. “No, she’s serious. They’re Bells.”
Buttons nodded an affirmation.
I looked between them and at the grinning Ravyn. “H-how many Bells?”
“At least a few thousand,” Keke said. “She couldn’t give us an exact number. I guess the city came together and pooled money for us as a thank you.”
“Even after all the free booze and food last night?” I asked, dumbfounded.
“Shulan wouldn’t be standing if it weren’t for us.” Ravyn shrugged. “Honestly, it’s the least they can do.”
“Ungrateful assholes! Squaawk!”
Thousands of Bells? The options were limitless. I could think of a million things to use them on—
I stopped myself. No. This isn’t just about me. It hasn’t been for a long time. “What do you guys think we should do with them?”
All three girls’ eyebrows raised.
“Y-you… want our opinion?” Cannoli asked.
I nodded. “Yeah. I do.”
Keke took a sip from her mug and exchanged a curious look with Ravyn. I couldn’t tell if she was asking permission or asserting dominance. My ability to read these girls at all so far was nil.
Regardless, Keke spoke first. “We have a lot of tiger skins and parts from yesterday. Is there someone in Shulan that can turn them into equipment?”
Ravyn nodded. “I can think of a couple of people. One is more expensive than the other, but they’re a lot damn better at their craft. Supplying the materials should make new equipment cheaper in the long run.”
“Great. Maybe they’ll give us a discount in exchange for the extra parts we have.” Keke patted her [Cat Pack]. “We have a lot of extra.”
“We could sell the rest, too, right?” Cannoli asked.
“Yes, we can,” Keke continued. “And I think it’s safe to say that Matt could use a new axe.”
“And a shield, hm?” Ravyn added. “If you’re absolutely set on protecting us, that is.”
I nodded. “Yeah, a shield would help.”
“U-um. Maybe some accessories, too?” Cannoli added.
Buttons nodded. I was beginning to believe that Buttons would nod no matter what Cannoli said.
“Those give extra Stats, yeah?” I asked.
“Mhm.” Keke took another drink. “Sometimes lesser Skills, too. Passive and Active.”
“Nice.” My mood began to pick up at last—this was a lot easier to focus on. Improving our group was always my first priority; everything else came secondary. “So, armor for all of us first, my axe and a shield second, and then we’ll look at accessories.”
“Sounds like a solid plan,” Ravyn agreed.
Ravyn being nice was going to take some getting used to. “There’s something else we need to talk about,” I said.
“What is it, Matt?” Cannoli leaned into me.
I had to work not to flinch. But I allowed her and Keke’s arms to press against mine while I explained Cailu’s request to find the other two men in Nyarlea. Keke helped me fill in the gaps where my memory failed me. Whether it was sleep deprivation that affected me or Yomi’s fuckery on my mind, I found it hard to recall some of the finer details.
“Mou ii. That sounds just like him,” Ravyn scoffed.
“I do see where he’s coming from, though,” I admitted. “That Defiled yesterday was something else. Cailu can’t be on every island at once to protect it, and we have no idea how the others are doing. We need to get stronger.”
Cannoli nodded. “I don’t want the Defiled—” She paused and licked her lips. “Well, I want to be able to protect Ni Island if it ever came to that.”
“Yeah, me too,” Keke agreed.
I sipped my water. “So, then, why don’t we get the gear that we can while we’re here. Since this was supposed to be a short trip for spices, I’m assuming you three didn’t pack for extended travel.”
All three girls solemnly shook their heads.
“Yeah, well. You know what I came with,” I laughed under my breath. My chest felt tight, and it hurt. I cleared my throat and continued. “When our gear is finished, let’s go get Portia and head back to Ni Island for a bit. I can finish the Quests I have there. Maybe Level a little more? And then we can start our search.”
“That sounds really good, Matt.” Cannoli smiled warmly. “Thank you for letting us help.”
“Well, I can’t do this without you guys. Keke, Ravyn? Should we do anything different?” I rested my hands palm up on the table. “I’m open to suggestions.”
Keke shook her head. Ravyn chewed her lip as if she was going to say something, then thought better of it and shook her head, too.
“Alright. I need to grab a few things from my room. Meet back here in twenty minutes?” I asked, finishing my water.
They agreed, and I made the climb up to my room. I hadn’t realized Keke followed me. She knocked softly on my half-open door, and I glanced over my shoulder as I packed my [Cat Pack]. “What’s up?”
“I could ask you the same.” Her tail swayed behind her as she closed the door behind her. “Did I, um… did I do something wrong?”
I paused, resting my hands on the [Cat Pack]. It was so sudden—like a bolt of lightning from the ether—realizing how my attitude must have looked to Keke that morning. As far as she knew, we were fine. We were more than fine. And then I show up like a jackass, isolating from her like she’d hurt me.
It’s not you. It’s me.
I ran a hand through my hair, fighting back the earlier tears that had threatened while Ravyn tried to help talk it out. “I… I’m sorry, Keke.”
Keke’s eyes flickered to the sheets in the corner, her face flushed. “For what?”
There was no nice way to put it. No sugar-coating. “I slept with Yomi last night.”
Keke laughed awkwardly. “M-Matt. Heh, it’s okay. I mean, remember what I told you? It’s your job.”
“I know, but— Ugh.” I shook my head and closed my eyes. “Would you believe me if I told you I thought it was a dream?”
“Really?”
“Yeah. Ravyn said it was an Enchantment.”
“Like the Defiled?” Keke approached me, gently taking my forearm into her hands.
I nodded and turned toward her. “Yeah. She played me like a fool.” I found myself unable to meet her gaze. My skin still crawled at the slightest touch. “Pretty pathetic, huh?”
“Not pathetic.” Keke’s fingers traced my jawline, then cradled my cheek. It felt so warm and soft. It felt safe. “Oh, Matt…”
“God, I wanted it to be you. More than anything, I wanted it to be you,” I murmured. Christ, could I sound needier?
“Hey. Maybe I can’t call you mine, but you will always have me by your side. Always.” She stroked my cheek with her thumb. “So long as you want me here. Alright?”
The tears I’d hidden all morning fell free. “Thank you.”
She pulled me into a tight embrace, and I melted against her.
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“Mattaku, you two took long enough,” Ravyn hissed when Keke and I returned to find her and Cannoli still sitting in the restaurant. 
Business as usual, eh?
“That’s fine! We’re all ready to go now, right?” Cannoli asked happily, stroking Buttons’s bobbing head on her shoulder.
The weight on my heart lifted. If only just a little bit. Keke looked at me with a sly grin. “Yeah, let’s go.”
We spent the day in the heart of Shulan, following Ravyn’s guidance in finding the superior leather worker in the city. Like Keke had mentioned, we had an assload of tiger skins, so the seasoned elder catgirl agreed to buy the rest from us for a generous sum. She informed us that it would be another three days before she and her assistants could finish our gear, which was a pretty quick turnaround considering the amount of work we were piling onto them.
With plenty of Bells still to spend, we continued on.
“I hate to say it, but Espada’s gonna be your best bet at a new axe and a shield,” Ravyn admitted when we left the armory.
“Really?” It wasn’t that Espada wasn’t able enough for the task. It was just that in all of Shulan, the best blacksmith was the one back on the island that Cailu referred to as ‘backwater.’
“Espada really is amazing,” Cannoli said, shifting from one foot to another. “She’s been around for a long time.”
“Alright.” There wasn’t any reason not to believe them. Espada it would be. “Accessories, then?”
We dropped by a few different shops and managed to find incredibly effective accessories for both Keke and Cannoli.
New Notifications!
Keke has gained:
Claw of Force! [Strength +1]
Cannoli has gained:
Claw of Wisdom! [Magic +1]
After the third shop, Ravyn took me aside. “I got you something,” she said.
“From our precious Bell reserves?” I asked. I was half-joking.
“No. With my own money.” Ravyn narrowed her eyes. “Kuso, you really are an ungrateful—”
“Ravyn, I was joking.”
Ravyn sucked in her cheeks and bit her lip, looking over me as if wondering if it were better to keep me alive or send me to the slaughterhouse.
“Matt’s a fuck! Squaawk!” Ball announced proudly from her shoulder.
I couldn’t help but chuckle. “Well, now that that’s cleared the air. What did you buy?”
Ravyn shook her head, then opened her hand to reveal a small silver cuff with a tiny diamond embedded into the metal. At least, I assumed it was a diamond. Beyond rubies, I didn’t know what other familiar gemstones existed in Nyarlea. “This earring blocks lower-level Enchantments. It won’t work on any Defiled who pull that shit, but…”
“But it’ll work on catgirls like Yomi.”
Ravyn hesitated, then nodded. “Yeah. It’ll work on catgirls like Yomi.”
I didn’t know what to say. Unspoken feelings welled up in my throat, and I scratched the back of my neck. This was one of the nicest things anyone had ever done for me, but I could tell it was as awkward for her to gift it to me as it was for me to receive it. “Thank you, Ravyn—”
“This will not, however, grow you a backbone. Do you understand?” Ravyn snapped.
She was right—the rest would be up to me. “Yeah. I understand.”
“Good. Now, which ear do you want it in?”
I’d never had my ears pierced before. That’d always seemed a little… well, not very alpha male, to be honest. “Oh, right. My left ear, I guess.”
Ravyn stepped around to my left side and yanked on my earlobe, drawing me down so my head was eye-level. She popped the backing free from the earring and positioned it halfway down the cartilage of my left ear. “Take a deep breath.”
I inhaled, not sure what to expect.
“Now exhale.”
“Huuu— Ah!” I yelped as the piercing, pinching pain rocketed from my earlobe to the rest of my body. “Shit! That hurt!”
“It’s done. Jeez, don’t be such a wuss.” Ravyn pulled her hands back and lightly slapped my arm. “C’mon, it’s not so bad.”
She was right. Compared to the Encroacher gnawing into my leg, Keke’s arrow going through my shoulder, or Yomi forcing me to sleep with her, this was nothing. “Yeah. I’m good.”
The playful grin on her lips softened. “Hey. It’ll help. Promise.”
Even if she was brash and rude and cursed like a sailor, Ravyn seemed to have the best of intentions when it came to those around her. “I’ll trust you on this one. Thanks again.”
“Matt. Matt! Come look at what Buttons found!” Cannoli called excitedly from a nearby stand.
Yeah. These were my girls. And I would protect them.
No matter what.
[image: Keke Pro Tip: I’ve heard rumors that Espada is the best blacksmith in Nyarlea. I’m excited to see what she makes for you!]Keke Pro Tip: I’ve heard rumors that Espada is the best blacksmith in Nyarlea. I’m excited to see what she makes for you!





Chapter 36
Gue, Gue, Solingaie


When we got back to the Lucky Star,  the girls skipped through the entrance and I just… stopped. I looked down at my feet as if they’d betrayed me, and a cold sweat trickled down my back. 
“Matt?” Keke asked, holding the door open for me.
“I—” My chest tightened, and it was hard to breathe. I couldn’t go back inside. I couldn’t return to the room with the balled-up sheets and the smell of fruit lingering on every surface and Yomi’s silhouette haunting my sleep.
I couldn’t.
Cannoli moved to my side, wide eyes blinking up at me as Buttons ran down her arm for a closer look. “Are you okay?”
Ravyn and Keke grouped around us.
“Can we stay somewhere else?” I looked between them. I didn’t want to admit how much it bothered me, or how weak I felt.
To my surprise, Ravyn was the first one to respond. “Yeah, sure. There’s another place down the street. No fireplaces, but the beds are nice enough.” Her voice was calm and collected. None of the agitation I’d come to expect from inconveniencing her.
Relief washed over me like rain. “That would be awesome.”
“Let me go talk to the girls inside. See if I can get some of my Bells back.” She stroked Ball beneath the beak and disappeared through the doors.
“Was there anything in your room that you needed?” Keke asked me. “I can go get it for you.”
Thinking about it, I’d stored pretty much all of my worldly items into my [Cat Pack]. Shizen’s gifts were safely packed, and my equipment never seemed to leave me. “I think I got everything. Thanks, Keke.”
“You’re welcome. I think Cannoli and I left a couple of things in our room.” She hooked Cannoli through the arm and smiled. “We’ll be right back.”
I heard Cannoli whisper, “What’s going on?” as they left, and Keke patted her hand and shook her head.
Ravyn had us through the doors and rooms rented at the Geisha Inn within twenty minutes. The layout and rooms were entirely different than the Lucky Star—a detail that had me repeatedly thanking Ravyn in silence. The inn was a lot smaller, as she’d said, but part of me was thankful to have a bed closer to the door; I’d be able to hear if anyone came in.
Even so, I propped a chair underneath the handle. Just in case.
Sleep was impossible. Every time I drifted off, Yomi’s face was in my dreams. I woke up covered in sweat over and over again, heart hammering against my chest, breathing as if I’d just run a mile, then fingered the cuff around my ear to make sure it was still there.
She’s gone, man. She’s not coming back.
I lost count of how many times it happened, when I finally kicked the blankets off and moved to the door. I crept to Keke’s room and knocked softly on the door, immediately feeling like a toddler again, begging for Mom to chase the monsters beneath the bed away.
I’d nearly lost my nerve when Keke opened the door, rubbing the sleep from her eyes.
“Matt?” She yawned and stepped back. “Need to come in?”
“Yeah,” I murmured, stepping past her.
Keke teetered back to the bed and yawned again before taking a seat. “Come. Sit.” She patted the spot beside her on the mattress, pushing the blankets farther back for me to sit.
“Sorry to wake you.”
“No, don’t be. It’s okay.” She shook her head and pushed the hair away from her face. “Do you want to talk?”
I wasn’t sure. Part of me wanted to pour my heart out. Another part wanted to punch a few holes in the wall. “I feel so stupid.”
“Why?” Keke scooped her hair over one shoulder, then tilted her head to look at me.
“It’s not like Yomi hurt me. Where I came from, most guys I know would pat me on the back and congratulate me.” I rubbed my face with both hands. “Instead, I’m having nightmares.”
Keke laid a gentle hand on my back, rubbing slow circles with her palm. “But she did hurt you, Matt. When someone takes away your choice and decides for you, that hurts a lot. That goes for anything, really, not just this.” She continued her delicate massage, resting her tail around my back. “Should we report her?”
“No. I want her—our—daughter to be safe.” I cupped my mouth and breathed through my hand. Fuck, why was this so damn hard to talk about? “Ravyn said a crime like that would follow the kitten for life.”
“She’s right. But that doesn’t take away the weight of what Yomi’s done,” Keke replied. “This is your choice.”
I took a long, deep breath, then exhaled through my nose. Keke’s sweet touch and her presence next to me slowed my racing heart and eased the tension around my chest. “I’m sure. I don’t want to turn her in.”
“Then we’ll take it a day at a time, okay?” She leaned her forehead against my shoulder and yawned. “Me, Cannoli, and Ravyn will all be here for you if you need anything.”
I ran my hand through her hair and couldn’t help but smile. “Can I stay in here with you tonight?”
“Of course.” She scooted backward and swung her legs onto the bed, kicking the blankets back and making room for me.
I moved to the cleared spot and reached for the sheets, making sure she was tucked in before covering myself. She turned to face away from me, her back inches away from my chest. I hesitated, then closed the gap between us, curling an arm around her waist. She hummed an adorable noise of content, wrapping her downy tail around my lower back, then yawned.
“Did you want to talk about anything else?” Keke murmured, sounding as if she were already drifting off.
“No. I’m okay.” I rested my chin on the top of her head. “Thanks, Keke. Sweet dreams.”
“Sweet dreams, Matt.”
Her breathing steadied just a few minutes later. I nodded off into a dreamless sleep not long after.
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The next day, Keke and Cannoli went to find the armorer to let her know of our change in lodgings. Ravyn hung behind with me, insisting on me trying the tea at one of her favorite holes-in-the-wall. I still didn’t exactly have a refined palette for the stuff, but what she ordered for me was smooth and fruity.  
“We need to talk about something,” she said, pouring another cup for herself from the pot.
Ball snatched a cookie from the plate sitting between us, throwing his head back and tearing it apart into crumbs. I wondered if he managed to eat any of it, or just succeeded in shredding the thing like confetti across the table.
“What’s up?”
Ravyn ran her tongue behind her lower lip, studying my face. “You’re not going to like it.”
“At least I got some tea out of it,” I quipped, lifting my cup. “Just tell me.”
“Alright.” She traced the rim of her teacup with one finger. “I get that what happened with Yomi bothers you. Hell, it would bother anyone. Unfortunately, you have a job to do in Nyarlea.”
Ah, yes, protect and procreate. “You guys have made that pretty clear.”
“Putting it off isn’t going to make it any easier,” Ravyn continued. “We can’t go back to Ni Island with you afraid to bed anyone.”
It was my turn to stare. “You’re right. I don’t like it.” I drummed my fingers against the painted tablecloth. “What’s the rush?”
“The rush is the possibility of you getting into a shitload of trouble.”
“For not having kids?”
“Yes.” Ravyn lifted her cup and sipped at the steaming contents, violet eyes never leaving my face.
She has no reason to lie to me. “What are you suggesting?”
“Just… stay open to the idea if an opportunity arises. The sooner you can push past this, the better.” Ravyn replaced her teacup in its saucer, then fed Ball another cookie.
I curled my fingers into a fist. This whole thing sucked. Big time. But, if we were going to stay a Party, I needed to trust my girls. “Okay.”
“If there’s anything you need to make this easier on you, just say it.” Her trademark sharp smile returned. “Keh. I’ll bill you for the Bells later.”
I managed to return a weaker version of her grin. “I’m sure that’s a hell of a tab.” I sighed and ran a hand through my hair. “So, what happened between you and Yomi?”
“Not now, Matt,” she replied. “Feel better first, then we can talk.”
“Yeah. Alright.” I drained my cup and watched the foot traffic pass the nearby window. “I’ll do my best.”
“Good.” Ravyn also turned her gaze outside and lowered her voice. “So will I.”
[image: Cannoli Pro Tip: That armorer is so sweet! She said she would make Buttons a little cape! How cute is that? ]Cannoli Pro Tip: That armorer is so sweet! She said she would make Buttons a little cape! How cute is that? 





Side Quest: Ravyn on Fire


“[Fire Ball]!” Ravyn cried.   
From her hand soared a gigantic ball of flame, flying toward her target with incredible speed. The roach—a canine-aspected beast that walked on two legs she’d heard called a kobold—gasped at the sight and made it a short distance away before being struck by the blaze.
The remaining kobold’s eyes widened. It dropped on all-fours and darted away before also being consumed by the great fire. Ravyn watched the roach run in erratic circles, a sadistic smile curling her lips. Just as another one turned to confront her, she called, “[Displace]!”
Ravyn vanished, a blue parrot familiar taking her place.
“Squaaawk! Not this time! Squaaaawk!” Ball Gag flapped his wings once, twice, easily evading the confused kobolds.
They were too far away to catch up to the [Sorcerer] now. The roaches fell to the dusty soil one by one, accepting their fiery fate.
“Good job, Bally!” Ravyn jumped down from a nearby tree where Ball Gag had perched just moments before, and dusted off her hands as she approached the smoking kobolds. “Little shits had no idea what was coming.”
Ravyn clapped her hands together twice, and Ball Gag fluttered over to his master, resting on her shoulder. She reached into her [Cat Pack] for a cookie and teased the delicious treat in front of Ball’s face before handing it to him.
“What a good boy you are!” Ravyn scratched under Ball’s chin with a brimming smile. “They’re going to love this haul.”
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“Hah?! Only fifteen Bells? Baka!” Ravyn screamed, her fists on her hips.
“S-sorry! But that’s all I can offer!” said the intimidated shop keep.
Ravyn folded her arms and tilted her head so that a dark shadow fell over her eyes. “Do you know what I’m going to have to do if I’m not compensated for my time?”
“But you are! Ravyn, please understand. We’re struggling too!”
“Tch. Remind me never to help you track down a thief again.” Ravyn shook her head. “Whatever. Give me my fucking Bells.”
The merchant procured three silver coins from under the counter and placed them in front of Ravyn. She swooped them up with a grunt and saw herself out without another word, slamming the doors shut on the way.
Once she was outside the Guild Hall, Ravyn turned her gaze to one of the pillars. Most of the [Quest] notices were gone, replaced by recruitment notices from San Island’s new man—Cailu. She stared at the flier for some time, growing increasingly irritated with it by the minute.
Without warning, she tore down every recruitment notice she could find around the pillar, eliciting stares from other adventurers nearby. Whispers surrounded her, but she ignored them.
After collecting all the fliers she could carry, she threw them into a pile on the cobblestone road in front of her.
“Burn, motherfucker.” Ravyn held her hand out and spoke. “[Fire Ball].”
The ball of flame barely had room to travel. From an onlooker’s point of view, it looked as if the fire slithered from her hand and leaped onto the stack of fliers. The flames mercilessly licked and devoured the dry paper, sending sparks and embers into the air.
Ravyn cackled, drawing in disturbed stares from the other catgirls around her. “The fuck you looking at? Don’t you have some slimes to kill?”
The crowd dispersed. A handful slipped inside the Guild Hall, murmuring about how it would be safer inside.
“Good, get out of my sight,” she whispered.
“Bunch of deadbeats! Squawwwwk!”
“You tell them, Ball.”
“Ravyn?” came a voice from behind her. Accompanying the call were the sounds of rings and chimes.
Ravyn turned around, her face falling at the sight of her ex-best friend. “Yomi.”
“I wasn’t aware you still did jobs for the Guild Hall,” Yomi said as she descended the steps. She stopped on the last stair, keeping a moderate distance between herself and Ravyn. The rings on her staff clanked together in a soft melody.
Ravyn’s face grew red. “Still have to make a living somehow.”
Yomi frowned. “Ah. Your family stipend isn’t cutting it, huh?”
“I don’t recall asking your opinion. Besides,” Ravyn said, waving her away, “I’m a [Sorcerer] now. I can make my own Bells. I don’t need my mom’s money.”
Yomi’s stare widened. “A [Sorcerer]? Not a [Wizard]?”
Ravyn frowned. “Yeah, so what?”
“Why the lost interest in [Wizard]?” Yomi opened her mouth as if realizing something, then closed it and shook her head. “No, never mind. I’m happy for you.”
Ravyn narrowed her gaze. “Thanks.”
An uncomfortable silence percolated between them. Ravyn played with the tips of her index and thumb fingers while Yomi repeatedly opened her mouth to speak, but the words never came.
“S-so, you became a [Sorcerer] very quickly,” Yomi began. Ravyn’s glare caused her to backpedal. “I just meant, well, considering how you’ve been working on it all by yourself.”
“It’s taken a lot of work, but yeah, I got there.” Ravyn flicked away a piece of flier ash from her dress.
“Good on you.” Yomi hesitated, then lowered her voice. “I-I miss you, you know. We made a good team.”
“Well, I wasn’t about to get carried by Cailu the cunt.”
“Cailu the cunt!” Ball repeated.
Yomi flinched. “Don’t tell me you actually taught him to say that?”
A slow smile crept up on Ravyn’s face. “Ball Gag is his own boy. There’s only so much I can control about him. He must have learned that one all by himself.”
“R-right,” said an unconvinced Yomi.
“Anyway, I’m leaving.” Ravyn crossed her arms over her chest. “Don’t you have somewhere to be? I’m sure Cailu’s calling for his little healer as we speak.”
Yomi’s stare drifted to the side. “Mm. I’m sure he is.”
Ravyn’s ears perked up. She flashed one of her feline fangs with a tilted grin. “Do I detect a hint of regret?”
Yomi met Ravyn with a dark glare of her own. “What does it matter to you?”
“Call it morbid curiosity,” Ravyn countered.
Yomi chewed the inside of her lip, curling and uncurling her fingers into fists. “Complications have arisen, and I must see myself out of his Party,” she said quickly as if the words themselves were tied together.
“Oh-ho. Is that your way of saying he’s a cunt?”
“Goddess above, can you stop with that word?”
“But it’s just such a good word for someone like him. It just rolls off the tongue. ‘Cailu the cunt.’”
“You’re incorrigible,” Yomi snapped. “Enough of this nonsense.”
“Just have him knock you up. Enchant him with one of your [Dark Priest] charms.” Ravyn gestured to Yomi’s staff. The thing was practically pulsing with Magic. “You’ve learned one by now, haven’t you?”
Yomi’s grip tightened on her weapon, and her face contorted in frustration. “I learned a potent one a few days ago.”
“And?”
“[Paladin] is immune to such Spells.”
“Kuso. A request to the queen then.”
Yomi lifted her staff and slammed it against the steps. “Don’t you think I’ve tried that? Cailu is too important. His word may as well supersede the queen’s.” She shook her head vigorously. “They’ve made it exceptionally clear that I am not to disobey him.”
Ravyn frowned. “No? What are you doing right now, then?”
Yomi sighed, the tension seeping from her shoulders. “I’m looking for Cailu.”
“Kehehehe. That’s gold.” Ravyn rested her hand on Yomi’s shoulder and snuck in a snide smile. That’s what you get for sticking with a cunt. “I wish you the best. See you around, Yomi.”
Ravyn turned and began her walk down the cobblestone road, periodically scratching underneath Ball’s beak.
Just as she turned the corner, Yomi called out to her one last time, “I wish you’d just talk to me! I miss Finn too, you know!”
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A week later, Ravyn found herself at the Port of Meow. Shulan was bad enough, but the Port of Meow was its own special brand of hell. Every fifteen to twenty steps were solicitations from traveling catgirls for where one could get the best drink, the hottest meal, the most promising Quests, you name it. After a while, Ravyn ignored them. The walk was much more peaceful afterward.
Once she made it to the Golden Dragon, she sat herself at a nearby table, and a waitress was quick to accommodate.
“Ravyn! Long time no see!”
“Hey, Daisy.” Ravyn rested her chin on her palm. Ball fluttered off her shoulder and onto the table, tilting his head in Daisy’s direction. “How’s business?”
Daisy gave an exaggerated sigh, and her shoulders slumped. “Busy. Pay’s awful. My feet are killing me.” She gave Ball a quick scratch on the head. What else is new?”
“Kehehehe. Shouganai, right?” Ravyn murmured.
“Still talking like that, huh?” Daisy replied with an awkward laugh.
Ravyn scowled. No matter how much she pushed them back, the words continued to slip into her vocabulary. “Habit. I can’t help it.”
Daisy nodded. “Well, what can I do you for?”
“I need the hardest shit you got. The last couple of weeks were horrific.”
“I got you, darling.” Daisy winked. “Hang in there. I won’t be a minute.”
Soon after the waitress left, a patron with nautical tattoos coating her left arm came and sat down beside Ravyn. Her cropped green hair was windswept, and her eyes were the color of the ocean.
Ravyn frowned. “Sorry, I’m not in the mood to make new friends.”
“No other tables left,” the stranger said with a sweeping arm. “I need a drink too.”
“Fine.”
“Thank you kindly!”
“Don’t bother.”
The young woman laughed through her nose. “You’re not much of a talker, are ya?” She held out her hand and flashed a toothy smile. “Name’s Portia.”
“Ravyn.” She reciprocated with a weak handshake.
“How long you been here?”
Ravyn inhaled a deep breath. What part of ‘not in the mood’…? “My whole life. What about you?” she said in a lame attempt to feign interest.
“Mmm, ten minutes?” Portia laughed. “I just got here! There was supposed to be a good gambling ring at the port, but I’m guessing it was just a rumor between the girls on Ni.”
“Ni Island?” Ravyn drummed her fingers. “How did you get here? The merchant ship came through last week.”
“Sailed here myself.” Portia shot her arm up and gestured for one of the waitresses. One waved back, and she slumped back into her chair. “My ship isn’t much to look at, but it gets the job done.”
Daisy reappeared with two containers shaped like hourglasses and filled them to the brim with a dark red liquid. A slice of fruit—dragon’s breath—adorned the lip of each container. Ravyn snatched one glass away and gulped down two large swallows of the liquid, draining a third of the alcohol in an instant.
“Hot damn, that’s just what I needed,” Ravyn said with glee, her toes curling in her boots.
Portia raised a curious brow. “This looks dangerous.”
“Some swear it is,” Daisy said, laughing.
“I’ll take my chances,” said an excited Portia.
“Will you girls need anything else?”
“Rest easy, Daisy. Go take a break,” said Ravyn.
“Maybe later.” Daisy bowed and made her way over to another table.
Ravyn stole another drink, relishing in the warmth that flowed through her chest and arms. Things took on a brighter sheen with every hit of her booze. Who needed a trust fund? A best friend? A man? Fuck ‘em. She was a [Sorcerer] now. There was nothing keeping her on San Island anymore.
“Are you going back to Ni soon?” Ravyn asked.
“Aye, I live there,” Portia said, stirring the liquid in her glass with a thin straw.
“Take me with you. I’m done with this hell hole.” Ravyn polished off her drink. “I can’t stay here anymore.”
“It’s going to cost you.”
“I can afford it.”
“Squawwwk! Let’s move! Let’s move!”
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Chapter 37
Cat's Cradle


Sleep came much easier that night,  and I was feeling a lot more like myself the next morning. The leatherworker finished our armor and sent an apprentice to get us from the Geisha while we were eating breakfast.
Beyond my dumb hat, this was the first time we were getting an upgrade in armor, and I had to admit I was excited. I’d always been a sucker for appearance and cosmetic upgrades in games; it’s where a lot of my extra cash flowed after bills. At least this upgrade will do something more than look nice on my phone.
I held the vest up to my chest and looked at the girls. “So, can I just equip this right here?”
Ravyn smirked. “Sure, if you want to strip in the street.”
“T-that would certainly draw a lot of attention,” Cannoli stammered, staring down at the freshly crafted garment in her hands.
“I won’t protest,” Keke said.
“Alright! I get it! Jesus,” I laughed. “Let’s go back to the inn, then.”
“No fun,” Keke teased.
“Take it off! Take it off! Squaaaawk!” Ball screamed.
The gazes of two girls passing by lingered on me, sliding the length of my body as if undressing me. They giggled behind their hands once they caught the dark looks from Ravyn and Keke, then hurried away. My ears burned and I shifted uncomfortably. My Party teasing me was one thing, but the leering gazes of strangers still rubbed me the wrong way.
“Yeah. Alright. Inn,” I repeated, leading the way to the Geisha.
Back in my room, I switched to [Combat Mode] and stripped away the [Warrior]’s beginner armor. I’d washed them a dozen times, and the wear and tear was beginning to show, but replacing them felt strange. Like I was ditching a friend.
Not the time to be sentimental, dude. You need to be sturdier than a wet paper bag.
The tiger armor fit like a glove. Ravyn wasn’t kidding; the artisan was at the top of her class. I’d never sewn anything in my life, but I’d had plenty of hand-me-downs that were two sizes too big or small, so wearing something tailored to my size was a nice change of pace.
Though this bare stomach thing is… something.
The orange and black-striped tiger skins had been turned into a thick cropped top with short sleeves and lined with white fur. There was a tight black shirt underneath it with a thick material that reminded me of a bulletproof vest, but that cut just as high, leaving my abdomen exposed.
Is this my punishment for all the chain-mail bikinis my characters wore?
The pants were jet black, made of a material that felt like denim but didn’t have the ridges like a pair of jeans would. There was a belt with more of the orange tiger skin hanging in a kind of ass-cape.
Really leaning into the flair, I see.
Fresh leather boots and leather gauntlets completed the ensemble. “Wait, where’s the headgear?” I pushed aside my previous armor and shoved the bedding aside. Nothing. Just my old hat and my old gear. “Is there really no hat?”
I’m stuck with this stupid hat? I sighed. Note to self. Get a new damn hat. “Well, let’s see what this upgrade does.”
I snatched the iPaw and thumbed through the screens.
New Notifications!
Matt has gained: Tiger Chest!
Matt has gained: Tiger Pants!
Matt has gained: Tiger Leather Gauntlets!
Matt has gained: Tiger Leather Boots!
New Equipment Bonus!
Tiger Chest: +1 Strength, +2 Defense, +1 Resistance
Tiger Pants: +2 Defense, +1 Resistance
Tiger Leather Gauntlets: +1 Strength, +2 Defense
Tiger Leather Boots: +1 Agility, +2 Defense
Even I had to admit the Stats were a huge increase over the starting gear. The Agility was a massive boon in terms of dodging roaches, and I already felt lighter on my feet.
I swapped back to [Civilian Mode] and went to look for the girls. All three met me in the hallway, Keke wearing her new [Combat Gear] while posing for a clapping and awing Cannoli. Ravyn leaned against the wall with her arms over her chest, granting Keke a nod of approval.
Keke’s armor was sexy. They’d reinforced her previous top with thicker, higher-quality leather by adding a layered, burnt umber corset that cradled her breasts like a lover. Her skin-tight pants were made of the same leather, with diamond-shaped openings cut into the thighs, accentuating her shapely legs. A short scarf clung to the collar of her top, made of tiger skin similarly patterned to mine. Her belt also included an ass-cape like mine, though it looked a lot better on her. Tall leather boots and archer’s gauntlets decked her hands and feet. 
She’d pulled her dark hair free of its tight ponytail, allowing it to flow loosely around her shoulders and obscure one golden eye. She held one hand against her head and the other against her hip, half-turning for the others to see her capes.
“I like the pose,” I said.
Keke whipped around to face me, eyes wide and mouth gaping. “M-Matt!” Her cheeks burned red, and she ran a hand through her hair. “I, um. I really like the armor,” she murmured. “What do you think?”
I wonder how fast I could get that corset off? “It looks great. You look great.”
Keke smiled, her pearly teeth just visible between her soft lips. “Thanks.”
I could see every rise and fall of her chest very clearly. I cleared my throat and turned to Cannoli. “Let’s see yours.”
Cannoli’s smile faltered. “O-oh. Right. Um…” She rubbed her hands together, then brushed them against her biceps.
“Kehehe. Is there enough room in this hallway for your magical transformation?” Ravyn teased.
Cannoli’s eyes dropped to the floor. “It’s not that.” She sighed. Without flourish, glitter, or posing, she muttered, “[Combat Mode].”
Much like my armor, Cannoli’s dress was entirely new. Flowing white fabric billowed from her hips, held tight by a leather waist cincher the same rich brown color as Keke’s. Her chest and arms were covered with a continuation of the skirt fabric in a turtleneck-style collar and sleeves. Each sleeve was pulled taut by a ring of fabric circling her middle finger. Draped around her shoulders was a fluffy shawl of brilliant white tiger fur.
“It’s, um,” Cannoli’s voice trailed as she stroked the fur, her gaze wandering off into the distance.
“Oh,” Keke whispered. She approached Cannoli and lay one hand on top of hers. “We can find a different cape if you like.”
The image of Cannoli huddled over the tiger kitten’s body when we first arrived on San Island returned. Oh.
“No. I asked for the white fur on purpose,” Cannoli replied, shaking her head. “I don’t want to forget what happened here. Ever.” She rubbed her cheek against the fur. “Maybe it’s silly, but this is— Well, this is my way of honoring all of them. Every last tiger that had to die.”
“They’re just roaches—” Ravyn began.
Now is not the time, Ravyn. “That’s not silly. Not at all,” I said.
Cannoli lifted her chin and blinked as if I’d broken her from a trance. “You don’t think so?”
“No. I think you’re better at remembering how important life is than any of us. It’ll help keep us in check, you know?” I was struggling to find the words to say. I did think it was important. From what we’d seen on San, Encroachers included more than just monsters and enemies in this world—to forget that could really bite us in the ass later. I looked to Keke for assistance.
Keke nodded and brushed a length of hair away from Cannoli’s eyes. “Matt’s right. You have the best heart of all of us.”
Buttons crawled out from beneath the tiger fur and shoved his head beneath Cannoli’s fingers. She smiled sheepishly, stroking the back of Buttons’ neck. “I don’t know if I’d say that.”
“Hai, now we’re pushing it.” Ravyn rolled her eyes. “Alright, enough with the touchy-feely talk. Let’s see your new getup, Matt.”
“Yes! I want to see!” Cannoli’s mood perked up.
Keke nodded, turning back to me.
Oh. Right. “Can we wait until a battle?”
“No,” all three girls said in unison.
I grimaced. “Alright. [Combat Mode].”
As soon as I changed, there was a stunned silence.
“Keh. Kehehehehehe.” Ravyn clamped one hand over her mouth and the other over her stomach, bending forward in a torrent of giggles. “You still have—ahahaha!—the dumb hat!”
Keke slid the hat from my head, then let her eyes wander down. She walked her fingers down my chest to my abdomen, a prurient smile playing at her lips. “I like it, actually.”
Don’t shiver. Keep your hands to yourself. Don’t fucking implode. “Thanks,” I managed.
“You look really cool, Matt!” Cannoli moved to my side and toyed with the cape at the waist. “You and Keke match. That’s kind of cute, actually.”
“Mou ii, you people are gross.” Ravyn righted herself and brushed her fingers through her hair.
“Squaawk! Get a room! Get a room!” Ball cried from the rafters.
“Okay, show and tell over.” I took my hat from Keke, shoved it awkwardly over my head, and changed back into my civilian clothing. “You didn’t get anything new, right Ravyn?” I asked, desperately searching for a change of subject.
“No. Everything I have is better than what we could make from those skins. An upgrade to my gear is gonna cost a lot more Bells than that.” Ravyn shrugged. “Maybe when we get to Nyarlothep.”
Maybe I’ll get there before I have one foot in the grave after all. “Got it. So, then, what do we do with our old gear?”
Cannoli and Keke exchanged confused looks, then shook their heads.
“We’ve never bought new combat gear before. But I really like that dress,” Cannoli admitted, chewing on her thumbnail. “I’ll probably keep it at home. You know, just in case.”
Just in case of what, exactly? I was afraid to ask.
“No one will buy the beginner combat gear. You can save it or scrap it,” Ravyn said. “Your new pieces will sell for a good price if it stays in decent condition. But you’re better off ditching the old stuff.”
“I’ll probably keep what’s leftover then, too,” Keke said, also swapping back to her Ni Island garb. “I’ve had it for so long. It doesn’t feel right to just throw it out.”
“Great. Can we go drink now?” Ravyn pushed herself clear from the wall. “We’re leaving tomorrow, yeah? Frida can’t make dragon’s breath cocktails like they do here. I want my fill.”
“It’s still early afternoon!” Cannoli cried.
“And?” Ravyn was already halfway down the hallway. Ball descended from the ceiling and landed on her shoulder. Her generous hips and fluffy tail swayed in a hypnotic rhythm that caught and held my eye. “Join me if you want.”
Keke shrugged. “We’ve been pretty busy the whole time we’ve been here. I think we deserve a day off, don’t you?”
I shook my head, yanking my focus back to Keke and Cannoli. “Yeah. That can’t hurt.”
We descended to the restaurant and took a corner booth. Buttons and Ball bickered on the table while Ravyn ordered us drinks and food.
“Don’t worry, I’ll pay for tonight,” she said as I eyed my [Cat Pack].
“Thanks.” I still needed money for my axe and shield. The last thing I wanted was to see our Bells go to booze. Again. Just don’t challenge Ravyn to another drinking contest, jackass.
It was my first time trying the dragon’s breath cocktail, and Ravyn wasn’t kidding. That shit burned like the fires of hell going down and kicked like a mule. “Woah,” I coughed. “Is this how Buttons feels when he spits fire?”
Ravyn cackled and snorted. “Man up, my boy!”
Cannoli tried a sip of hers. Her lips, eyes, and nose scrunched together in a wrinkled mass at the center of her face. “Oh my goodness,” she squeaked.
Keke enjoyed it like a fine wine, draining half the glass before setting it down with a sigh of content.
I stared. “Damn. I bet you could beat Ravyn in a drinking contest.”
Keke eyed Ravyn over her glass. “Is that so?”
“Bring it, bitch.” Ravyn sneered, then emptied her glass and slammed it to the table.
Keke grinned, a mischievous glint in her eye. “Let’s dance.”
“Waitress! Two more!” Ravyn waved and called.
It was a fearsome battle. Cannoli and I picked at appetizers and watched in a mixture of shock and awe while their faces reddened and words slurred.
To be honest, I didn’t know what the real rules of a drinking contest were. Drink until someone passes out? Until they throw up? I mean, I’d assume it would end when someone gives up. But knowing these two, this was a veritable fight to the last woman standing.
“Excuse me, Matt?” a newcomer approached the table and lay a hand on my shoulder.
I looked up to see a girl with tied-back blonde hair and brilliant green eyes set in an ivory face. She wore a forest green cloak over combat leathers, and a longsword was sheathed across her back.
“I’m sorry, have we met?” I asked.
Her straw-colored ears flicked forward, and she smiled. “No, but everyone around here knows you. I’m Myrun.” She offered a short bow and clasped her hands behind her back.
“Oh, uh, right.” Not like it’s hard to find information on the only other dude in a city, I guess. “How can I help you, Myrun?”
“Hurryitup! Yer belaying our contest!” Ravyn slurred behind me.
Myrun’s eyes flickered to the inebriated party behind me, and she laughed. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt.”
“It’s alright. What’s up?”
“Well—” she paused, chewing her lower lip and swaying side to side. She glanced at the floor, then looked at me with a heavy-lidded gaze. “I need your help.”
Uh-oh. “Okay. With what?”
“You see, I want a kitten of my own.”
I drained my drink, cleared my throat, then looked back at Myrun. This is still so soon. “Isn’t this Cailu’s area to, uh, take care of?”
Myrun wrinkled her nose. “I hate Cailu.”
“Join the club!” Ravyn chortled.
“Cailu the cunt! Cailu the cunt!” Ball screamed. It seemed Ravyn had been sneaking him drinks again.
“Smart bird,” Myrun remarked. “But no. It can’t be Cailu. Not now, not ever.”
I don’t know if I can do this.
She bent to one knee and lowered her voice. “Look, I can make it worth your while.”
I waved a dismissive hand. “Uh, I’m sure you can, but you don’t have to—”
She unsheathed the sword from her back and presented it before me. “This sword has been in my family for generations—”
Oh no.
“—passed down from mother to daughter for time immemorial.”
Is this really going to be a thing?
“I’m certain it can help you or one of your companions in your many battles to come. Please, you can have it if you’ll have me.”
Okay. That happened. I looked at the girls. Part of me wanted one of them to bail me out. Instead, I kept hearing Ravyn’s suggestions play on like a broken record. Stay open to the idea.
Cannoli stared at Myrun with her hands clasped and pained empathy on her face. “Matt, you’re the only person that can help her.”
Unexpected reaction. “Well, yeah. But I mean—”
“I thold you whad I dink. ‘Sides, dontcha have thad fuggin’ quest to compete?” Ravyn asked in slurred, broken words. “Go.”
“Keke?”
Keke’s head lulled to the side. She batted her hand and flashed a wide smile. “Yah. We’re right here, Matt.”
The sooner you get past this… I looked at Myrun. “Are you sure this is what you want?”
“More than anything in this world, sir.” Myrun nodded enthusiastically. “Please, anything you want—”
“Alright. Let’s go.” I stood, and my heart pounded against my chest. I didn’t want to look as nervous as I felt. I was entirely sober and very aware of Myrun’s presence next to me. “You don’t have to give me your family’s sword.”
“I insist, sir.”
“Just Matt is fine. Really.” I didn’t know what to do with my hands. Hold hers? Put an arm around her shoulder? Lead the way like I was headed into battle?
Myrun solved my quandary, wrapping her arms around my elbow. Her supple chest pressed against my skin. “I can’t thank you enough.”
“Yeah, don’t say that just yet,” I murmured.
Myrun paused. “Why? Is there something the matter? Can you not mate?”
Just keep digging your own grave, Kelmer. “N-no, that’s not it. Just, ah, new at this.”
“Oh! That’s alright. Me, too,” Myrun laughed.
I closed the door to my room as she tugged the tie from her hair, letting it fall in waves around her shoulders.
My girls were waiting for me. I could do this. Ravyn was right—I’d need to get used to it sooner or later. This wasn’t the same as with Yomi, not nearly. No Enchantments, no disagreements, very little alcohol—this is about as pure as it was gonna get. So why the hell were my hands trembling?
My heart hammered in my ears while she untied the knot of her cloak at her throat. “Am I going to have to do this all by myself?” she mused.
“Ah. Sorry.” I crossed the room and reached around her thin waist, finding the strings of her corset. Her warm body leaned into mine and her hands wandered beneath my shirt. She traced the line of my spine with her fingertips, and I shivered.
Calm down. Just go with it.
I stumbled through the ties of her corset, about ready to cut the damn things when it finally came free. I was relieved that her remaining clothing would be much easier.
Myrun’s tongue mapped the line of my collarbone and traveled up my throat. She stood on her tiptoes to nibble gently on my ear. “Just relax,” she hummed.
Yomi’s voice echoed in my ears. Just relax, Matt. My fingers froze.
“I promised I’d make it worth your while, didn’t I?” she murmured.
“You did.” I ran a hand through her hair, willing the tension in my shoulders to relax.
I pictured Keke’s hand on my back and her curved form against my chest. The tiny hum of satisfaction as she pressed up against me. One day at a time.
She peeled my shirt over my head, then tossed it to the side, green eyes glittering with hunger.
“And you said you were new at this,” I muttered.
“With a man? Yes.” Her hands moved to my belt, and she paused, gazing up at me. “Oh. You’re really new at this.”
I felt my face flush and I avoided her eyes. After seeing Ravyn and Phaedra together, I’d realized that it would only make sense for the girls to pair off in the absence of a guy. But for some reason, I’d pushed it away as a one-off situation. “Yeah.”
With a giggle, she slid my belt through the loops and heaped it onto the shirt. Next, she popped the button on my pants and unzipped my fly before shimmying the waistband down my legs. The last piece was my boxers, and she divested them with ease.
I took my cue, sliding off her tunic before unfastening the hooks of her trousers with shaking hands. She was a beautiful girl with lush curves and velvet skin. And still, I could not get the same kind of blood-racing, heart-pounding reaction that Keke elicited from me with just a touch.
Myrun’s tail danced sensuously between my thighs, and—thank Christ—my body responded.
“Let’s move to the bed?” I suggested, not wanting to lose the erection because I couldn’t shut my brain up.
“Of course.”
Myrun positioned herself on top of the covers and I followed, kneeling between her thighs. Just don’t think about it. I slid inside of her, gasping with her sudden heat. She wrapped her legs around my lower back, cupping her hands around my neck. She wriggled her hips downward, until her body sheathed me whole.
Physically, she felt incredible. Mentally, it was hard to hold her face in focus.
“You feel so good,” she whimpered, her tail wrapping around the back of my thigh. “Can you push harder?”
“Yeah. I can.” I don’t know what came over me. I grabbed her wrists and pinned them above her head with one hand, thrusting into her as hard and as fast as I could. I was in control. She was at my mercy. Her rasped breaths and sharp cries encouraged me.
“I’m coming!” Myrun squealed. Her convulsions dragged me over the edge with her.
My thighs throbbed with exertion, and I caught my breath. I drew away from her and went to collect my clothes. I wanted to get back downstairs. Back to my girls.
“Matt?” Myrun rolled over to lie on her stomach. “Are you alright?”
“I’m good.” Did I really owe her an explanation? This was just a job, right? “Just busy is all.”
“Right. Of course. That’s silly of me to ask.” She hopped off the bed and began to dress.
We didn’t speak for some time. I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t want to make things awkward, but the silence seemed to be doing that anyway.
Once Myrun finished tying her corset, she swung her cape around her neck and kissed me on the cheek. “Thank you, really. I can’t tell you how long I’ve wanted this.”
“Yeah. Glad I could help.
She held out her hand, summoning a longsword. “Please take this. I’m sure it will be useful to you later.”
She’s really set on this. Maybe Espada could help me figure out where to use it. “Alright.” 
I accepted the weapon, sliding it into my [Cat Pack]. 
“Take care of yourself and—” our kid is what I wanted to say, but that sounded strange considering the circumstances. “Be safe, alright?”
Myrun smiled. “I’ll protect her with my life. I promise. Safe travels, Matt.”
“You, too.” I opened the door and watched her leave. I counted to thirty before heading back down to the restaurant.
Cannoli scooted in to make room, waving to the waitress before passing me a bowl of peanuts with a warm smile. Keke and Ravyn barked incoherent insults at one another while Ball and Buttons held the world’s most anticlimactic staring contest.
I was exactly where I belonged.
New Notifications!
Quest Updated!
[A Little of What You Fancy Does You Good]
2/5 Catgirls Successful!
Matt has gained: 3 Points of [Energy]!
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Chapter 38
Twenty Questions


Cannoli was waiting in the restaurant  when I dressed and came down the next morning. 
“I thought you might be up early,” Cannoli smiled and passed me a teacup. “I ordered a full pot.” She carefully poured a cup of steaming liquid into my cup, then set the pot aside.
“Thanks.” I circled the cup in my hands, enjoying the warmth against my palms.
“How are you feeling?” Cannoli asked, leaning her cheek against one propped-up arm.
“Weird,” I admitted. “I’m still getting used to this part, I guess.”
Cannoli nodded. “What you did for Myrun was really kind.” She cradled her teacup in her free hand, her eyes searching its depths for targets unseen. “I-I know that I’ve been a little selfish with you. I’m sorry.”
“Keke apologized, too. You don’t have to be sorry.”
“But I do, Matt. We can’t be selfish. This is what you’re supposed to do, and we can’t be upset about it.” Cannoli hastily wiped her eyes and shook her head. “No. Not we. I can’t be upset about it.”
Cannoli’s inner turmoil showed all over her face. “Hey. I think it’s okay to be upset sometimes.”
She sniffled. “You don’t hate me?”
I shook my head. “No. I could never hate you.” I laughed. “You were pretty tipsy, but I did tell you that I like you very much.”
Cannoli blushed and dabbed her face with the back of her hand. “I thought that was a dream,” she muttered.
“Nope. And I still like you. I’ll be here as long as you want to put up with me, okay?”
She nodded, a smile finally returning to her lips. “I feel like such a crybaby.”
“Nah. I don’t think so.” I reached for her hand and massaged the back with my thumb. “I just feel bad for making such a beautiful girl cry.” Worst. Pickup line. Ever.
To my relief, Cannoli giggled. “It’s not you. Really.” She gave our entwined hands a single, resolute nod. “I’ll get better at this. I promise.”
“We’ll adjust together,” I laughed. “You can always talk to me, remember?”
“Yes. Thank you.”
Ravyn’s hangover lamentations echoed through the dining hall as she and Keke descended the stairs. Looked like we’d be renting a carriage back to Port of Meow for sure.
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“Why is it so bright?” Ravyn moaned.
“Shhh, I can’t hear myself think,” Keke complained.
The four of us sat in the back of an uncovered wagon. Cannoli and I took one bench together while Keke and Ravyn sat across from us. They incessantly bickered at one another, shifting positions to find any way to hide from the sun.
“What’s that you have there, Matt?” Cannoli asked.
I’d removed Myrun’s sword from my [Cat Pack] to take a closer look. Not like I knew much about swords beyond the ones they sold in malls, but I wanted to see what a generational weapon really looked like.
“Oh, this?” I paused, trying to think of how to put it. Cannoli nodded. “A parting gift from the girl last night.”
“Ah,” Cannoli said simply.
Well, this is awkward.
I rested the sheathed blade against my forearm. “Apparently, it was a family heirloom. Feel a little bad taking it.”
“It might be a stronger weapon than yours though, right?” Cannoli asked excitedly.
“Hey!” screeched Ravyn. Her eyes were bloodshot, her lips curled and twitching. “Quiet! People are trying to relax!”
“S-sorry,” Cannoli and I said in unison.
Ravyn relaxed her elbow against the wagon’s side and leaned her face into her palm. “Fucking children,” she said, her voice trailing off into a whisper.
Keke groaned and smacked Ravyn’s leg. “You’re too close. And too loud.”
“Then move,” Ravyn muttered back.
The two continued to argue in low sentences that I could barely pick up. I shook my head and turned back to Cannoli. “Anyways. It’s beautiful. I’ll give it that much.”
The scabbard was made of dark, thick leather. Gold outlined the tip where the blade’s point rested inside. At least, it looked like gold. I was still learning what ores, metals, and gemstones were available in Nyarlea.
Beads of varying colors and shapes snaked and crisscrossed their way over the leather and up to the top. Even if I didn’t take the blade into account, the scabbard was remarkable. It was clear a lot of hard work had been put into it.
“Amazing,” Cannoli said with wonder in her eyes. Her thin fingers brushed against the beads in such a way that had me thinking she was afraid she might break it if she looked at it wrong. She was exceptionally gentle, never fully placing her hand on the sheath. “What does the blade look like?”
“Well.” I lightly tugged the blade free, the golden-thread tassel at the sword’s hilt swaying as I did so. Yup, that’s a sword. There wasn’t much to it in comparison to the scabbard. “It looks okay enough.”
“Better than your axe, right?”
“Hmm. Maybe not.”
Cannoli’s frown wasn’t the type of frown that one saw out of disgust or disappointment. It looked more confused if anything. As if she was questioning my intelligence.
“Matt—”
“Hear me out.” I placed the sheath beside me, taking great care not to make much noise. Those two might be more frightening than any Defiled right now. Afterward, I scooted closer to Cannoli, taking in her scent. For a moment, the sweet smell of her perfume stopped me.
“Matt?”
“Sorry.” I shook my head. I saw this in a movie once. Has to be some ounce of truth to it. “There are a couple ways you can test the blade’s sharpness. Gotta be careful, though.” I took my index finger and tapped it against the edge. Cannoli’s fingers curled. I’m sure she was expecting blood. I held the finger in front of her. “See? No blood.”
“So, it’s not sharp then?”
“Well, it could be, but it definitely needs some work if it’s going to be used in a fight. The other way to test it is too reckless.”
“What’s that?”
“Sliding the finger against the edge.” I retrieved the scabbard and replaced the blade. “But I’d prefer not to do that,” I said. I leaned the sword against the corner of the wagon.
“So, what now, then? If you can’t fight with it, what do you do? You can’t sell it. That’s her family heirloom.”
Similar moral dilemmas of familiar video games replayed in my mind as I responded. “Nothing. I carry it along, burdened by the inability to ever sell or use the blade.” I sighed. “Maybe I can put it up on my wall if I ever buy a home in Nyarlea.”
And there it will rest. Along with all the other swords passed down for generations.
“A home. That would be nice one day!” Cannoli clapped.
The piercing gaze of Keke’s golden eyes accompanied Ravyn’s violet glare. The girls grunted and growled.
Cannoli laughed nervously. “I-I mean, that would be nice one day,” she repeated in a quieter tone.
“Mm, yeah. Maybe one day. Oh, before I forget, did you spend your Stat Points?” Holding out my hand, I whispered at a level even quieter than Cannoli’s, “Appear, iPaw.”
Cannoli flashed one of her cute, bright smiles. I pictured cat whiskers poking out of her cheeks. “I sure did. Another point of [Vitality].”
I chuckled, breathing a sigh of relief. “I was going to suggest that. As much as I want to protect all of you, the amount of [Health Points] you have makes me… well, nervous.”
“I kinda had a feeling,” Cannoli said, the edge of her lip twitching and her brow furrowed. “When you and Keke were talking about your values, I grew a bit nervous myself.”
The iPaw appeared in my hand, and I made my way over to the [Stats] screen to distribute my Stat Point first. “No worries. We have the new armor, too, which should help.”
Cannoli nodded.
I didn’t have to think about it as hard this time. It was a given that [Strength] and [Vitality] were going to be the way to go. I had to admit, though, I was starting to worry about whether my lack of [Agility] or the other Stats would come back to bite me later. As incredible as the idea of throwing around a giant battle axe and protecting my girls sounded, I realized I wasn’t sure where my Class would go after this.
“Hey, Cannoli. Do you know what sort of Classes are available later on? For a [Warrior], I mean.”
“I do not,” she said, shaking her head. “I’m only familiar with the ones for [Acolyte] and [Scout]. Maybe Keke and Ravyn would know more?”
I guess I’ll wait until they’re feeling better. Hate to say it, but maybe I should’ve asked Cailu.
I had another thought. “Do you know what [Resistance] does? I mean, specifically.”
Cannoli tilted her head. “Yes. Well, mostly, I mean. Sturdy is the name of the game with [Resistance]. It grants you defense against all attacks.”
“Wait, all attacks? So, physical defense and magic defense? What about ailment resistance and status effects?”
“S-sorry, I’m not certain what you mean by the last two.” Cannoli fidgeted with her fingers.
Ah, right. Meta knowledge and all.
“So, let me try this another way then. [Resistance] would help if someone were to punch me?”
Cannoli nodded.
Okay, so far, so good. “Spells won’t hurt me as much?”
“Mhm.” Cannoli nodded again.
“And for ailments—like poisons or stuns—things like that won’t affect me as much?”
“Yes, exactly.”
Maybe [Resistance] wouldn’t be a bad idea.
On paper, that sounded fantastic. However, thoughts of [Resistance] from another game I played came to mind. In that game, and in most games where this type of Stat existed, it was usually pretty useless and served as bait for players who just didn’t manage their inventories and equipment very well.
Then again, though, this isn’t a video game.
Reasoning that I could always dip into [Resistance] later on if I wanted to, I decided to stay the path that I knew had worked so far and threw my Stat Point into [Strength]. With the press of a button, I felt the effects almost immediately. My muscles tensed and stretched in place—as if the tissues themselves were realigning, folding, and intertwining to be more efficient.
“That felt really good.” And I mean, really, really good. Like I just got done working out at the gym, and now all of my muscles were happily resting. That sorta feel-good soreness. And then the feeling was gone. But the increased [Strength] remained.
Cannoli rested her hand on my bicep and squeezed slightly. Her eyes widened, and the two of us blushed. “My, my, umm, I-I’m glad that it’s so effective.” She used the tip of her finger and played with her bottom lip. The vacant stare on her face made me wonder if she was fantasizing.
I coughed, hoping to bring us both back from daydreaming. “So, I should probably check my total Stats now, huh?”
“Oh! Yes, yes. Take a look at mine too. I want to know that I’m keeping up.” The smile on her lips and the trust in her eyes were always so uplifting. The shape of her face was demure, and for a brief moment, I pictured her eyes inches from mine, her lips—
“Matt? Matt, are you okay?”
I jerked away. Focus, man. “Right. No, yeah, I am. I’m fine. Sorry.” I scrolled through and started with my layout first. “Stats, Stats, Stats.”
Matt
Base Level 4
Warrior Class Level 4
Base Experience: 600/700
Class Experience: 600/700
Health Points: 28/28
Myana Points: 4/4
Energy: 18/18
Strength: 3 +3
Vitality: 2 +1
Dexterity: 1
Agility: 1 +1
Magic: 1
Resistance: 1 +3
Seeing all of the 1’s made me feel that I was a little too specialized. Though I guess up to this point, I’d been mostly successful at what I set out to do—defend my girls. As weird as it felt to look at, I suppose I did always have the option to distribute points to other areas later on.
After all, I still have 46 more Levels to go.
“My [Health Points] are high, and my [Strength] is nothing to sneeze at. Well, for my Level, anyway. I’m certainly no Cailu.”
“Thank the goddess for that,” Cannoli replied. “What does mine look like?”
“Oh, right. Sorry.” It’d been almost two months since I first landed in Nyarlea—so much of what I’d done up to this point just flew by in a flash. Somehow in that time, I’d forgotten that the girls couldn’t see what was on my screen. “I’ll read it off to you and tell you what I think.” I caught myself. “I mean, if you want my opinion.”
Cannoli frowned. “Of course I would like your opinion. Why would I not?”
I shrugged. “Just don’t want to force my advice on you.”
She giggled. “That’s sweet, Matt.”
I coughed over my blush. “Alright, here we go.”
Cannoli
Base Level 5
Acolyte Class Level 5
Base Experience: 815/1000
Class Experience: 815/1000
Health Points: 15/15
Myana Points: 34/34
Energy: 32/32
Strength: 1
Vitality: 3 +1
Dexterity: 1 +1
Agility: 1
Magic: 3 +5
Resistance: 1 +5
I read off each point on her Stats, unable to hide my concern when I saw her [Health Point] value. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. [Acolyte] life was rough. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t one of the types who’d yelled at healers before for letting me die in a game, but at least part of me had started to sympathize seeing Cannoli’s lack of Skills. I knew it was tough. But this? This felt targeted.
After I’d listed each point in Cannoli’s arsenal, the look on her face said everything I needed to know. She was mortified.
“Did you know how many [Health Points] you had?” I asked.
Cannoli played with the tips of her fingers. “Roughly. But I thought for sure I’d be closer to yours by now.”
Ah, she really doesn’t realize just how sturdy tank classes can be.
“No way, Cannoli, you couldn’t be,” I said in an attempt to hide my laughter.
I caught Ravyn opening one eye, and I quickly clammed up, clearing my throat in the politest manner I could manage.
“It’s not fair to compare yourself to me—” I began again. After realizing how that sounded, I gestured frantically in front of her. “Wait. Wait, no. What I meant is you can’t compare your Class, an [Acolyte], to a Class like mine, [Warrior]. I don’t need to know anything about Nyarlea to see that I’m very obviously meant to protect and take hits. You aren’t.”
“I know that,” Cannoli said with a pout.
Man, I’m just screwing this up more and more.
“Hang on. Let’s look at Keke’s Stats,” I backpedaled. “I think she’s a better point of comparison.”
Keke
Base Level 5
Scout Class Level 5
Base Experience: 831/1000
Class Experience: 831/1000
Health Points: 23/23
Myana Points: 12/12
Energy: 34/34
Strength: 1 +5
Vitality: 2
Dexterity: 2 +2
Agility: 3 +2
Magic: 1
Resistance: 1 +2
I was grateful that Keke’s [Health Points] were very close to Cannoli’s—even if Cannoli had spent a couple more points in [Vitality] than Keke had.
“I see,” Cannoli said simply, playing with the locks of hair around her shoulder.
“Does this make you feel a little better?”
“Yes. Thank you, Matt.”
The tone in her voice told me otherwise, but I decided not to push it. I’d started to realize that managing Cannoli was very much like managing, well, a cat. Too much attention and she reeled back. So I decided to give her just enough space to make her comfortable approaching me later. She would come to me in her own time if she needed. I had to trust that much of her.
“Don’t mention it. I’m here for you. All of you. We’re a team,” I assured her.
Ravyn stuck a finger into her mouth and made a gagging noise.
Except maybe you.
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After a colorful conversation between Ravyn and the stagecoach driver, we made our way down the road and into the port. Several catgirls passed whispers and looked between each other as we descended the slope. Judging from the looks on their faces, I had my doubts that it involved anything sexual. It sounded more along the lines of high school gossip.
Oh boy. My favorite.
We spent some time looking for Portia—she wasn’t hanging out in any of the spots we expected her to be. Worry and concern decorated our conversation. Ravyn seemed the most out of sorts about the situation; a rare emotion to see from her.
Eventually, we found her tucked away at one of the docks, running back and forth across a much bigger boat than I remembered. ‘Ship’ wasn’t a good word for it, but neither was ‘boat.’
“What do you call this thing?” I said aloud.
“A sloop!” Portia yelled, her chest puffed out in pride. She waved us closer as she bent down to tie a rope around a thick piece of pointed metal. “You all took your time! I got places to be, too, you know!”
“Please. The noise,” Ravyn grumbled.
“Why won’t the headache go away?” Keke whined as if on the verge of tears.
“Ara ara, the weakest link reveals herself. I guess we know who won last night,” Ravyn hissed with an undercurrent of malice in her voice.
Ball Gag moved as if he wanted to say something, but Ravyn’s glare had the parrot silently repositioning on her shoulder multiple times.
Keke audibly ground her teeth. “Tell me. Have you always been such a bitch? Or did that take work?”
“Oh, you little twat,” Ravyn whispered back.
“Yes, yes, yes, that’s enough,” Portia said with a clap. The two hungover girls flinched. “If you two want to keep bickering, fine. But you’ll find another person to sail you back. Am I understood?”
“I think the sloop is going to your head,” said Ravyn.
Portia said nothing but raised a single brow.
“Fine,” Ravyn lamented.
“Thank you,” Portia said with a beaming smile. The proud owner of the Port of Meow sloop made room for us, and we welcomed ourselves on board.
“This really is a nice boat,” I said.
“It’s so pretty,” Cannoli exclaimed, brushing her hands against the polished wood.
“Thank you, thank you,” Portia said with a big sigh. “It took a long night of gambling to win this girl.” She pulled out a muddied-up rag and started to wipe and buff away at a slight imperfection with her tongue stuck out to the side.
Portia continued to polish and perfect every inch of her new boat between our conversations. There was something charming about how involved she was with the care of her new sloop. It felt to me like this was her whole world.
“Learned from your father, right?” I said.
Portia stopped for a second. “Yeah, taught me a lot.”
I smiled. “If he was anything like you said, you’re definitely your father’s daughter.”
Portia turned to look at me, the smile never once fading from her face. “Thanks for the compliment, Matt!”
The ride back to Ni Island was peaceful and much less stressful than the wagon ride to the Port of Meow. Keke and Ravyn bunkered down below in a small cabin while Cannoli, Portia, and myself all walked around on deck.
I rested my arms against the railing and breathed deep, enjoying the salt in the air and the spray of the ocean against my face. To be honest, I felt a little giddy about returning to Ni Island. Even though I’d been gone for less than three weeks, I thought I had a lot to show for it. The people of Ni Island would be seeing a very different Matt.
While we traveled, I made a mental list of things I should get done before we began our search for the other two men. This land at large was not peaceful, and its inhabitants—at least the Encroachers and Defiled—were not kind. If we were to make any sort of progress, we would need a solid plan.
First off, I’d complete my potion Quest. Granny Nauka had taken the time to help me learn [Alchemy]. The least I could do was finish the damn Quest. I was grateful that we hadn’t used all of our potions yet, but it was only a matter of time before we would need them. And the ones I made would fall off soon with our [Hit Points] increasing so quickly.
After that, I’ll get a new shield and a new axe. Hopefully, we have enough Bells for both. Maybe Keke and Cannoli could get weapon upgrades too. But I shouldn’t count my chickens before they hatch, I suppose.
Cannoli came to my side and relaxed next to me. Our arms touched, and my face heated up.
“Hey, Matt.”
“Hey, Cannoli. How are you feeling?”
“Okay.” She looked up to the sky, a pensive look on her face. She sighed and then said, “I’m a little bothered about how I’m keeping up. Can we talk for a bit?”
“Of course.”
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Chapter 39
Go Fish


After saying our goodbyes,  the girls and I left Portia to her sloop. We arranged another meetup in two days, and Portia merrily sailed away. 
“Hope she’ll be alright,” I said to myself.
“She’ll be fine,” Ravyn assured me. “That girl’s made of steel.”
“Yeah, that’s what I’m worried about.”
The four of us made our way back into town and faces both foreign and familiar greeted us when we arrived. Most of them knew my first name by now, which put me in a weird position where I could barely remember their faces—let alone their names—half the time.
“How can you not remember them?” Keke asked, aghast.
“Because the first two girls I ran into decided it would be best if they kept me hidden for my first week in Nyarlea.”
“Ahaha,” Cannoli laughed nervously. “Whatever are you referring to, Matt?”
“You locked him up?” Ravyn said, stifling a laugh.
“Lock him up! Lock him up! Squawwk!”
“I wouldn’t put it like that. That’s not fair to say,” Keke said, nudging herself closer to me.
“Locking him up has its own appeal. It just isn’t right to hog him all to yourself,” Ravyn said, passing me a lascivious smile.
I drew back slightly. You’re like a light switch.
Ravyn snorted and shut her eyes. “It has no importance to our situation. Let’s find Espada.”
“Yeah, good idea. Espada could get a start on things while I work on my potions,” I agreed, happy to change topics.
With Keke leading the way, she and Cannoli gestured down one of the roads cutting away from the fork.
“You’re practicing [Alchemy]?” Ravyn asked with a hint of surprise in her voice.
“Was working on that before we left. Just hoping Granny Nauka isn’t too angry with me. I kinda half-assed it and left shortly after we met you.”
“Ah-ha,” Ravyn said as if she just remembered something, “I could teach you a bit of [Alchemy] as well. If you’re interested, that is.”
“You know [Alchemy]?”
“I’m a [Sorcerer]. Of course, I do.”
Obviously. Right. Of course. Why wouldn’t a [Sorcerer] know [Alchemy]? I rolled my eyes.
“Someone is in a generous mood,” Keke said with a pointed brow.
“I am a generous goddess.”
Keke sputtered an incredulous laugh. I chuckled.
Espada’s stall hardly looked any different from our previous visit. I recognized a few of the weapons and armor pieces lying around.
“Hey, Espada!” I shouted to the sweaty shoulder blades that hammered away at some new project.
Espada turned her head. At first, she seemed irritated, but her face quickly lit up when she saw us. “Keke! Cannoli! And the boy.”
And the boy. Ah, how I missed you too.
“Long time no see,” Keke said with a wave.
“What are you working on?” Cannoli asked with a wide-eyed stare.
Espada turned back to the sword and continued to beat the red-hot metal into a more defined shape. “Busted up my old blade, so gotta make a new one.” She stopped and lined her sight along the blade. After a brief pause, she set it back down on the anvil to beat and pound it some more.
Espada’s one of the few catgirls I can plausibly see breaking one of her precious swords.
“Got time to make me a weapon too?” I called.
Espada turned to look at me for a moment. “Did you scrap together some actual money this time?”
I could feel a sneer creeping up on my face, but I fought it back down. I loosed the strings on my [Cat Pack] and pulled out a bag of Bells from inside, tossing it onto the counter. The satisfying sound of heavy coins clinking and rubbing up against each other rang through my ears, and I had hoped it made a point that I was significantly better off than before.
Espada smiled, bashed her hammer a couple more times against the sword, then stood up to drop it into a vat of oil. Flames burst upward, licking around Espada’s muscles. She didn’t flinch.
I guess not even fire frightens a woman like her.
Espada took off her mitts and threw them onto the counter beside the bag of Bells. She opened the bag, and a rare look of approval decorated her features.
“You’ve been busy,” she said with a smirk.
“I need a good axe. And a shield. If this is enough.”
“I might be able to work with that. You got any more?”
Now I couldn’t help it. I leaned on the counter. “Plenty where that came from. My girls need some gear too.”
“Ha, don’t get too cocky. You’re gonna get yourself fucked if you push your luck,” Espada said as she tied the strings back together on the sack of Bells. “Tell you what. Come back in a few hours and let me see what I have already made. If you want to buy one of the weapons in my cart, have at it.” She jerked a thumb over her shoulder toward a spread of a dozen weapons and a handful of armor pieces. “You have enough money, though, so I could craft one for you from scratch.” She met the excited stares of the girls. “But I’ll let you all discuss that first.”
I snatched up the Bells, and my heart soared. I was thrilled that I had, at least somewhat, impressed Espada. “Thank you!” I had meant to say it casually, but it came out as nervous and a little desperate.
Espada laughed. “See you in a while, boy. The lot of you are looking good, by the way.”
The entire walk back to Granny Nauka’s lab, I was on cloud nine. I was smiling and giggling like an idiot.
“Stop that. You look ridiculous,” said Ravyn.
“I can’t help it,” I said through a half-laugh. “I actually impressed her.”
“We impressed her,” Keke corrected.
“Sorry, you’re right. We impressed her,” I repeated.
“I’m so happy for you, Matt!” Cannoli cheered. “Espada’s a real toughie. Just the fact that she didn’t say no is great!”
“Yeah, it is. Say, you and Keke need weapons, too, right? You’ve been using the same bow and wand since we started?”
“Ah,” Cannoli said, her voice trailing off. “Right, yes. We probably should replace ours.”
“I don’t want to take all the Bells for myself. It’s only fair that we all get upgrades. If I have to get a lower-quality weapon and shield, then so be it.”
Keke curled a lock of hair between two of her fingers. “I would like that very much.”
“Then we’ll see what Espada can do when we get back.”
“Mou ii, can we get a move on?”
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Something that had begun to bother me was how often Ravyn seemed to have just what we needed at that very moment. If she didn’t, then she usually knew how to get it, where to get it, or just what we needed to do. A regular goddess in the machine over here.  
New Notifications!
Quest Updated!
[Novice Potions]
Minor Healing Potions 10/10
“Thanks for the supplies, Ravyn,” I said as I corked the last bottle. I swirled the golden liquid within the glass, proud of the work I’d done. Cannoli’s lessons hadn’t been wasted. “I’m glad I could get them both done without failing.”
“Like [Swimming]! Once you do it, you never forget!” Cannoli beamed.
Pretty sure that was riding a bike, but I’ll roll with it.
“Hey, Granny Nauka!” I held up the remaining Minor Healing Potions and clinked them together.
Granny Nauka nodded. “A fine job, lad. As I promised, you’ll get a new recipe and some bottles on the house from me.” She walked behind the counter, procured five glass bottles, and brought them back, along with a rolled parchment. “The next recipe may not help you too much, but it should help Cannoli and,” she trailed off, eyeing Ravyn up and down in a judgmental manner, “this hussie.”
“Ehh? Hussie?” Ravyn flashed a wide grin. “This witch doesn’t know a thing about me. How sad to be so old and still so foolish.”
“The arrogance of youth,” Granny Nauka said with a shake of her head.
Can we leave now? I want to leave now.
Cannoli was fidgeting and shifting her weight from leg to leg, looking up at me occasionally like a scared child.
Hang in there, Cannoli. We’re almost out of here.
New Notifications!
[Novice Potions] Complete!
Matt has gained: 1 Level of [Alchemy]!
Matt has gained: 5 Glass Bottles!
Matt has learned the [Alchemy] Recipe, [Minor Myana Potion]!
Yeah, just as I expected. Myana pots next. Maybe I’ll learn how to cure some status ailments soon.
“Thanks again! Gotta go!” I grabbed Cannoli and Ravyn’s wrists, the latter taking a little more effort to drag out of the shop. “Next time, we’ll bring Keke!”
“Granny’s a bitch! Granny’s a bitch! Squawwwk!”
We reconvened in the center of the marketplace, Ravyn’s sharp smile still plastered on her face. I cleared my throat. “We’ve got some time to kill. What do you girls want to do?”
Ravyn shrugged. Cannoli looked between Ravyn and Keke. Keke chewed her lip, then spoke up. “I’d like to go fishing.”
“It has been a while, huh?” I hadn’t realized just how long since we’d last gone. Unless Keke had slipped away to do some night fishing at some point, our last adventure was together just a few days after I’d arrived in Ni. “I think that sounds fun. Cannoli? Ravyn?”
“Sure thing!” Cannoli smiled.
Ravyn rolled her eyes. “Guess I’ll come.”
“Alright, it’s settled then.”
Keke changed into her full fishing regalia while Cannoli and Ravyn favored swimsuits. I once again used the leftover equipment from our first fishing trip. Even if I looked like a walking thrift store, it was worth having the couple of extra [Fishing] bonuses. Plus, I knew it made Keke happy, which was the bigger win.
Cannoli and Ravyn met us down by the beach. Cannoli was already prancing through the shallow tide when we arrived, the fluffy layers on the top half of her bikini bouncing with every skip.
Ravyn stood at the edge of the water with her hands on her hips, watching Cannoli flounce back and forth. She wore a black one-piece that barely fit the definition and looked more like lingerie than a swimsuit like the rest of her outfits. Black straps and strips of spandex hugged her waist and hips, alternating between rectangular cutouts of her pale skin. The suit’s neckline plunged below her navel in an intimidating V-shape, putting her voluptuous chest on display. A giant black sunhat dipped low on her head, but her brilliant red ears poked through the brim.
Ravyn turned to see us approaching, then burst out laughing. “Kehehehe! You’re brave to come outside in that getup!”
“I was just thinking the same thing about yours,” I countered.
Keke snickered.
“You’re really gonna fish in that?” I gestured to Ravyn’s swimsuit.
“I said I’d come with you, not that I’d fish. Baka,” Ravyn sneered.
“Bally wants a fish! Squawk!” Ball screamed from overhead.
“You don’t need fish!” Ravyn screamed back.
Cannoli splashed up to Keke and me, breathless and smiling wide. “It’s so good to be home!”
“We could have gone to the beach on San.” I looked between Keke and Cannoli. “Why didn’t you guys say something?”
Keke shook her head. “It’s not the same. I looked around while we were in the Port of Meow. Their beaches didn’t have sand, just pebbles. Lots and lots of pebbles. Like a river.”
“Huh. That’s interesting.”
“And home just smells different!” Cannoli took a deep breath through her nose, spreading her arms wide. “It smells like… home!”
I couldn’t help but return the smile. “Well, I’m glad we could come back for a bit.” It did feel nostalgic, returning to the very beach I’d washed up on. “Maybe I’ll actually catch something today, huh?”
“I’ll cheer you on!” Cannoli clapped.
“You’re not fishing either?” Keke frowned.
Cannoli’s hands fidgeted, and she toyed with her fingers. “I, um, never replaced my rod. From last time?”
“We could find you a new one. I’m sure we could buy one with what we have left,” I suggested.
“No, it’s alright! You two go fish. I’ll swim with Ravyn!” Cannoli announced.
“Goody,” Ravyn murmured.
Cannoli kicked a targeted stream of water at Ravyn. Ravyn shrieked and jumped back, but not fast enough. Sparkling beads of saltwater dripped from the tip of her nose and wound their way down her chest. Cannoli squealed in delight and dove beneath a wave.
“Oh, no, you don’t, you little shit,” Ravyn called, tearing her hat free from her head and diving in after her.
I chuckled and turned back to Keke. “So. Fishing?”
“Yeah. Let’s go over here. I know a great spot.”
We walked along the shore in companionable silence. She entwined her fingers in mine, flashing me a sideways smile, and my heart skipped. Despite everything that had happened on San Island, Keke, Cannoli, and Ravyn still made my heart race with the slightest of touches. I was happier for that, I think.
We came upon a long line of boulders that extended a couple hundred feet into the water, curving off just out past the breakers. Keke guided me through the stacks of rocks, the ocean mist lapping at our skin as we moved. It was a warm, beautiful afternoon, much like every day I’d spent on Ni Island, and Keke’s hand in mine quieted my thoughts. Huh, this feels like a date.
We made it to the end of the rock formation, and Keke took a seat on one of the flat-topped boulders. I followed suit, checking to see how far we’d moved from Cannoli and Ravyn. I could still make out their outlines and hear desperate squeals and giggles.
“Have fun, guys!” Cannoli yelled, waving one arm emphatically over her head.
Ravyn emerged from the waves like a shark, tackling Cannoli at the waist and taking her back down into the water.
“Good to see they’re getting along,” I laughed.
“It was only a matter of time, I think. Cannoli gets along with everyone.” Keke procured her fishing rod and tackle box from her [Cat Pack].
“What about you?” I mimicked her movements and reached into my tackle box. Keke’s hook.
Keke shrugged. “I’ve never had a lot of friends. Having a group like this is new for me. But I like it.”
“While I find that hard to believe, I know what you mean.”
“What part?”
“That you’ve never had a lot of friends. You’re really easy to talk to and be around.”
Keke blushed, and she looked at the sky. “That’s sweet of you, Matt. Thank you.”
“Sure thing.” I carefully tied the hook Keke had made for me what felt like years ago to the line.
“You remembered,” she murmured, watching me thread it onto the line.
“You went through a lot of hell for this thing. Of course, I remember.” I readied my fishing rod and gave it a couple of test flicks.
She smiled and looked back at the water before casting her line. “So, you didn’t have a lot of friends? Like, before you came to Nyarlea?”
“Mhm,” I hummed.
“That surprises me, too.”
“You don’t have to lie,” I chuckled.
“No, I mean it. You’re funny and kind and brave—”
“—and thick-headed and impulsive and bad in bed,” I finished for her.
Keke nudged me with her shoulder. “At least you’re improving, right?” she snickered.
“Wow. I don’t know if I’ll recover from that burn,” I laughed, casting alongside her.
“Hey! That was pretty good!” Keke said proudly. “You’re getting better at this!”
I felt a glow of pride. “Thank you.”
Our dangling legs swung in time over the edge, calves brushing against one another with each revolution. Keke leaned her head against my shoulder and sighed.
Her displays of affection sent butterflies free in my stomach and chills along my arms. Yeah, sex is great, but have you tried ocean fishing with a girl you love?
The easy thought froze me in my tracks. Love? Was that what this was? I’d had girlfriends, sure, but none that I’d ever felt so strongly about before. I’d always thought love was a word created and curated by social media to make single guys feel like slacker assholes. But, what I felt for Keke...
I didn’t get a chance to think about it much longer—a familiar tingling sensation emerged in my fingers and at the back of my mind. The green [Fisherman’s Sense] filter obstructed my vision, and my heart raced. No Encroachers. Not this time. I leaped to my feet and cradled one hand on the reel while the other remained firmly on the handle.
“Oh! Get it, Matt!” Keke whispered excitedly.
I could see everything. A large shadow beneath the ocean’s surface flickered white in my vision, then bit down on the lure. I yanked hard on the handle, hooking it through the mouth. “He’s on!”
“Great!” Keke jumped up and quickly reeled in her line. “Now, you’ll want to tire him out. Pull in the opposite direction that he tugs on the line and slowly reel while you do.”
The fish veered left, so I went right. Then left. Then center. The little bastard was putting up quite a fight. Adrenaline pounded in my ears, and I stabilized my footing. The tip of the rod bent dangerously forward, the tension of the line dragging the farthest guide near the water’s surface.
“A little slower on the reeling. Like this.” Keke cupped my hand in hers and reset the pace of my reeling. “Yes, there we go!”
Slowly but surely, and with Keke’s help, we reeled in my first catch. Ripples broke in wide circles shortly before the thrashing fish breached the surface. Dazzling purple scales shimmered in the sunlight, and long whiskers whipped around its face. Keke grabbed a net and snagged it free from the water. She gasped.
“Is it a bad fish?” I asked. It was a gorgeous catch, but it also looked like it might kill me if I ate it.
“N-no! This is a violet ryba! It’s my favorite food!” Keke danced on the balls of her feet and licked her lips. “I haven’t seen one in over a year now!”
“That’s awesome!” I did it! I caught a damn fish! “Check it out. Your hook worked! Guess we’ll have to let Cannoli cook it up then, huh?”
Keke squealed in delight and kissed my cheek. The unusual reaction was adorable on her generally placid features. “Best day ever!”
I couldn’t help but agree.
New Notifications!
Matt has gained: 1 Level of [Fishing]!
[image: Ai Pro Tip: Different fish appear more often depending on the season, weather, and time of day.]Ai Pro Tip: Different fish appear more often depending on the season, weather, and time of day.





Chapter 40
Fruits Basket


Espada was still working away  by the time we returned. The four of us approached, and I knocked against the top of her stand. The sound of hammer against steel rang through the air with the golden glare of the setting sun descending on the many blades the blacksmith had crafted.  
“We’re back!” Cannoli called.
Espada turned her head and grinned. “Ah, good timing. I was just finishing this up.” Espada held up an axe far more appealing to the eye than my crummy starter axe. It was double-bladed, with chaotic gold and black marks arranged like a thunderstorm. I could practically see myself reflected in the edge, and as I reached to touch it, Espada pulled it back. “Don’t hurt yourself, boy. This is going to do the damage you need.”
“Sorry,” I said, retracting my hand. “It just looks so damn good.”
Espada laughed. “Thanks. I take pride in my work.”
“It shows,” I said. “Not that I’m trying to be pushy, but do you have an ETA?” Espada raised a brow, and I realized she’d probably never heard the phrase. “I mean, do you know when it’ll be done?”
“Yeah, about ten minutes. Just putting the finishing touches on it now. You in a rush?”
“No,” I said with a shake of my head. “We were just thinking we might have some more work for you.” Seeing how beautiful the axe was, I wondered if we really could afford this thing. “I’m afraid to ask. How much is this weapon going to cost?”
“You have enough,” she said, looking away.
I swallowed the lump in my throat. “How much?”
Ravyn snickered, and I glowered back at her.
“Easy, boy, I’m not going to rob you.” She ran a finger across the blade, drawing a thin line of blood from her finger. She squinted in satisfaction. “Very good. This baby is going to cost you fifteen hundred of your precious Bells. Are you willing to part with them for this monster of a weapon?”
I passed looks between the girls. “Are we alright with this?”
“Yes, yes! Absolutely!” said Cannoli.
“Still asking permission. Well, at least you’re getting more considerate,” mused Ravyn. “Sure.”
Keke intertwined her fingers in my hand, and her face flushed. “Absolutely. Get it.”
Still not used to displays of public affection, I scratched the side of my chin nervously as my cheeks grew hot. “Alright.” I looked Espada directly in the eyes. “We’ll take it. Please.”
“Great! Just give me a bit.” With that, Espada dipped the blade into a vat of oil, pulled it back out, then sat down on a small stool, reaching for one of the many strips of leather on a nearby table.
“Well, might as well just stick around,” said Keke.
“I suppose you’re right,” I said.
“Say, Matt, what are we going to do with the sword you received from… uh, that girl?”
“Oh, you mean Myrun,” I replied, doing my best to hide the knots in the pit of my stomach.
“Yeah, her!” Cannoli said back.
Ravyn raised a brow.
Christ. Does anything get past you?
“You got a sword?” asked Keke.
“Yeah, look.” I parted from Keke’s grip and reached into the [Cat Pack] around my waist. “Ah, there you are.” I retrieved the long, ornate sword from inside the pouch and held the sheathed blade before the girls. There it was in all its cursed, unholy glory.
Ravyn approached and leaned in so her face was only inches from mine.
“Uh. Personal space?”
“Yeah, whatever.” Ravyn scanned the length of the scabbard. Ball Gag mimicked her gaze with one bulbous, birdy eyeball.
Does the bird even know what it’s looking at?
“This looks like it was made on San.” Ravyn took the tip of her nail and poked at one of the jewels.
“Hey! Be careful!” I said, pulling the sword back.
Ravyn beckoned me with one of her fingers. “Bring it back, numbskull. I’m still looking at it.”
I breathed a deep sigh and brandished it in front of her as Keke rolled her eyes.
After some time, Ravyn drew away and said, “Let me see the blade.”
I pulled the blade from its sheath and held it sideways.
Ravyn came closer once again and grunted. “Eck. I wouldn’t pay ten Bells for this piece of trash.”
“Easy there.” I could feel my blood pressure rising. Even if it wasn’t a great weapon, it was still a gift, and I had doubts that Myrun would intentionally give me a sword born inside a Cracker Jack box.
Ravyn seemed to have caught on and smirked. “The scabbard is pretty. The jewels are real,” she said as she straightened her posture. “Whether the sword is meant to go with it, that’s up for debate. Might be able to get some good coin for the scabbard, at least.”
“I’ll ask the expert. H—”
I turned, but seeing how focused Espada was on her work, I refrained from bothering her. I wanted to make sure the axe was perfect, and she deserved the respect of being undisturbed while she worked on my commission. I’d ask her once she was done. Perhaps she could give the sword a proper appraisal.
I grumbled under my breath and put the sword away. “Way to smack talk a gift.”
“If it quacks like a duck,” Ravyn said with a shrug.
“I don’t know what that’s supposed to mean—”
“Hey! I got an idea!” Cannoli clapped her hands together with the sparkle only she could manage in these weird situations. “Why don’t I cook up your catch? You did catch something, right?”
Keke went blank-faced, and for a moment, a line of drool began to fall from the corner of her mouth. She quickly wiped it away, her face alight with red. “Only the best!” She reached for Cannoli’s hands, pushing me aside like yesterday’s garbage. “We caught a violet ryba!”
“A-hwah?” Cannoli’s eyes widened, and I could see her pupils dilating in real-time. “Matt!”
“Ah! Yes, yes!” Suspecting what Cannoli’s next choice of words would be, I reached back into my [Cat Pack] and pulled out the fish. It was still alive somehow, but it seemed to have given up the struggle some time ago. Its mouth opened and closed, and while I was mildly disturbed, I had to admit it would taste better fresh.
“I’ll take that!” Cannoli said with an almost crazed sort of grin. In an instant, she released her grip from Keke and stole the violet ryba in a flash, pocketing it into her own [Cat Pack]. “I must be off now. If this is to taste proper, then I must start the oven pronto!” Cannoli gave an exaggerated salute and ran off in the direction of her house, practically singing on her way out.
What an interesting choice of words.
“I… didn’t mean for her to steal it like that.” Keke turned to me with a frown that told me she was just as chagrined as I was with Cannoli’s reaction. “Sorry, Matt.”
I shrugged, wanting to keep the mood light. “I mean, I was gonna give it to her anyway. So hey, one extra step avoided.”
“I’m done,” remarked a voice behind us. There, Espada held out the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. What I felt when I held that axe in my hands was almost emotional. My first equipment upgrade was finally complete. I didn’t just receive a new weapon or a dumb fucking hat—I got a full set of armor! And a weapon! I curled my fingers around the shaft of the heavy metal, surprising even myself that I could hold it without much issue.
Maybe we really can do this.
“Espada, thank you. Really. I’m not sure you realize how much this means to me.”
Espada shrugged. “Just doin’ my job. Don’t go losing your head over it,” she said with a laugh. She held out her hand, and I set the axe on the countertop, reaching for a couple bags of Bells. After a short time of counting, which might I add hurt me a little bit when she bit one of the coins for authenticity, Espada threw the bags into a lock box and smiled wide. “You did good. Got anything more for me?”
“As a matter of fact, I do.”
Keke, Ravyn, and I spent some time discussing what we needed and what jobs we had ahead of us. We spoke about Cailu’s quest to find the remaining men, my need for a shield, and whether or not the sword was worth anything. 
Turns out, Ravyn was right about the sword. The scabbard was valuable—worth a good chunk of Bells if someone was vain enough to pick it up. On top of it, the blade was designed to fit the scabbard, though Espada was as convinced as Ravyn was that it was top-tier garbage. 
Goody. I felt too guilty to sell it.
A few minutes later, we had a plan. The price for a commissioned shield was too much to bear, so I purchased a ‘gently used’ model from Espada’s cart. 
Unfortunately, it also turned out that she wasn’t too knowledgeable in the way of bows or wands, so my girls were left without any new weapons.
“You know, if you picked up [Mining], you could save yourself a lot of coin,” Espada said. “I could show you.”
I know the thought of swinging a heavy pickaxe in a dank cave isn’t exactly anyone’s idea of a good time, but my heart leaped at the chance. I’d already learned [Harvesting], why not run the gambit for foraging Skills? “We’re free tomorrow.”
“It’s a pretty dangerous location,” she remarked. “I’ll show you where some of the good foraging spots are and give you a quick rundown.”
“Tomorrow then?” I asked.
“Tomorrow,” she said with a nod.
With that, we departed to Cannoli’s house, waving to Espada on our way out.
“We’ve been away from Ni for a while. I don’t think Cannoli has very many vegetables to go with the fish,” Keke said, tapping one finger to her chin.
“If we buy some fruit, too, I’ll make dessert,” Ravyn added.
Keke and I stared at Ravyn. She looked between us and frowned. “What?”
“Just the thought of you cooking anything is strange. Dessert is on a whole different level,” I said.
“Baka! I like cooking! Fuck me for trying to do something nice, right?” Ravyn barked.
“No, I don’t think he meant it like that,” Keke laughed. “I’d love to try anything you make.”
Ravyn crossed her arms over her chest. “You sure? I might poison it.”
Keke bumped her shoulder into Ravyn’s. “I trust you.”
To my immense surprise, Ravyn blushed and looked away. “Mm. Where’s that farm stand?”
Don’t worry, Ravyn. Keke has the same effect on me.
“This way.” Keke gestured with a grin.
I closed in on Ravyn and elbowed her arm, lowering my voice so only she could hear. “Nice having friends, eh?”
Ravyn grimaced and made a gagging noise. “How dare you.”
We made our way to the edge of the shopping district, and a familiar pair of brunette cat ears hopped forward to greet us.
“You guys! Praise the goddess! It’s so nice to see you!” Saphira’s smile sparkled in the setting sunlight.
“Hey, Saphira. Looking good as always.” I waved.
She turned beet red beneath her freckles. “Y-you remembered my name!”
“Of course, I remembered,” I replied. Saphira’s sweet demeanor and soft voice were impossibly soothing—I could never forget her. “We could use your help picking out some vegetables for dinner. Would you mind?”
“R-really? You want my help?” She looked positively giddy with excitement. Her fluffy tail swished behind her so quickly it was a blur. “Okay! What are you having?”
“Violet ryba,” Keke said, eyes in the distance as if she’d found a picturesque fantasy to cling to.
Damn, Keke. Must be one fantastic fish.
“Oh my goodness! I haven’t seen one of those in a long time,” Saphira clasped her hands over Keke’s. “That’s your favorite, right?”
“Ahaha, yes,” Keke laughed. “You have a sharp memory.”
Saphira shrugged. “I love knowing as much as I can about my friends.”
My heart warmed. And I thought Cannoli was wholesome. “So, what goes well with violet ryba?”
“Cannoli’s cooking, right?” Saphira bounded behind her stall and poked through her offerings with one slender finger.
“Well, she certainly wasn’t letting any of us cook it,” Ravyn grumbled.
Saphira giggled. “She’s very possessive of her cooking.”
Wow, Saphira really does remember everything.
“That’s a word for it.” Ravyn smirked, picking through the boxes of fruits to our left.
“Can you tell me what all of these are called?” I recognized the nyapples, and I was sure I’d eaten at least half the things that Saphira was offering. I remembered the death-spiral romanesco from Cannoli’s forest foraging. But the girls usually ordered for me with an idea of what I liked, and it was hard to remember what everything was called. Let alone know what the hell it looked like in its original form.
“Of course!” Saphira nodded enthusiastically. “So we have yellow squish and red squish here—”
Squish? Like squash?
“—green and red onyans, rubenesco, meozuna greens, pak choy, sea beets, spiny potatoes, and carrots!”
‘And carrots,’ she says. “Okay, let me try.” I repeated back the names, only tripping up on the meozuna and pak choy. I did call them squash, to which Saphira replied by pressing one finger into the vegetable and showing me that it does, in fact, squish.
“Nice job, Matt!” Saphira praised.
“Mm, I can already taste the ryba,” Keke said, still half-dazed. “Cannoli’s cooking is the best.”
Earth to Keke.
Saphira procured a basket from beneath her stall and began to explain. “So for ryba, I suggest an onyan of each color, a sea beet to bring out the flavor, one spiny potato, and two carrots. That should be enough to feed four of you and will balance well with the fish.”
“Wow, you know a lot about all of this,” I marveled.
“I’ve been a farmer practically all of my life. I love it.” Saphira set the basket in front of us. “It kind of goes hand-in-hand with cooking if you think about it.”
“That makes sense,” I agreed.
“Hmm,” Ravyn hummed as she mulled over the fruit options.
“Buy it all! Hurry up! Squawk!” Ball cried from her shoulder.
Ravyn shot him an angry look, but he didn’t seem to notice.
“He’s so cute!” Saphira crooned. She skipped down to where Ravyn stood. “Hello, there!” Holding one arm out toward Ball, Saphira clicked her tongue.
“Bally doesn’t really like peo—” Ravyn started.
Ball hopped from her shoulder to Saphira’s hand and preened his feathers. Saphira held up a slice of a red vegetable, and Ball happily snapped it in his beak.
“Thanks, pretty lady! Pretty lady!”
Saphira giggled. “He’s sweet, too!”
“I will fry you in oil,” Ravyn hissed between her teeth.
Saphira was too occupied with her newfound friend. She sweetly asked, “What are you making, Ravyn?”
“A pie,” Ravyn replied.
“What kind of pie?” Saphira peered over her shoulder.
The patience of a saint, this one.
“One that doesn’t suck.” Ravyn glanced up at Ball Gag. “Maybe parrot pot pie.”
Keke snickered.
Saphira’s smile didn’t so much as quiver. She stroked the side of Ball’s head as she continued. “The pawmegranates grew very well this season and taste delicious. So do the bananyas, nyapples, and nineapples.”
Ravyn sighed. “Yeah. Alright. Pawmegranates it is. I’ll take four.”
“Coming right up!”
Ball Gag returned to Ravyn’s shoulder and brushed his cheek against her face.
“Sucking up to me now that I’ve threatened to cook you, eh?”
“Squaawk! Ravyn’s a good girl!”
Saphira totaled us out, and we paid for our vegetables and fruits. As we turned to leave, Saphira laid a hand on my shoulder. “Matt? Can I talk to you?”
“Yeah, sure.” I turned and handed the small basket of vegetables to Keke. “Here, take these to Cannoli, and I’ll meet you there?”
“Alright.” Keke’s eyes flashed between Saphira and me.
Ravyn pressed Keke’s elbow, urging her forward. “Come on. Loverboy’ll be home soon.”
“What’s up?” I asked once they were out of earshot.
“W-well. I, um… I—” Saphira breathed deeply and closed her eyes. “I was wondering if m-maybe you and I could spend some time together. If you’re not too busy.”
“What do you mean?”
“I would really like to get to know you better. Since, you know, you’re Ni’s protector and all. I would— I would like to be friends.” Saphira clenched her hands against her apron, and her ears flattened against her head. “I-I mean, only if you want to. I know you have a lot going on.”
My heart hammered against my chest.
One day at a time.
We were back on my island. This was my job.
Saphira blushed furiously, and her eyes dropped to the ground. “J-just for dinner!” she squeaked.
“Yeah. I’d like that.” The pounding in my ears slowed. Get a grip, man. “How about tomorrow night?”
Saphira’s eyes lit up, and she clasped her hands beneath her chin. “Really?”
“Yeah, really. It’ll be later on if that’s alright? I can come find you.” It was weird to hear the confidence in my voice. Two months ago, I would have melted to the ground and stammered like hell. It felt good.
“Okay! Yes! Thank you!” Saphira clapped her hands together and bowed repeatedly. “Thank you, Matt.”
I placed a gentle hand between her ears to slow her bows. Her hair was silky and thick, pulled back into a braided bun at the nape of her neck. “You don’t have to thank me. It’ll be nice.”
I was happy to realize that I meant it.
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Chapter 41
Rock, Paper, Scissors


When I got back to Cannoli’s house,  the aromas in the air made my mouth water. I hadn’t ever been a huge fan of fish back in my world, but this smelled nothing like the fried fish I remembered.
Ravyn and Keke looked up when I came in. They were sitting at the table with glasses of a dark red liquid that I assumed were alcoholic. Ravyn was slicing the pawmegranates while Keke rolled out two circles of dough. Ball was perched on the sill of the open window, preening his feathers.
Keke smiled warmly. “Welcome back.”
Damn. I could get used to that.
“What’d the fruit girl want?” Ravyn asked.
Maybe not that. I shrugged. “To get to know me better. She asked me over for dinner.”
Ravyn snickered. “Fufufu, is that so?”
“Saphira’s a sweet girl. I’m sure she means what she says,” Keke countered.
“Don’t we all.” Ravyn rolled her eyes.
I changed the subject. “That smells incredible.”
“Doesn’t it? Watch the master at work.” Keke gestured behind her.
Cannoli had entered an Iron Chef mode that I’d never seen before. She’d changed into a light blue dress with white, floral embroidery that cut high on her thighs and sported a thick collar—I was guessing she purchased it on San Island—and a white apron. Her long hair was pulled back into a bun at the base of her neck and held in place with ornamental chopsticks. Buttons’s head and front legs poked out of a pocket of her apron, watching the food intently while he licked his eye.
“That’s a really cute outfit,” I noted aloud, then blushed. Just blurting out whatever now, huh?
“Isn’t it, though?” Ravyn flashed a sharp smile. “I helped her pick it out in Shulan. It gives bonuses to [Cooking].”
Sounds like you picked it out for more than that. I wasn’t sure whether to be thankful to Ravyn or give her an earful. But damn if Cannoli isn’t an eyeful.
Cannoli didn’t respond. Her focus was entirely on the multiple pans she had going over the stove. Sizzling vegetables soared through the air as she tossed one pan before quickly replacing it and flipping glistening fillets with a wooden spatula. That pan went back to the heat, then, to a third, she added a dash of spice and a shot of clear liquid.
“Anything I can do to help?” I asked the group.
“Here. Sit. You can help us put the pie together,” Keke gestured to a chair across from them and poured a glass of what they were drinking for me. “Have some whiskerberry wine.”
“Thanks.” I was finally beginning to grow numb to the feline naming conventions, though some still caught me off guard. The wine was thick and sweet—something I’m sure would be labeled a ‘bitch drink’ back on Earth—but I enjoyed it all the same. “What about Cannoli?”
“She’s in her trance. Throwing her off could be fatal,” Keke laughed and lowered her voice. “Plus, I think she wants to show off a little.”
“Who am I to stop her, then?” I grabbed a pawmegranate and slowly mirrored slicing the same way that Ravyn did hers.
The three of us talked about nothing in particular while Cannoli worked, humming and murmuring to herself from time to time. The atmosphere was warm and comfortable. The girls’ laughter mixed with the aromas of dinner and the rose-colored tint of alcohol made for a setting that I wished could continue forever. Just me and my girls, like our own family.
And that kind of inaction in this world brings around girls like Yomi.
I shivered and blinked away the thought. Fuck, will that ever stop messing with me?
“Matt? You okay?” Keke asked. “You just... kind of stopped moving.”
“Oh, yeah. I’m fine,” I lied. “The wine hit a little harder than I thought.” I covered my feelings with a laugh. “Hey, our pie’s looking pretty damn good!”
Ravyn had cut one of the circles of dough into strips and latticed them across the top, creating an appealing checkered pattern over the red fruits.
“I told you I’d make a pie that doesn’t suck,” Ravyn said.
“We made a pie that doesn’t suck,” Keke corrected.
“Yeah, yeah. You did good.” Ravyn patted Keke on the shoulder and took another sip of wine. “You too, boy.”
Sincere enough, I guess. “Thanks.” 
“Dinner’s ready!” Cannoli announced suddenly, startling us all. “Clear the table!”
We pushed the chairs away and picked up our drinks. Ravyn took the pie and slid it into the oven while Cannoli snagged plates and silverware from a high shelf. Cannoli set the table in the span of a few heartbeats, then grabbed the first pan and served four perfect portions of fish filets. Then the second pan. Then the third.
“Violet Rybia du Cannoli is served!” Cannoli beamed and bowed.
The rest of us clapped for her, even Ravyn. If reluctantly. We returned to the table, and I poured a glass of wine for Cannoli.
“Thanks, Matt!”
“Cannoli, this looks amazing!” Keke’s eyes were as wide as the plate she was staring at. She picked up her fork and knife and stared at us expectantly, her tail whipping back and forth in anticipation. She inhaled deeply and licked her lips. “I’m so excited.”
Cannoli giggled. “Dig in!”
I wasn’t a food guru by any means, but Cannoli’s dinner was nothing short of perfect. Flakey textures, a harmony of spices, and a mixture of tender and crunchy vegetables that paired perfectly with the fish. There was nothing from my previous world that could compare.
“I’ve never had anything this delicious in my life,” I said to Cannoli.
Cannoli blushed and hid her face behind her glass. “You’re just saying that!”
“No, I mean it. You’re gonna spoil me.”
Keke had inhaled her dish and slumped in her chair with her head lulled back. “So good,” she moaned. “Ugh, that was so good.”
“Do you like it, Ravyn?” Cannoli asked.
Ravyn chewed her lip. It was as if I could visibly see her swallowing her first answer. Then her second. “It’s delicious,” she murmured at last.
“What? Really?” Cannoli clapped her hands together.
“Don’t make me repeat myself,” Ravyn snapped. She grimaced, then stabbed her fork into another chunk of onyan. “Yes. It’s delicious.”
“Oh my goodness! Thank you so much!” If Cannoli’s mood were any brighter, she would glow.
“Wow. Cannoli’s cooking really is the cure for everything,” I laughed.
“Baka,” Ravyn mumbled.
We finished dinner and helped Cannoli clean up. The pie was ready by the time we’d tag-teamed the dishes, and Cannoli procured ice-cold milk from her cold storage.
“You can’t have pie without milk!” she exclaimed.
“I couldn’t agree more.”
The pawmagrante’s flavor reminded me of a cross between a peach and a strawberry, with the texture closer to an apple. It was sweet and tangy, and the crust was fantastic. Cannoli offered a small piece to Buttons, while Ravyn did the same for Ball.
We talked and laughed late into the night until Keke’s eyes grew heavy, and even Ravyn started yawning.
“Kuso, it’s a long walk home,” Ravyn groaned.
“U-um,” Cannoli began, her gaze flickering between Keke and me. “I-if Matt wants to stay here tonight, Ravyn could stay with Keke?” Her face burned red, and she stared into her lap. “Unless that’s not okay. I’m sorry. That was presumptuous of me.”  
Keke looked at me, and her expression was difficult to read. Like a strained acceptance. “Up to you,” she said.
Ravyn rubbed a hand over her face and groaned, “Mou ii.”
“Yeah, I can stay here.” I nodded. “We’ll meet back up in the morning.”
“Sure thing.” Keke offered an awkward smile. “Have a good night, you two.”
“Get sleep. I don’t want to hear any cranky bullshit in the morning,” Ravyn said, putting Ball on one shoulder.
They left. Cannoli and I were alone.
I helped her move the pie plates to the sink, and then she turned to face me. She leaned forward until her palms rested gently against my chest. “I hope it’s okay that I asked you to stay,” she murmured.
“Yeah, of course.” My heart raced. I could smell her perfume and feel the heat of her skin. “Everything alright?”
Cannoli nodded. “Everything’s wonderful, honestly. Tonight was the happiest I’ve felt in a long time.” She toyed with a strand of hair that had fallen free from her bun and over her shoulder. “But I’m really worried about you.”
“Why?” I struggled to decide what to do with my hands, eventually deciding to leave them folded in my lap.
“Please don’t be mad.” Cannoli chewed her lower lip. “Keke told me what happened with Yomi. I… I can’t imagine how you feel.”
Well, not mad, for starters. “It’s okay that you know.” I struggled to find the words. “I’m alright, I think.”
Cannoli searched my face, then traced my cheek and chin with her fingers. “You always tell me to talk to you. You can talk to me too, you know.”
I chuckled under my breath and leaned into her hand. “I don’t know if you noticed, but I’m not great at the whole talking thing.”
“I noticed.” She smiled, resting her palm against my cheek. “I guess I just want you to trust me. Like you trust Keke and Ravyn. And I,” she paused, then shook her head, “I don’t want to be left behind.”
“I’ll never leave you behind.” I tilted my forehead to hers, inhaling the scent of her perfume. Her eyes widened, and she stole a quick breath. Our faces were inches from one another, and her hand lingered on my chin.
Cannoli lifted up on her tiptoes and pressed her lips against mine. They were just as soft and sweet as they looked, her kiss as gentle a caress as her voice. I circled her waist in my arms and leaned into her, feeling her relax in my embrace. The tip of her tongue danced across my mouth, and I parted my lips, letting her take time to explore our kiss before reciprocating. Her tail curled around my lower back, pulling me deeper.
I could hardly breathe. The carnal things I wanted to do with her collided against the desire to simply remain in her embrace. It was warm and welcoming and safe.
Cannoli broke our kiss, both of us fighting for air. She giggled and leaned her head against my chest. “Can I ask something silly?” Her voice was muffled by my shirt.
“You can ask anything.”
“Can we just… cuddle?” She paused, then quickly added, “I mean, kissing is fine, too!” Her gaze lifted, and she smiled. “I just really want to be close to you right now.”
The yearning beneath my skin screamed in protest. Cannoli, the master of cock-blocks. But I would never do anything to push or hurt my girls. “Of course.”
Never.
Cannoli’s grin widened. “Thank you.”
I stripped to my boxers, and Cannoli changed into an adorable pair of shorts and a tank top. Oh, you are not making this easy. But I kept my word. We cuddled beneath her blankets and kissed deeply until she fell asleep in my arms.
Sleep didn’t come so easily for me. But eventually, it found me, and I dreamed of talking violet rybas.
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“So, how far is this place?” I asked as I passed what I was sure was the hundredth rock.
Each of them was shaped like a little spire about half the size of my palm. It felt like we were walking between the grooves on the back of some giant kaiju monster. Part of me began to wonder if it was going to start moving and I’d be told to mine the ore off of its back.
“Not much farther,” Espada said. She’d been leading the group for a bit more than an hour now. She guided us south, past the hideout of the drider and into the mountains. Wasn’t even sure when it became mountains, as many of the paths were surprisingly smooth and easy to traverse. I didn’t recall them looking so smooth back then.
“You come here often?”
“Why, you looking to buy me a drink?” Espada replied. She turned to smile, but my lack of response seemed to wipe that grin off in an instant. “It’s a joke.”
“I-I know. Just didn’t expect it.”
“Espada knows some great jokes,” Cannoli mused.
“She does?” I said, aghast.
Espada sighed, removing a small brush and painting a red line across one of the many rocks. “Don’t oversell me. Just keep following.”
“As you wish,” Ravyn muttered with malice on her tongue. I was pretty sure Espada didn’t hear it, but Cannoli and I sure did.
“Shh, we don’t wanna tick her off,” I whispered back with a finger to my lips.
Ravyn continued to mutter and grumble colorful words, with some notable ones being ‘gemstones,’ ‘jewels,’ and ‘bitch,’ occasionally escaping her throat.
I tried to push out her vulgarities and focused on keeping my heavy backpack balanced. Espada had insisted on using it in addition to the [Cat Pack]. Apparently, ores had a way of overflowing inventories in no time at all, and her bag was specialized for [Mining].
A pickaxe and a helmet dangled from a couple of straps on the sides of the backpack. But still, it felt weird to be carrying something on my back again. I started to remember why I never cared to hike.
“Wrigglewrots have been here,” Espada said, kneeling down to pinch a bit of dirt between her fingers.
“Wriggle-whats?” I asked.
Cannoli’s eyes widened. “Where? Where!”
“Haven’t seen one of those in a long time,” Keke mused.
“Sorry, but what’s a wrigglewrot?” I raised my hand this time, hoping to emphasize my ignorance of this elusive creature.
Cannoli turned to me, positively beaming. “They’re cute little pudgy rock eaters! We don’t get a whole bunch of them on Ni Island, so there might be a nest of them nearby!”
“Should I be worried?”
Cannoli shook her head with enthusiasm. “Harmless as can be!”
“So long as you don’t take their rocks,” Espada reasoned, standing back up. “Just make sure you’re in [Combat Mode]. I don’t wanna have to cart your sorry ass back.”
“Great. Rock-eaters, too,” Ravyn complained quietly.
Right up there with glue-eaters for you, huh?
The path seemed to be widening now. The trail was getting steeper and more difficult to navigate. Each of us helped the others up as needed, Cannoli needing just a little more help than Keke or Ravyn.
“Couldn’t pick a better set of shoes to walk in?” I said to Ravyn as I helped her up. “Pretty sure heels are the worst hiking shoes available.”
“Would you hurry the fuck up and just be quiet?”
Someone’s a little more ornery than usual. What gives?
Ball Gag watched from above as I helped his master up. He was being strangely observant, and while I wouldn’t be particularly concerned with anyone else doing it, Ball had done little to prove otherwise that parrots were nothing more than loud nuisances best roasted over a campfire.
“Hello? Help?” Ravyn said.
“Sorry.” I leaned back on my right foot for support and pulled.
I realized that I used too much force the moment I did it.
A phys ed teacher from junior high had taught me that I should just go with the flow if I ever fell on my back—that I could dislocate my shoulders if I tried to stop it with my arms. So, instincts kicked in, and I let myself fall. It hurt, but the backpack offered a bit of support—as much support as a nearly empty backpack could offer. Though now I was in a much more difficult position.
Don’t. Move.
Ravyn had fallen on top of me. I hadn’t realized how tightly I was holding onto her arms until I heard her grunt in protest. There was a sinister squint of eyes from the evil Ball Gag hovering above us.
She met me with a big smile, not a hint of red or nervousness anywhere to be seen. There was a darkness behind those eyes, though. Something more… concerning.
“Matt. Kindly let me go,” she said, unblinking.
Terrified of being roasted alive, my arms sprang away from her body with a speed I’d never managed before. A snapping twig caught my attention, and I rocked my head back to see Keke with a rather thick branch, now snapped in two. Cannoli looked horrified, and Espada looked like she was fighting everything she had not to laugh out loud.
“Thanks for that. Not a scene I’ll soon forget,” Espada said, continuing down the path like nothing even happened.
Ravyn brushed herself off and walked around me in a wide berth like I was a pile of garbage she wanted to avoid. She shot me another smile that was much, much too demure and genteel to read anything but malevolent.
“Next time, you’re fucking dead.” Ravyn delivered her statement with a wide grin and a lilt that rivaled Cannoli’s. Yet none of the wonder—none of the light—was there.
You’re welcome for the help.
Good lord, what was it with her tone and facial expressions not matching? I was starting to get creeped out.
Keke and Cannoli stood dumbfounded as I rose to my feet. I didn’t need anyone to point it out to know how red my face was.
The girls continued onward, and I followed a few feet behind in silence.
When we reached the peak, there were pockets and clusters of stones and crystals resembling those on Earth. They shimmered brilliantly, even in the low light.
“This doesn’t seem real,” I said aloud.
“Be careful, wrigglewrots will make it a reality,” Espada warned, unsheathing a long, double-edged sword from her waist.
“We’re not going to hurt them, are we?” Cannoli said with her hands clasped together.
“Don’t be a fool! Wrigglewrots or not, any Encroacher is dangerous if you don’t take it seriously.” Espada snapped.
“Espada, wait,” Keke said with her hand held out. “Wrigglewrots just want their rocks, right?” Espada nodded. “We could just give them something else to eat.”
“A distraction.”
“Exactly that,” Keke said with a nod.
“Any suggestions? We’d have to mine some first, which costs time and our ore.”
Cannoli proudly procured her frying pan from the [Cat Pack]. “It’s made of metal. Tough metal. They can have my frying pan.”
“Wait,” I said as I gripped Cannoli’s shoulder. “Are you sure? You carry that thing everywhere.”
Cannoli turned and looked me in the eye. “Wrigglewrots must be protected.”
I am smitten.
“Alright, alright, but where are they? I don’t see any—”
Just then, one of the clusters of crystals moved, and one yellow orb opened up in the middle, scanning its surroundings. It squinted, shook, and then rolled from one cluster to another a few feet away. We all watched in silence as it moved from one bunch of rocks to the next, eventually unfolding itself to stand on four legs.
It looked, well, not too bright. It tilted its head like a bird, moving its eyes independently like a chameleon’s. The Encroacher had a massive lower jaw, and three pointy white spines stuck out from the, well, lips, I guess. Keeping one of its large, beady eyes on us, it approached a stone that shone as beautifully as the sun. The ore bore a striking resemblance to topaz, and—
And he ate it.
With a force I could only admire, the little dude dug his jaw into the dirt and shoveled the horde of stones into his mouth, crunching the gems between its jaws with little effort. Bits and pieces of ore spilled to the ground as he ate. It was like watching a two-year-old at the dinner table.
Cannoli hopped from one foot to the other. “I want to get closer. Can we get closer? Please?”
“Well, hold on, we need to be careful,” Keke said, barring Cannoli with her arm.
“They shouldn’t be too much of a threat,” Espada admitted with a sigh. With her sword still firmly grasped in her hand, she approached the creature with casual steps.”Just bring the frying pan.”
Among the ores were a total of four wrigglewrots, each of which rolled their way over to Cannoli, though one had become enamored with Ravyn. I had the distinct feeling that it had more to do with the giant gemstone hanging around her neck and less to do with her as a person. Cannoli crooned and squealed over the wrigglewrots, and time flew by as we worked.
Espada was patient and kind. Much kinder than the catgirl I recalled when I bought my first piece of gear. She taught me which angles to strike each ore, how to get the most out of a rock without breaking or shattering it, and what to look for in a good mining spot. I was trash at it if I’m being honest. Even so, I had a few good rocks to bring back, and I was sure I’d be using this Skill a great deal in the future.
Cannoli learned nothing, and although she was short one frying pan, she gained four more friends that day, even if temporary.
Keke guided my hand in ways Espada couldn’t, and Ravyn’s mood improved to the point where she took her time to explain which stones were the most valuable and why.
The sun was setting by the time my bag was full. I wiped a sheen of sweat from my forehead and looked on, proud of our accomplishments.
I was sure I could accomplish anything with these girls by my side.
And now, to survive a date with Saphira.
New Notifications!
Matt has gained: 1 Level of [Mining]!
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Chapter 42
Die With Memories, Not Dreams


“This one’s me.”  Saphira stepped onto the wide porch of her house. 
It was crafted in white wood and stone, shaped in the same square stylings of the other houses in Ni. But around the back, fences extended farther than the eye could see. I spotted rows and rows of crops in the limited remaining sunlight, neatly sectioned off and sprouting bright green leaves.
“You do all of this yourself?” I marveled.
Saphira blushed and nodded. “Yes. Ever since I was a kitten.”
I joined her on the porch. I wanted to ask what happened to her parents, but that seemed to be a sore subject for the majority of the catgirls I’d talked to, so I left it alone. “That’s really amazing.”
“The days start early, but I love farming. It brings me a lot of joy.” She tugged at the hem of her skirt. “Do… do you want to see it?”
“Yeah, give me the tour.” I grinned. So far, Shizen’s farm was the only one I’d seen, and I was interested to see the differences in crops and Saphira’s farming methods.
Growing spices turned you into Old McDonald, eh Kelmer?
I pushed the thought aside and followed Saphira around the side of her house. She propped open a gate and held it for me to pass through. 
“Does the saltwater in the air mess with the soil?” I asked, surprising myself with the question as much as it did Saphira.
“It can, yes,” she replied with wide eyes. She knelt near one of the tall stalks of a red-leafed plant and combed her fingers through the topsoil. “Thankfully, we have enough rain that it blocks any stray mist from getting to the roots. And I built an irrigation system that brings in water from the nearby pond.”
“The one with the catfishes?”
Saphira giggled. “Yeah! They’re not so bad, though. I bring them a few onyans, and they eat those and leave me alone.”
And I thought Cannoli was a Disney Princess.
“Do you keep any livestock?” It was impossible to imagine that she didn’t. With how Ball immediately took to her, it seemed like Saphira had a lot of experience with animals. 
“I do!” She stood and pointed at another building in the distance. “They’ll be getting ready to sleep about now. But I keep chickens, cows, and a pony. I have eggs at my shop almost every day, but they sell out early.” She dusted her hands off and grinned. “Sometimes, Cannoli buys my entire stock.”
“Are they considered Encroachers, too? Your livestock?”
Saphira tilted her head, squinting curiously. “Yes. What else would they be?”
Which makes Buttons an Encroacher. And the tigers. “Where I’m from, I guess you’d refer to them as domestic Encroachers.”
“Actually, I’d like to hear more about that, if you don’t mind. Where you’re from.” Saphira plucked a few vegetables from different sections of the garden. “I’ll start dinner while we talk?”
You’re spoiling me, Saphira. I hadn’t realized our date came with a home-cooked meal. I wasn’t about to protest. “Sure. Let me help.” I took the vegetables from her arms to lighten her load.
“Gosh, okay, thank you. This way!” Saphira led us up the stairs of her deck and to the back door, unlocking it and ushering me inside.
Saphira’s house was the size of Keke and Cannoli’s put together. The rear entrance led into the expansive kitchen, where I set the vegetables in the sink. I peeked around the corner and took in the large, fully furnished living room. A couch and recliner posed near a stocked fireplace. Paintings of landscapes adorned the walls—some settings I was sure I’d seen around Ni in my travels, but others were unfamiliar.
“Who did the art?” I turned back to the kitchen as Saphira procured a cutting board and a knife.
“My grandmother, my mother, and me,” she replied. “This house has been in my family for a long time.”
“They’re really good.” I slid a second cutting board and knife from the same shelf and set myself up next to her. She eyed me curiously. “I can help cook. No fair to make you do all the work.”
Saphira’s smile lit up the room. “You’re so sweet, Matt.” She handed me an onyan and started me off before focusing on the other vegetables. “You’ve changed a lot since you first arrived.”
“Yeah?”
“Mhm.” Saphira chopped and sliced with an efficiency that put me to shame. “You’re a lot calmer, and,” she paused, searching for the words, “it seems like you really care about Keke, Cannoli, and Ravyn.”
I nodded. “I do.” I accepted another vegetable to chop and carved off the end. “I care a lot about this island, too. And the people on it.”
Saphira hummed her reply, washing her newly cut vegetables in the sink. “That makes me happy to hear.” She went to her cold box and collected two meaty filets. “So, what was it like? Where you came from?”
A reel of memories flooded me with her question. Working the Wendy’s drive-through the summer after high school. Playing video games at all hours of the night and forgetting what the sun looked or felt like. Swiping through dating apps like a man possessed. “Overrated,” I said.
Saphira laughed. “What do you mean?”
I chewed my tongue in thought, adding the finished vegetables to Saphira’s growing pile. “Growing up, my parents told me I could do anything I wanted to so long as I set my mind to it. But, when it came to it, anything I wanted always turned out to be just outside my reach.”
Saphira blinked. “That sounds frustrating.”
“That’s a good word for it,” I agreed. “Sometimes, I wonder if I wasn’t trying hard enough. But now that’s impossible to say for sure.”
“What were your dreams?” Saphira seasoned the filets and returned to the cold box, fishing out a dark bottle. “Oh, is it okay if we have a drink or two?”
I’m gonna need more than that if we’re getting into dreams talk. “Yeah. Of course. Thanks.”
She poured us both a glass and handed me mine before returning to her meal preparations.
I took a sip and leaned against one of the counters. “I was going to school to learn how to, er—” What the hell would an ‘engineer’ do in Nyarlea? “Well, I was really good with math and science. I wanted to get a good job and a girlfriend and just be happy.”
“A girlfriend? Like a friend that’s a girl?” Saphira furrowed her brow and sipped her wine. “Am I a girlfriend?”
What a question. I chuckled. “Something like that. I guess it’s more complicated than I thought. But, yeah, there’s that. What’s your dream, Saphira?”
Saphira took another drink. I feel that. She cleared her throat and faced away from me, focusing instead on the food. “Don’t laugh?”
“I would never.”
“My favorite memories are of when my mother, grandmother, and I all lived here together. We spent nights by the fire talking or painting or reading to one another. I miss having others here with me. I…” She hesitated. “I want to have daughters to share all of this with.” She shook her head. “I know that’s what a lot of other girls want. So it probably sounds stupid.”
Heat danced along my skin. I knew she wasn’t asking me for anything—it didn’t seem implied, either. From the look on her face, this was clearly something she didn’t share often. “I don’t think that’s stupid. Not at all.”
“Thanks,” she murmured.
“No, I mean it. It sounds like your family had a lot of traditions you want to continue. It’s a great dream.”
Her smile returned. “Thank you, Matt. Really.”
The conversation lightened up as more wine flowed and Saphira cooked dinner. She told me more about her art, her preferred subjects, and her favored medium. I knew next to nothing about painting, so whether the watercolors she described were similar in my last world, I couldn’t say. I somehow got on the topic of movies and tried to explain the concept without much luck. Even sketching lame diagrams of cameras, film, and the projection screen had Saphira in fits of giggles but didn’t help convey how they worked.
We sat down to dinner in high spirits.
“This is delicious,” I admired as I ate.
“I’m glad. I know I’m a far cry from Cannoli’s [Cooking] Skill—”
I waved her statement away. “No, stop that. This is fantastic. Everything tastes so fresh.” Compared to the steady diet of Mountain Dew, Doritos, and processed fast food that had sustained me before coming to Nyarlea, the home-cooked meals—even the inn’s food—tasted like heaven. “Tastes even better knowing you cooked it.”
Saphira touched her pinking cheek, her eyes lowered. “I’m never going to stop blushing around you, am I?”
“It’s adorable,” I said. My filter has turned to tissue paper. But the thought didn’t bother me as I watched Saphira squirm in delight. She was so kind-hearted and genuine. From her contagious laughter to her wholesome dreams.
Cannoli’s sincerity with Myrun’s plight rang in my ears. Matt, you’re the only one who can help her!
I stood and rounded the table, reaching for Saphira’s hand, then guided her to standing. Her brilliant blue eyes widened as she gazed up at me. God, I could drown in that stare. I brushed my thumb along her cheekbone and cradled her face in my hand. “Hey, you’re real.”
She laughed and leaned her cheek against my palm. “I can’t believe that’s the first thing I said to you.”
“I don’t mind.” I rested my forehead against hers, sharing the sweet air between our lips. “Is this okay?”
“Yes,” she breathed.
I tipped her chin up and kissed her. Her hands encircled my waist, and her lithe frame relaxed against mine. Her soft lips and gentle touch stole my breath. She tasted like wine and the ocean air. My heart raced, and goosebumps prickled along my spine.
But, for the first time since Yomi, I wasn’t afraid. My excitement wasn’t forced.
“Let’s go to my room?” Saphira murmured against my mouth.
“Yeah.”
She took my hand and led me through the living room, past multiple guest rooms, and into the master bedroom. She glanced from the bed to me and squeezed my hand. “U-um, this is my first time. With anyone. Please be gentle?”
Adrenaline pounded against my eardrums. I brushed my fingers through her hair and caressed her face. “Of course.”
Saphira nodded and guided me to the bed. She took a seat and stared up at me while chewing on her lower lip. Her cheeks were flushed, and her freckles more pronounced. Her sapphire eyes glittered with nervous anticipation.
You started this, Matt. Don’t make her lead. 
I leaned in and kissed her forehead, her cheek, and her chin. I mapped her sun-kissed throat with my lips, relishing in her rushed breaths. Her body reacted like a live wire to even the slightest touch, and her heated skin echoed the pulsing of her heart.
“Tell me if you want something,” I muttered.
“Alright,” she whispered.
“Is this still okay?”
“Yes.”
I circled her waist with one arm and leaned her back enough to slide my hand beneath her top. Her taut stomach emanated a feverish heat as I traced the curve to her chest. A breathy moan escaped her throat, and her nipple hardened with a few short strokes of my thumb.
“That’s s-sensitive,” she gasped.
Saphira moved her trembling hands beneath my shirt, tracing the lines of my abdomen. I leaned into her careful, curious touch. I wanted more. 
I nibbled her shoulder and drew away to tug her shirt over her head. I did the same with mine, not wanting her to be the only one nude in the room. Saphira blushed furiously, but her eyes slid hungrily from my head to my waist. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t do exactly the same. A tiny sparkle near her hips caught my eye.
“This is really cute,” I said, fingering the stud in her navel.
She giggled, and the blush deepened. “Thank you. No one else knows I have it.”
“Our little secret, then,” I purred and kissed her again.
Saphira laid back on the bed, pulling me down with her. Her explorative touch grew more earnest, and her kiss more passionate. 
It was a difficult balance, allowing her time to feel out the situation while simultaneously wanting to rip off her skirt and bury myself inside her. 
Her tongue danced circular rhythms around mine, and her back arched against my hand while I kneaded her chest. Her fingers slid down to my hips, following the pronounced bones before pressing into the divots on the insides. It was a sensation I’d never experienced, and I unexpectedly groaned against her mouth, bucking into her thumbs and hips. 
She broke our kiss and gasped for air. “Hah... you’re so warm. A-and your skin feels so nice on mine,” she breathed, searching my face. “Is this really okay?”
“So long as you say it is,” I murmured, stroking her silken ears. I’d yet to figure out just what I could do with cat ears in terms of sex, but I reasoned now was as good a time as any.
“Mnh. That feels good.” Saphira tilted her head to allow me easier access.
“Good.” I continued caressing her ears with one hand, enjoying the sound of her rapid breaths. I kissed her throat, her shoulder, then lapped playfully at one nipple. 
She squeaked, wrapping her fingers in my hair. “Oh. Goodness. That’s embarrassing,” she giggled.
“Not at all.” I encompassed the hardened bud with my mouth, and she whimpered, her breath skipping on the sound. Her fingers searched for purchase in my hair, and her body quivered against me as she pressed harder into my palm.
Saphira withdrew one hand from my head and wriggled out of her skirt, shoving it to the floor. She sought my free hand and guided it between her bare thighs.
“Please,” she whispered.
“Mm.” When you ask so nicely… I parted her folds and slid my middle finger slowly inside of her. Holy fuck. Not only was she dripping with need, but every shudder, twitch, and gasp reverberated through my hand. Goosebumps flared on her breasts and throat, and she bent her knees so her feet rested at her hips.
“Nnh— ah!” Saphira gasped when I reached the last knuckle, rolling her hips into my palm.
“Feel good?”
“Y-yes!” she moaned. “Can you add another finger?”
You’re so tight. Will it fit? “Yeah.” I wasn’t about to tell her no. I added my ring finger to my middle, spreading her wider with the joining and shivering with the acceptance.
“Oh… oh, Matt,” she murmured, lifting her feet from the bed and bearing down with her hips. “That feels amazing.”
“Good,” I whispered, moving my mouth to her other breast. My erection was so damn hard that it was painful. Patience, man. “I’m gonna move them, okay?”
“Okay.”
I carefully withdrew my fingers to the middle knuckle before guiding them back inside. Her breathing caught in the back of her throat, and her hand moved to rejoin the other in my hair. Each time I reached as far as my fingers would go, her toes curled, and her tail flicked. I gradually picked up my rhythm and used my thumb to massage her clit. The grip on my scalp tightened, and the carnal noises that escaped her grew more frantic.
“I think I— I…!”
“Come, Saphira,” I said, then claimed her mouth with mine.
“Mmm!” She pushed her tongue between my lips, and her moans reverberated in my throat. Sharp convulsions pulsed around my hand, and her hips wildly rocked into my palm.
I continued to thrust as deep as her body allowed, enjoying the depraved sounds of her pleasure and the erotic arches of her body.
Saphira’s hands dropped to the fastening on my pants, and she awkwardly toyed with the button. “Your… your turn, right?” she managed between breathless panting.
“Only if you want to keep going.”
“Don’t stop. Please.”
I helped her undo the button, stripped my pants and boxers, then helped her move farther up on the bed. She raised her hips and wrapped her legs around my waist.
“Go slow?” she asked.
“Of course.”
I guided the head of my shaft to her opening, testing the slick void with minimal pressure. She squealed and gasped, gripping the blankets around her until her knuckles turned white.
“Hey, it’s okay.” I gingerly took one of her hands and entwined our fingers. “Just tell me if you want to stop, alright?”
“O-okay.” Saphira smiled and rested our hands near her head. She took a deep breath and wiggled her hips. “Okay.”
Her body enveloped the head of my cock, and we both gasped. The tremendous heat of her was one thing, but her fit was so snug it forced my groan. She snatched my other hand, weaving our fingers together as I had her first, and laid it on the other side of her head.
“C-can I…?” I could barely speak, let alone think—every fiber of my being commanded me deeper. I swallowed and tried again. “Can I move?” My instincts screamed to make her mine. Claim her. But I refused to hurt her.
“Yes,” she whispered.
I leaned into her, penetrating her body inch by tantalizing inch. Her legs quaked against my back, and a thin blanket of sweat coated her chest. But with every breath, she seemed to yield herself a little bit more. By the time our hips met, we were both covered in sweat and rasping for air.
“I feel so f-full,” she groaned.
“It doesn’t hurt?”
“No. N-not at all.” Saphira clung to my hands like lifelines, her smile carrying into her glimmering eyes. “Just… intense.”
“Yeah, it is,” I admitted. “Can I keep going?”
“Yes.”
With as much self-control as I could muster, I set the slowest rhythm possible. Fuck, that feels even better. The drawn-out pace allowed me to feel each reaction her body had in store for me, from clenches to quivers to convulsions. I moaned, my fingers clinging to hers as desperately as hers did mine.
“Do I— Do I satisfy you?” she murmured.
“You have no idea,” I growled, chancing to quicken my pace.
“I’m glad.” Her back arched, and she groaned, accepting my advance.
She was growing tighter with every thrust. Was she already close to climaxing again? God knows I am. Every rotation was easier, her body more welcoming. Just the picture of her beneath me was going to send me over the edge.
“Saphira, I—”
“Your turn,” she whispered. “With me.”
I orgasmed and felt her climax with me. The throbbing around my shaft milked every drop I had to offer her. Her moans joined mine, ringing against the walls of her bedroom. When I kissed her, our lips felt ice-cold. For an eternity, we breathed for one another. A lifetime of just the two of us.
When I finally pulled away, she licked a bead of sweat from my temple.
I chuckled and released her hand in favor of stroking her hair. “Enjoy yourself?”
“Mhm. I was worried that this would be overrated. You know, like where you come from.” She giggled and blew away a strand of hair that had fallen into her face.
“Was it?”
“No. In fact, we probably shouldn’t let anyone else in on the secret.”
I laughed and kissed her forehead. “I’m glad.”
We crawled beneath the blankets, and she snuggled into my arms. I may have fallen asleep before her, and it was the first dreamless night I’d experienced in ages.
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Saphira cooked me pancakes for breakfast the next morning. Afterward, I headed off to find Keke, Cannoli, and Ravyn. Before we made our way to the new island, I wanted to be a higher Level. My Party needed my protection, and I didn’t want to let them down.
A wave of nostalgia hit me during our trek through the forest. I was struggling to think of the last time we’d done something like this. 
Regardless, I was eager to put my new equipment and Skills to the test. 
With my most recent Class Point, I danced the line between saving it for later, perhaps spending it on [Adrenaline Rush] if my gear seemed more up to snuff, or whether I should dump it into [Axe Mastery] and finish it off.
In the end, I settled on finishing up [Axe Mastery]. Better to put it into what I knew was working, and the way I figured it, I was going to end up mastering it at some point anyway. We’d soon see if it granted me any sort of divine epiphany or if it was just that minor of a benefit.
The new axe felt lighter in my hand, much lighter than the axe before it—which was strange to me. I hadn’t fought with my original axe in some time, which I nicknamed ‘Old Reliable,’ so maybe it was my imagination. Regardless, Whether it was made of a lighter material, my [Strength] was doing the job, or [Axe Mastery] was where I should be putting my thanks, I guess it didn’t matter. Light or not, it was no substitute for combat ability, and I admit I was a bit nervous that I’d gone so long without a fight.
I looked up, carefully watching Ball for the signal. Keke led the pack a good few meters ahead of us, occasionally placing her hand on the odd tree here and there and making a small comment about what might be nearby. Cannoli stuck close to my side, her face scrunched in concentration. She was determined to be braver, be the support we all needed. I just hoped she wasn’t putting up too much of a front.
“Any idea how much longer?” I asked Cannoli.
“Not much longer,” Keke answered for her. She put her right hand on the trunk of a tree and peered around it, motioning with her free hand for us to stay put.
We paused, kneeling behind a bush. Keke continued to tilt her head, bending her neck forward and back.
What’s she looking at?
“Patience,” Ravyn whispered from behind me.
I flinched and just barely managed to avoid yelping. She’d been so quiet I’d almost forgotten she was behind me. I bit my bottom lip and steadied my breathing. God damn it, why couldn’t I calm down?
Cannoli put a hand on my shoulder and smiled. “Just breathe, Matt.”
I scratched the side of my neck and looked away in shame. “I am. Just been a weird morning. Er, day, I mean.” 
Yomi and Myrun had essentially disappeared from my life after we’d slept together. Saphira was someone I’d see a lot more often. And in turn, my kid. It was a strange thought to come to terms with.
“That’s okay. We’re here to help you,” Cannoli grinned.
“Eeyeck,” came a groan from Ravyn.
I turned to her with a frown, putting a finger to my lips. “Not a word from you.”
She raised her brow. “Think the tiger skin armor has gone to your head, boy. And I don’t mean the one attached to your neck.” She folded her arms in that authoritative way she did when she had double-edged advice to offer and said, “Don’t go running in there blindly.”
“I’m not going to,” I said, looking away from her. “We don’t move until Keke does. When her and Ball give the signal, then we move in.”
“Capable of remembering basic instructions. Good boy.”
Where’s my Scooby Snack, Ravyn?
Keke put a finger to her lips and gestured for us to follow. We managed to keep our distance for the next few minutes, making as little sound as possible. The next time Keke stopped, she smiled and gave us an enthusiastic bob of her head.
“Great,” Ravyn said, returning the smile. “I’ve been itching to set something on fire all day long.”
“Don’t burn the forest down,” Cannoli said with a quiet plea.
“I’m not. I know better than that.”
Keke frowned with a roll of her eyes and motioned for us to join her. 
The three of us moved in single file and found ourselves berated by our [Scout].
“You guys suck at staying quiet,” Keke said bluntly.
“Look, the boy—”
“And still you keep going,” Keke hissed in astonishment. She glared at each of us, and Ravyn was the only one who refused to break the stare. 
With a sigh, Keke knelt. “The three of you have scared off our targets at least twice now. If I hear another word, that person gets an arrow in the knee. Is that understood?”
But my days of adventuring!
Cannoli nodded, and I held up a thumb. Ravyn didn’t say or do anything, but I guess silence was good enough for Keke.
“Good. Now. The plan.” Keke looked up. 
Ball Gag was making a slow descent. That was his sign that the targets were in place. 
Keke passed looks between each of us. “Does anyone need a refresher?”
I shook my head. I admit I was a bit nervous with what was about to happen, but the plan was solid. As long as no one did anything brazen, we’d be walking out of here with four dead Encroachers.
The girls followed suit, and Keke looked to Cannoli. “Start us off, then.”
“Right.” Cannoli did a silent arm pump, and I held out my double-sided axe, keeping it low to the ground. “[Illuminate].” She put a hand on the flat end of the axe, and a brilliant white glow enveloped both heads of the blade. “Okay! Let’s do it.”
The four of us carefully approached a thick line of bushes. I peeked over and saw the four Encroachers we had set our sights on. Each of them was deep blue, bearing black beady eyes and crouched on all fours. They were shaped like lizards, their bodies covered in large scales. The one closest to us seemed to be on edge, flicking its forked tongue out repeatedly while the others were further off, munching away on some nearby shrub.
“We have to act fast or they’ll get spooked again,” Keke whispered. “[Pinpoint Weakness].” She slowly raised her head over the top of the bush, and I readied myself into a sprinting position. “Now!”
Keke launched upright and fired an arrow from her bow. It soared with purpose and struck the closest Encroacher through the side of the head. The creature collapsed on its side, gurgling and coughing up violet blood onto the grass.
There was no time to confirm the kill, no time to wait. As Keke fired a second arrow—this time, into its breast—I charged out of the bushes, racing to get in between the remaining beasts. They hissed at my appearance, and they were quick to run. Thanks to the surprise, though, I was able to do what I needed.
“[Blessed Light]!” I heard Cannoli cry out.
And just as she spoke, the light around my weapon erupted into a glare of blinding white light. The Encroachers reeled and writhed on the spot, each of them squinting their eyes in pain.
Now’s my chance!
Gripping both my hands around the axe, I swung it sideways at the roach in front of me. The blade cut through the beast like butter, decapitating it. I hadn’t expected to behead it. I’d put a lot more force into the attack than necessary. There was so much going on in my head, in my body.
My balance thrown off, I nearly hurled myself backward on the backswing. I realized it moments before the blade had made contact, thankfully, and was able to spin on my heel and regain my stance.
“Matt, are you okay?” Keke called out.
“I’m fine! Stick to the plan!”
Okay, calm down. Not so much force this time.
I still had time. I took one step forward, and this time measured my strength. I swung the axe sideways once more, beheading the second Encroacher. It fell to the ground with a thud, and the pools of blood joined together in the soil.
Just as I was revving up to finish off the last Encroacher, it opened its eyes and slithered backward like a snake. It hissed and flicked its tongue at me. A stray arrow struck its side, prompting it to make a getaway into the forest. It was fast, far faster than I could run. The Encroacher slithered out of sight before I could even swing my axe, and I breathed an audible sigh.
“Damn it!” said Keke.
“Get ready,” mused Ravyn.
Get ready? For what?
“[Displace]!”
And then I was gone. I blinked, and suddenly I was somewhere else. I could still hear the girls, but they were way far from where I was. What the hell? I ran toward the sounds of my Party, and as I approached, I could hear them cheering. When I came to the clearing, there was the fourth Encroacher, burned to a crisp and lodged with arrows.
I looked down at the Encroacher for a few seconds, then back up at the girls. “And you call me reckless?”
“Shouganai. It worked, didn’t it?”
I’ll remember this.
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With another Level beneath my belt and my gear situation figured out, we were ready to go to one of the other islands. I remembered Cailu saying that Ichi was a desert, but I couldn’t recall if he’d mentioned anything about Shi. The last man there was eaten by a dragon, but that didn’t necessarily mean there were dragons on Shi.  
The four of us worked on a shopping list of last-minute items we’d need before embarking on another adventure.
“Are you sure dragons aren’t real?” I asked Keke while I watched Cannoli try to teach Buttons how to fetch.
Ravyn grunted a sound between a laugh and a cough as she poured over the parchment, quill in hand.
Keke grinned. “I don’t know. Are they?”
Guess there’s only one way to find out.
To Be Continued…
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Cannoli in Wonderland


Cannoli lounged on her picnic blanket  amongst the forest of grass, sketching the portrait of a palm civet that had emerged to see what she was doing.
“You look so cute!” Cannoli gently stroked the top of its head. “Just a little more.”
The civet blinked and cocked its head. Cannoli’s ears twitched in the same direction as the sound of rustling grass pulled her attention. A petite form bounded from between the stalks and looked around before it was consumed by a wide yawn. The palm civet trembled in fear before bolting back to its burrow.
Cannoli scrambled to her knees and squeaked in surprise before leaning closer to inspect the newcomer: tall white ears and adorned snow-white hair. Russet skin and brilliant blue eyes glanced up at Cannoli, then back down at the dirt. A fluffy white tail poked out from beneath a red waistcoat and slim-fitting pants.
“Phaedra?” Cannoli squinted her eyes. This creature was a fraction of the catgirl’s size, but there was no mistaking her face. “Why do you look like a bunny?”
Phaedra cocked her head. “I’ve always looked like this, enormous girl.”
Cannoli gently stroked Phaedra’s ears. “They’re so soft!”
“Hey! I didn’t grab your tail without permission!” Phaedra leaped backward, pushing her ears forward and glaring at Cannoli. “Oh. Right. Have you seen a pocket watch anywhere around here?”
“A...a what?” Cannoli glanced at her journal, then back at Phaedra.
“A pocket watch!” Phaedra skipped forward and snatched Cannoli’s pencil from her hand. “Here, look. Oh, that’s a very nice drawing. It looks just like a palm civet.”
“T-thank you.”
“Anyway.” Phaedra sketched with furious speed, covering the page beside the civet with a detailed depiction of a circular device sporting twelve numerals and two hands.
“Oh! Like a clock?” Cannoli asked.
“Yes. A clock for your pocket.” Phaedra nodded with a wide grin. “I seem to have misplaced mine.”
“No, I’m sorry. Um. Do you need my help looking for it?”
Phaedra sighed. “No. I suppose this one will do. I’m going to be late.” She slid her fingers across the page, and they disappeared beneath her drawing. Cannoli’s eyes widened as Phaedra tugged upward, bringing the sketch away from the journal. It shifted from flat to round in Phaedra’s tiny palm and began to tick.
“H-how! How did you do that?” Cannoli squealed.
Phaedra shrugged. “Can’t you?” She pocketed the watch in her waistcoat and turned back to the grass. “I have spent too much time on this errand. Nice meeting you!” Without another word, she bounded through the stalks and disappeared.
“W-wait! Hang on!” Cannoli clambered to her feet and jogged after Phaedra. “Wait!”
“Keep drawing! You’re really very good!” a disjointed voice called from ahead.
“Wait!“ Cannoli sprinted forward, pawing through the grass and searching the ground for Phaedra. The burrows around her were growing wider and deeper the farther in she went, and it escaped her notice until it was too late.
Without warning, Cannoli found herself in free fall. “Ahhh!”
Cannoli’s stomach jolted to her throat as she tumbled down the burrow, the warm sunlight disappearing overhead and giving way to a dimly lit, murky darkness. However, the speed of her fall began to decrease, and the light in the tunnel increased. All around her were the most curious objects—teacups, playing cards, cookies, and palm civets climbing up and down the walls. As her fear turned to curiosity, the palm civets simultaneously turned in her direction and began to sing:
“Cannoli, Cannoli, come and play!
Cannoli, Cannoli we have all day!
Cannoli, Cannoli do you like croquet?
Cannoli, Cannoli is here to stay!”
At first, Cannoli found it adorable. But as the singing grew louder and she descended farther, it gave her an uneasy feeling—like she’d rubbed velvet the wrong way. It felt weird.
After a very long time, Cannoli landed on a floor with black and white checkered tiles. Her dress billowed out before her, and she quickly realized it wasn’t the one she’d been wearing only moments before. Lacy accents and bright blue bows, with strips of fabric that matched the checkered floor. White tights and black strapped sandals completed the ensemble, and she smoothed the fabric of the skirt over her thighs.
“Where am I?” she murmured, slowly rising to her feet and taking in her surroundings.
Doors of all shapes, sizes, and materials lined the walls. Enormous stone gateways with iron handles, delicate wooden passages covered in vines and locked by golden bolts, and short doors that barely came up to Cannoli’s calf with locks the size of her thumb.
“Maybe one of these lets me out?”
She tried the stone door but found it far too heavy for her to push. The wooden passage’s lock remained stalwart to her clumsy fingers, and the small doors could barely fit her arm up to the shoulder. When she turned back to the center of the room, a glass table had materialized seemingly from nothing.
“Was this here when I arrived?” Cannoli wondered. The heels of her shoes clicked against the tiles as she approached. Three peculiar objects lined the table’s edge: a cake with pink icing that spelled out “Eat Me,” a bottle declaring “Drink Me,” and a golden key the length of her pointer finger.
Cannoli tugged at a thick tendril of her hair, braiding it while she considered her options. “Am I supposed to take one first? Take them together? This makes no sense.” And what was the key for? It was far too small to fit the bigger doors, maybe the shorter ones? But I can’t fit through the small one! she thought, chewing her lower lip. “Mmm. What would Keke do?“ She tapped one toe, then picked up the key. “She would try the doors first, I think.”
Sure enough, the key only fit into one lock—the smallest door of them all. She knelt down and opened the door, peering through the gap into the world beyond. A lake? A clear blue lake stretched beyond where her eyes could see, lapping against green shores with lush trees and bright flowers.
Phaedra—somehow smaller—appeared from the side, inches from Cannoli’s face. “Drink the bottle, girl!”
Cannoli squeaked and fell backward. “B-But I—!”
“We don’t have time for this. Drink it or live eternally in the door room, your choice.” Phaedra gave her the barest of nods and checked her pocket watch. “I’m off. Good day!”
“Phaedra! Wait!” But it was no use; Phaedra’s outline was already far in the distance, and Cannoli couldn’t fit through the door. She groaned in frustration and shuffled back to the table. “Well, I suppose I don’t have much of a choice.”
Cannoli uncorked the bottle and tossed the small amount of liquid back. It tasted of nineapple juice and honey. Carefully setting the bottle back on the table, she stepped back and waited.
Just as she began to question Phaedra’s wisdom, her fingers and toes tingled with a pleasant warmth. The sensation crept up her arms and legs, traveling until meeting at her heart. She shivered and giggled. “Well, that feels nice— ah!” Her limbs shrank to half their size, then her torso and head. The glass table towered over her, and the once tiny door looked quite large. “At least my dress shrank with me,” she mused, looking herself over. Everything seemed to be in place, so she dared travel through the door.
The land beyond held the same fresh scents of green trees and cool water as Ni Island, but unfamiliar floral scents and foreign cries of wildlife called from thick branches. As she made her way to the forest, strange shadows moved beneath the lake.
Remembering the Defiled in Nyarela’s oceans, she gave the water a wide berth and chose to move deeper between the trees.
As soon as Cannoli passed the edge of the trees, the world returned to the same whimsical nature of the burrow and the door room. Mushrooms as tall as trees sprouted between taller flowers and shorter trees. All species of plant life commingled inches from one another, dancing and swaying as if caressed by a soft breeze. But there was no breeze.
“Hello, dear. Are you lossst?” a voice asked from beside Cannoli’s foot.
Cannoli jumped to the side with a gasp and looked down. A pure white serpent with bright blue eyes almost as long as she was tall hovered near her hip, staring up at her expectantly.
“S-s-snake!” Cannoli squealed. “Please don’t eat me!”
“No, sssilly. I’m a Civil Ssserpent. And you don’t sssmell like food.” The snake wobbled her head from side to side. “Where are you trying to go?”
Cannoli clasped her hands over her heart and took a deep breath. “Well, you see, I-I don’t know. I don’t know where I am, really.”
The Civil Serpent nodded. “I sssee. You’re in Wonderland, sssweeeet. I will take you to sssomeone who can help.”
“That’s very kind of you, thank you!” Cannoli curtsied and patted the snake’s head. “You’re very nice.”
The serpent’s face pinked. “Why, thank you.”
They weaved through the trees, flowers, and mushrooms. They passed boulders shaped like stars and hearts, sprouts that looked like candy, and insects that made sweet melodies as they flew by. The serpent never went farther than Cannoli could see her—her striking white scales against the darker foliage certainly helped.
The serpent stopped at the end of a narrow, expansive table draped with a white tablecloth. It was cluttered with tea accessories from edge to edge. Saucers, cups, cakes, cookies, sugar, milk, teapots, napkins, and stacks of pastries. Two young men faced each other on either side, each holding a teacup and staring at one another in uncomfortable silence.
“Let them guide you,” the serpent said. “Jussst… be patient.”
Cannoli nodded, and the serpent slithered away. She stepped closer to the table before calling out, “Matt? Cailu?”
Both men looked up from their staring contests, resting their eyes on Cannoli.
Cailu jumped to his feet. His moth-eaten coat billowed around him, accenting striped pants. “Ah! My lady! Your presence is most welcome at our sumptuous affair!” He bowed deeply and gestured to the chaotic tea party.
“Shut up, Cailu. You’ll scare her away.” Matt tipped his tall, lopsided hat. His mustard-yellow jacket was unlike anything Cannoli had ever seen him wear. “You seem to know us, but we don’t know you?”
“O-of course you do!” Cannoli leaned her hands on the table in earnest, lying one over her chest. “I’m Cannoli! And you’re Matt!”
Matt flashed a smile that was just as lopsided as his hat. “I knew who I was this morning, but I’ve changed a few times since then.”
Cailu cackled, snatched one of the teacups from the table, and hurled it at Matt. “You won’t take this girl! Not this time!”
Matt effortlessly dodged the projectile with a roll of his eyes. The teacup shattered in the grass behind him, and he sighed. “I haven’t taken any girls, you goddamned knife-ear.”
Cannoli rocked back from the balls of her feet. If Matt didn’t remember her, would anyone? Was she stuck here in Wonderland forever? Was this like what happened to Matt when he came to Nyarlea? Fear bloomed in her chest, and tears welled in her eyes.
“Oh! Don’t cry.” Matt stood up from the table and moved to Cannoli’s side. “You can’t be sad! It’s your unbirthday!”
Cannoli wiped her cheeks and sniffled. “What?”
“Your unbirthday!” Cailu echoed. “Of course! Here, look!” He lifted a giant plate from the table that contained a wobbling, multi-tiered cake topped with lit candles.
Was that there just a moment ago? “What’s an ‘unbirthday’?” 
“Well, it isn’t your birthday, right?” Matt asked.
“Erm, no. It’s not.”
“Then it’s your unbirthday!” Cailu and Matt said in unison.
The top of the teapot closest to Cannoli popped free, and a miniature version of Saphira climbed out. She let her arms dangle over the edge and looked sleepily at Cannoli. “Did I hear,” Saphira yawned, “that it was someone’s unbirthday?”
“Indeed you did!” Cailu leaned forward and whispered, “Saphira only wakes on special days. See! You are quite special indeed.”
“I… I just want to go home,” Cannoli whispered. “I want my Matt, and my world. Please.”
Saphira’s head lulled to the side, and she yawned again. “Then you need to see the Red Queen.”
“Who?” Cannoli bent her knees to bring her ear to Saphira’s minuscule mouth.
“The Red Queen. They can take you.” Saphira stretched, then descended back into her teapot. “It’s their job to protect you, anyway.”
Cannoli blinked, then looked up at Cailu and Matt.
Matt glanced at Cailu. “Were we really—“
”—Meant to protect them?“ Cailu finished for him.
Cannoli’s lower lip jutted forward in a pout, and she marched around the table. “The two of you can take your time figuring this out. I’m going to find the Red Queen.”
“N-no! My lady, we will accompany you on your journey!” Cailu followed after her, swinging his arm high in the air toward the back of Matt’s head.
Matt ducked, his hat tumbling forward into his hands. “Wait for me!”
“What about Saphira?” Cannoli glanced back at the abandoned teapot and the candles still burning on the cake.
“She will nap until we return.” Cailu waved an unconcerned hand.
“If you say so.” Cannoli took another step, feeling increasingly uncomfortable with leaving the tiny Saphira by herself. “Oh, what’s the harm?” With quick steps, she returned to the teapot and popped the lid. But instead of Saphira inside the body of the pot, Cannoli was met with the sight of her beloved blazard. “Buttons!”
Buttons looked up, and his eyes bulged from his head. He bounded from the pot to her hand, scrambling to his favorite spot on Cannoli’s shoulder and snuggling against her throat.
“Well, I’m certainly glad someone remembers me,“ Cannoli giggled, scritching Button’s head.
“To the Red Queen, then?” Cailu called.
Cannoli and Buttons looked at him in sync, similar wide-eyed expressions on their faces. “Oh! Yes! Let’s go!”
They traveled deeper into the forest, passing more towering mushrooms and blooms the size of houses. Buttons caught a fluttering pink insect on his tongue and munched happily away at Cannoli’s ear while Cailu struck down every branch and vine with his sword. Matt shifted his hat and picked through his pockets, seemingly distracted for most of their journey.
“You lot are a sight for sore eyes,” a voice enveloped them from everywhere and nowhere at all.
They came to a halt, and Cailu shielded Cannoli with one arm.
“Ten minutes ago, you didn’t know you should protect her,” Matt said wryly. His gaze drifted, and he laid a finger on his chin. “Or was that an hour ago? A day? What is time?”
Buttons growled as a new figure emerged in the high branches of a nyapple tree. A woman with cropped purple hair and cat ears stared down at them with a menacing grin. Her striped, bushy tail swayed back and forth like the pendulum of a clock.
“Espada?” Cannoli shaded her eyes and looked up. “Why do you have purple hair?”
Espada’s smile faltered for only a moment. She cleared her throat. “Where do you need to go?”
“I want to go home,” Cannoli called.
“Ah, that’s where you want to go. I asked where you need to go, little girl.“ Espada vanished, then reappeared before them.
“You don’t have to give her such a hard time,” Matt grumbled.
“Back, fiend!” Cailu pointed the tip of his sword at Espada. “I shall dispatch of you post-haste!”
Espada looked at the sword, then at Cailu. With one bare hand, she grasped the blade and wrenched it upward, bending the steel in half without so much as a grunt.
“W-wretch!” Cailu paled and stammered, dropping the sword before cowering in fear. “What fearsome powers!”
“Oh, can it, dickhead.” Espada turned back to Cannoli. “Where do you need to go?”
“U-um,” Cannoli stammered. If Espada could do that to a sword, what could she do to Cannoli’s neck? “I-I—“
“She needs to see the Red Queen,” Matt finished for her.
“There, was that so damn hard?” Espada rested one hand on her hip. “You’re going the wrong way. You need to follow the yellow brick road.”
“The what?” Cannoli looked around, seeing no such thing.
“That’s the wrong story!” Matt cried, his palm meeting his forehead.
“This ain’t your dream, jackass.” Espada looked back at Cannoli and pointed to her right. “Look. Over there. The road.”
Cannoli followed her finger and squealed in surprise. “W-when did that get there?” How could they have missed a shimmering pathway made of solid gold bricks?
“It’s always been there,” Espada replied.
“Yeah, everyone knows that,” Matt added. “Wait, where were we going again?”
Cannoli and Buttons puffed out their cheeks in frustration. Her hands balled at her sides, and she walked stiff-legged toward the golden road. “Well, thank you, Espada.”
“Don’t mention it,” Espada laughed, then vanished.
Cailu whimpered over his sword while Matt offered occasional consolations. But it seemed that Matt was mostly caught in his own head, and the only companion that Cannoli had the full attention of was Buttons.
They trekked on, Cannoli whispering to Buttons and looking for anything that would lead them to the Red Queen. They walked until Cannoli’s feet hurt, and sweat trickled down her spine. At last, they stepped through the edge of the forest onto the end of a gargantuan drawbridge. Cannoli stared up in awe at the resplendent castle bedecked with stained glass windows and gold trimming. Heart motifs were repeated throughout the building—in the balconies’ railings, windows, and stone itself.
“Do you think this is the Red Queen’s castle?”  Cailu wondered aloud.
Cannoli, Buttons, and Matt turned to stare at him in disbelief, but the elf didn’t seem to notice.
“Well, the drawbridge is down. Let’s go inside,” Cannoli suggested, ignoring Cailu’s comment.
Buttons nodded, and the others fell into step behind her. Tall, uniformed persons flanked the castle gates, but no one moved to stop her. Their shining armor was marked with different numbers and various card suits—hearts, clubs, spades, and diamonds. Their helmets were strangely shaped, some rectangular, others round. Cannoli had never seen anything like it.
They crossed the threshold and found themselves in an expansive courtyard. Topiary in geometric and animalistic shapes lined the pathway and led into the castle itself. But the greatest point of interest seemed to be off to the left corner. A group of catgirls in billowing dresses decked in lace and delicate embroidery huddled in a large circle around… something. There was a moment of silence, then an eruption of applause and good cheer, then a return to silence.
“Um, excuse me,” Cannoli called when the catgirls quieted.
“Hmm?” The catgirl nearest her turned her head, and her eyebrows disappeared beneath her bangs. “Wait. Men?”
“Men? Where?”
“Men!”
The circle disintegrated, reforming into a half-circle around Cannoli, Cailu, and Matt, revealing their previous point of interest.
“Eh? Nani?“ Ravyn barked. “Where are all of you going?”
“Apologies, my queen!”
“Your Majesty! Men!”
“There are men in the castle!”
“Silence!” Ravyn shoved them aside, confronting Cannoli, Matt, and Cailu with a furrowed brow and a frown. She tossed her thick skirts to the ground, her immense chest heaving with frustration. 
Ball Gag perched on Ravyn’s shoulder, staring daggers into Cannoli. The Red Queen’s eyes drifted between Cailu and Matt, but her frown deepened when her gaze landed on Cannoli. “Cailu and Matt Hatter I exiled a long time ago. Who the hell are you?”
“C-Cannoli, your majesty,” Cannoli curtsied. “I’m just trying to go home.”
“Oh? Is Wonderland not good enough for you?” Ravyn grabbed Cannoli’s chin and leaned in, stopping inches from her face. “Or are you trying to escape?”
“W-what do you mean?” Cannoli whispered.
Ravyn grinned. “Did you kill one of my residents? Or perhaps steal one of my tarts?” She wiggled Cannoli’s chin between her fingers. “Are you trying to escape?”
“N-no! I would never!” Cannoli pleaded. “I just… I don’t know how I got here… Please!”
“Your Majesty, I believe she’s telling the truth.” Keke appeared behind Ravyn, offering a deep bow. Her usual [Combat Mode] attire was replaced by red denim shorts that cut high on the thighs with white fur trim and a matching top that accented her bust and curved above the midriff. 
“Ah, my Knave of Hearts.” Ravyn released Cannoli’s chin and clicked her tongue. “Why, weren’t you supposed to carve her heart out in the forest or something?”
“Also the wrong story!” Matt cried from behind the wall of catgirls.
“Kuso. Whatever. Why do you say that you believe her?“ Ravyn asked.
Keke shook her head, still bent halfway forward at the waist. “I have never seen her before, Your Majesty. I believe she is truly not of this world.”
“Hrmph. Do you like to play croquet, girl?” Ravyn snagged Ball Gag’s legs and whipped him from her shoulder. 
“Squaawk! Fuck! Not again! Squaawk!”
Ravyn swung him in a giant arc with both hands as if aiming for something on the ground. “We could make a game of your freedom, kehehehe.”
Keke slowly stood and took carefully measured strides toward Cannoli. When they stood side by side, Keke whispered, “Run when I say so.”
Cannoli’s eyes widened. “I—“ She masked her embarrassment with a short cough. “I don’t know how to play croquet.”
“Nani? Don’t know how to play croquet?“ Ravyn’s face darkened, and she screamed, “Off with her head!”
“Run!” Keke cried.
“Bitch! Traitor! Off with both their heads!” Ravyn shrieked.
“We must protect them!” Cailu howled and raised his arms wide in a futile attempt to block the wave of catgirls.
“With what?“ Matt shouted, holding his hat close to his head.
Keke gripped Cannoli’s arm and took off through the courtyard before gunning for the inside of the castle. Their feet clambered against expensive tiles, then lush carpets. Buttons whined in Cannoli’s ear.
“Get them! Off with their heads!” Ravyn’s voice soared over the others and flew through the halls.
“This way!” Keke turned on her heel down another hallway, leading Cannoli past sharp corners and through exquisite doorways. “Almost there.”
“W-where are we going?” Cannoli panted. She’d spent the whole day running and walking. She so badly wanted to go home. Back with her friends, a cup of tea, and the sound of the ocean.
“Just keep going!”
The sound of pounding feet behind them matched the pounding of Cannoli’s heart. She forced herself to continue running, fearing Ravyn’s threats more with every inch of her approach.
Keke dove into another hallway before drifting into a room off the beaten path. “Here! It’s here!” They burst through the half-open door into a bedroom that looked like it hadn’t been used in decades. Thick layers of dust and grime painted every surface of well-loved furniture, and cobwebs compromised every open space. 
Keke ripped a heavy sheet from a huge circular form, revealing a full-length mirror with delicate etchings on its frame.
“Jump in here. Now!” Keke demanded.
Cannoli looked at Keke, then the mirror, then back at Keke. “But, how do I…? What is…?”
“She went this way!” Cailu announced.
And you’re supposed to protect me? Cannoli shivered.
“Just go!” Keke cried.
Cannoli looked into the reflective glass, held her breath, then dove forward.
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“Cannoli? Hey, Cannoli!”
Cannoli gasped, her eyes fluttering open.
Matt grasped her hands in his, worry painting his face. A slight smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. “You were thrashing like crazy. Did you have a nightmare?”
Cannoli’s gaze flickered from his torso to the sheets. She squirmed forward and embraced Matt, pressing her skin against his. He smelled sweet and felt so warm. Home. She was home. “I missed you,” she squeaked.
Matt returned the embrace with a laugh. “I’m right here. It’s okay.”
Cannoli was sure she caught the outline of a sleek white serpent in the corner of her eye. She blinked it away and took a deep breath.
She was home.
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One Cannot Step Twice in the Same River


I’ll be the first one to admit,  I was not looking forward to getting back on a boat. Our last journey ended with Ravyn frying up a herd of fishcats, and I was sure there were plenty of other Encroachers waiting out there to call us dinner.
At least this time I felt ready. Higher Level, better gear, and a full Party. We’d be fine.
Right?
The four of us found Portia on the dock, caring and crooning over her sloop like a newborn. 
You’ll have three of those soon, too, buddy. I pushed the thought of my future kids out of my head.
“How’s sailing, Portia?” I called with a wave.
“Oh, goddess in heaven, never been better!” Portia laughed. She hopped from the deck to the dock and greeted us with a smile. “She steers like a dream. And big enough to keep the damn roaches away.”
“Heh. I have a feeling that it isn’t just the boat that keeps them away,” Ravyn snickered.
“You probably have a point, there. Got a few new weapons in the kit to boot.” Portia stretched her tattooed arms and cracked her neck. “What can I do for my favorite customers?”
“We’re on a quest!” Cannoli announced. Buttons scurried into her hair and took a seat on the top of her head, bobbing his head in time with hers. “We need to find the men on the other islands!”
Portia ran a hand through her cropped hair. “Hmm. Well, ya know where Cailu is. Though his purse is a lot lighter.”
“Right. Not Cailu,” Keke agreed.
“We need to go to Ichi Island and Shi Island. But I’m not sure where to start,” I admitted.
“Ichi’s dangerous as hell. There’s a lotta high-leveled Encroachers and more Defiled there than Nyarlothep, as I heard it.” Portia crossed her arms. “And the desert is a pain to cross without the right equipment.”
“I went there once. I’m not looking forward to going back,” Ravyn added.
Portia nodded. “Shi Island is, er, well.” She paused and chewed in thought. “Shi Island is strange.”
“Strange how?” I asked.
“It’s pretty harmless, I think. But the girls there, they’re a weird bunch,” Portia said.
“They can’t be much weirder than Ravyn, right?” Keke asked with a dry laugh.
“Hey. Eat shit,” Ravyn snapped.
Portia laughed. “If I had to choose between Ichi and Shi to visit first, I say Shi. It’ll be an overnight ride, but the sloop has plenty o’ room for all of us. We can take turns on watch.”
“That sounds great. We should have enough Bells for the trip.” I dug through my [Cat Pack] and procured a section of the money left over from our equipment run. We’d made a solid amount off of our last hunt as well, so I knew we’d have enough money for inn stays and food. It was nice not scraping the bottom of the damn barrel for Bells.
“Oh, Matt, I can pay my own way. It’s okay!” Cannoli said, also rifling through her pack. “We made lots yesterday!”
“Let me have this one. You guys have done enough for me,” I insisted.
Cannoli beamed. “Alright.”
I paid, and we swapped to [Combat Mode] before boarding. Portia swiftly had us out to sea, and I sat down with the iPaw. I’d thought about where I wanted my points to go before I’d Leveled, so it didn’t take much time to throw my Stat Point into [Resistance] and the Class Point into [Adrenaline Rush]. After Cannoli’s explanation of [Resistance] and the Defiled’s Enchantment display, anything to resist that bullshit was welcome.
Afterward, I took a seat on the stern near Portia while the girls relaxed below deck. “Did you have a good time on your own?”
“Saoirse’s tits, yes,” Portia groaned in satisfaction.
I laughed. “Saoirse? Who’s that?”
“The goddess of this world. You didn’t know that?” She wrinkled her eyebrows. “You are a curious one.”
I’d heard plenty of the girls talk about a goddess and a heaven, but it was the first time anyone had said her name. Was there a temple for her somewhere? Was she a ‘manager’ like Leiana? I made a mental note to ask more about her later. “Where’d you go?”
“Made it to San and back in record time. Sailed around Ni for a day. I wanted to warm this baby up and get to know her better.”
“Sounds like a great time.” The word ‘baby’ made me flinch. “Hey, Portia, you said your dad was around for a while, right?”
“That’s right.” She took a seat next to me and dug two bottles free from a nearby bucket filled with ice. Passing one to me, she popped the cap and took a swig.
I accepted the drink and did the same. It was ice cold and refreshing beneath the warm sun. “Does that happen a lot? I mean, dads staying around with their daughters.”
Portia studied me for a time. “No, it doesn’t. I know I was really lucky to have him around for as long as I did.”
I sighed. “How did he manage it?”
After another drink, Portia replied, “From what my mom told me, for most of his daughters, he didn’t. I was the last of his kids, and my mom was his final partner. We had eight great years together.”
“What happened to him?”
She shrugged. “I remember a royal guard coming to the door and calling him away, and he never came home. Mom never told me what happened.”
Have all of you been alone for so long? “I’m sorry to hear that.”
Portia gestured toward me with her bottle. “I don’t envy you, Matt. The men in this world have a hefty charge on their shoulders.”
“I’m worried about the girls I won’t be there for,” I admitted.
“Don’t be. We’re all more than capable of taking care of little ones. And if there’s trouble, there are plenty of nyannies to help ‘em out.”
Nyannies. Jesus Christ. “I... see.”
Portia clapped me on the back and chuckled. “You’re not a bad guy. Talking with you makes me miss my pops. He would’ve liked you.”
I grinned. “Thanks.”
“Ano sa! How will the watch work later?” Ravyn called from the steps.
“Guess we can figure that out now.” Portia shrugged.
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The ride was relaxing, and I’m happy to say there were no roaches on the way to Shi Island. There wasn’t a whole lot of room for five people to sleep, so we took turns on who had the two beds. 
At least, that was the intent. 
What this really meant is that Keke and Cannoli fell into comas while Ravyn ribbed me raw, so I escaped out onto the deck to talk with Portia for most of the ride.
Admittedly though, I was able to get more sleep than I thought I would. And when the morning came, we arrived on the island.
The sloop didn’t need to dock for me to realize what I was looking at. There, just a few dozen meters away, were catgirls. Not just catgirls, though. What I beheld was something many men would have committed murder over.
“Hey, Portia. You said they were a bit of an odd bunch?”
“Yeah, keep your wits about ya.”
That’s gonna be difficult.
The port was small, under half the size of the Port of Meow. The service, though... Oh, the service.
“Welcome to Shi Island.” A pair of identical twins dressed like French maids curtsied at the bottom of the ramp. “We hope you enjoy your stay!”
Amazing. I give this island a perfect ten.
I shimmied my way through from the back and descended the ramp. Eyes lit up, and mouths hung open as I drew closer. The twin on the left, a beautiful girl whose hair was short and deep blue in color, elbowed the twin on the right. The wounded catgirl mumbled something back to the perpetrator with a look of irritation, sweeping her long, golden-blonde hair behind her—the only recognizable difference between the two girls.
“Hey there. My name’s Matt,” I said with a brief wave. 
Each of the girls awkwardly shifted and fidgeted with their hands, but I was beginning to wonder if I’d get even a peep out of them.
“Hello?” I repeated.
“Just say hi to him,” Ravyn snapped from behind me.
The girls wagged their tails, a visible hue of pink on their cheeks. “Uh, um,” the blue one started.
“Destiny, Lara, stop wasting time and see to it that our guests are taken care of!” boomed a voice from behind them. Another catgirl in maid attire was approaching at a brisk pace, her heels clicking against the stone. She stopped just before running into the girls in front of me, and she bowed at the waist, shooting a nasty glare in their direction. “Your nonsensical fantasies can wait another summer. They have just arrived, and I’m sure they are most exhausted from their venture. Have you even bothered to find out where they are from?”
“N-no, Madam Celestia,” the teal one replied.
Celestia shook her head. “A disgrace, Destiny. An absolute disgrace.” 
The blonde catgirl, who I assumed was Lara, slowly began to exit. When her back was completely turned, Celestia grabbed her by the collar without bothering to look at her. “You are not going anywhere, Lara.”
“Ah!” Lara squealed.
“Told you they’re weird,” I heard Portia whisper from behind me.
“That’s really not necessary,” I said. “I understand if they were caught off guard by my sudden appearance.”
Celestia adjusted the pince-nez glasses on the bridge of her nose and bore her sharp eyes into mine. It was unnerving, and a little voice inside of me said that this was not a woman whose bad side I’d ever want to see.
“Unacceptable. Your kindness is noted. However, I do not tolerate such timidity and hesitation in my cloister.” 
Is this a religion? 
Celestia let go of Lara’s collar and spun her around, staring daggers into the poor girl. “I had better not witness such a display again. Man or not, you are expected to uphold your duties to the best of your ability. If you are unable to, then you shall be replaced. Is that understood?”
“Y-yes, Madam Celestia.” Lara was shaking in her boots, and frankly, I couldn’t blame her. 
What a hardass.
“Very good.” Celestia drew back and passed looks between them. “The two of you are dismissed for an hour. I expect both of you to practice our mantra while I take care of our guests.”
“Yes, Madam Celestia,” they said in unison.
I watched them as they walked away, and I couldn’t help but feel a lot of empathy. I’d worked under bosses like this before, and gee, she had the same look in her eye as a Safeway manager on a short-staffed Sunday.
“My humblest apologies,” Celestia said once more, bowing. “This sort of reaction is abnormal.” She straightened and held a hand out toward the dock. “If you would allow me, I would show you to the inn and a number of our finest eateries.”
“T-thanks,” I said, tilting my head nervously.
As Celestia began her walk, Keke and Cannoli closed in and flanked me, each of them with their hands on an arm.
“That… was a little weird,” Keke mumbled.
“Maybe we should leave,” Cannoli suggested in a whisper.
“Nah, we got a job to do,” I replied. “Don’t worry, you can depend on me. I’m betting the island is safe with girls like this here. They seem to take their jobs seriously.”
“A little too seriously,” Ravyn said with a raised brow.
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After we switched back into [Civilian Mode] at the suggestion of Celestia, she took us on a tour around the town. Portia politely declined, saying she was more than happy to find her own food and sleep on the boat. Save for the catgirls in maid outfits, one of the most noticeable things about the island was how organized everything was.
The dirt roads had the same tufts of grass hanging over the borders from beginning to end, never breaking in pattern, all virtually identical in size. Hedge animals decorated lawns and gardens, and gorgeous arrangements of flowers could be seen from anywhere you looked. Homes were built with gable arches and points, many of them having one, two, sometimes even three hexagonal structures attached to the building. It reminded me of the old Victorian homes I’d ridden my bike past when I was a little kid.
The entire island was exceptional. Shulan and the Port of Meow were spectacular in their own ways, but this was on a whole other level. Shi didn’t have the grandiose or mystery of San Island, but their architecture and grid-like layout of the homes and businesses was comparable to modern-day Earth.
“They must be loaded,” I murmured.
“I apologize, Master. By what you do mean, ‘loaded’?” Celestia asked as she continued to guide us through the roads and alleyways. I admit I didn’t realize I’d spoken out loud.
“Oh, I-I mean, like… ahem. I’m referring to this city looking very, uh, profitable.” Nice word choice, dude.
Celestia pointed to an alley on her left and continued onward. “If you are referring to whether or not it costs a great deal of Bells to construct our neighborhoods, then no, you would be incorrect.”
“Just exhausting, bone-breaking work,” Ravyn said. I turned around to see Keke and Cannoli had gifted her the same look of astonishment as I was now feeling. “Eck, my feet ache just thinking about it.”
Celestia’s sharp gaze caught Ravyn, and for a moment, I thought she was going to go Terminator on her and pull a laser gun from under her skirt. To my relief, her gaze lasted mere moments.
“From where do you hail?” asked Celestia.
“Oh. I’m from—” I began.
“My apologies, Matt,” Celestia said in a rather strange monotone voice, “but I was referring to the one in red.”
“The one in red,” Ravyn mumbled, pushing her tongue against the inside of her cheek.
Keke gripped Ravyn by the elbow, casting her a glare. “What are you doing?” she whispered as low as she could.
Ravyn shook her arm away. “Name’s Ravyn. I’m from Shulan.”
“The third island,” mused Celestia.
“The very same.”
“Do the orphans still commit theft?”
I really don’t like where this is going.
Ravyn furrowed her brow and lied easily, “Wouldn’t know. Left a long time ago.”
“I see.”
To not only my relief, I’m sure, Celestia arrived at our destination—a smaller home than the other elaborate Victorian estates. The front and center were box-shaped and flanking the sides were two hexagonal towers. A black wrought iron fence surrounded the entire building, and a pair of dragon-shaped hedges flanked the red-brick pathway.
Smaller, but still ridiculously sized.
There’s no way they aren’t loaded. How in the hell do they manage something like this?
“This is where you will be staying if you so choose,” Celestia said, presenting the estate with a half-bow.
“What does it cost?” I asked while reaching for my [Cat Pack].
She shook her hand, glancing over at Ravyn. “For you, Master, no cost. Naturally, that also means that your companions will not be expected to pay anything either. Venicia is a hospitable town. We take care of our own, especially the men.”
Have I just been getting the short end of the stick all this time?
“Um, thank you,” I said, putting away my [Cat Pack].
“What’s the catch?” said Ravyn.
Oh my God. Can you not leave well enough alone?
Celestia didn’t hide her glare. But it quickly morphed into a smile. “Why, there is no ‘catch’ in the town of Venicia. We strive to provide great service to our men and their fortunate companions. ‘Service, Grace, Urgency.’” Celestia held up a single finger, reciting the words back as if counting them to herself. “These are the three pillars that we practice and abide by each day.” Her smile widened. “I understand if it is a shock to someone from San Island. Their greed is reprehensible.”
I could practically hear the teeth grinding in Ravyn’s mouth, and before it could escalate, I raised a hand. “So, uh, where do we eat?”
“Inside. There is a veritable array of fruits and vegetables. Please help yourself and pay no mind to the speed of consumption. If you require further, then you need only ring the bell.”
“Where is this bell?” asked Keke.
“A fine question. You will find many of them. There is one for each room in the house, including the basement and attic. They are silver and rest upon wooden countertops where available.”
“Thank you, Celestia. I think we can take it from here.” I held out my hand, and Celestia waved her hand in refusal.
“Please. This is fine enough.” Celestia curtsied. “Thank you for visiting Shi Island, Venicia, and gracing this humble town with your presence. We wish to serve you again soon.”
With that, Celestia left at a casual pace. I’m sure she had other places to be, so maybe it was just the hustle and bustle of retail and food industries that had instilled that sense in me, but she was awfully slow-paced for an acting head maid. Manager? I don’t know.
“Well, why don’t we get inside and talk about what to do next?” suggested Keke.
“Alright, sounds good,” I said, nodding.
Just as Keke reached for the latch around the gate, she pulled back in a yelp. “Ow, what the heck?”
“Are you okay?” I asked with my hand outstretched.
“Yeah, I’m fine. Just a weird shock.”
“Static electricity,” I said with a chuckle. Her cheeks turned pink, and I reached for the latch this time. Nothing happened. “Looks like an ordinary latch to me.” I flicked it back and beckoned the girls behind me. Cannoli was the last to enter, shutting the gate behind her.
The steps leading up to the home were made of varnished wood. Have to say, I was impressed. To my surprise, the door didn’t have any type of lock. I thought this was a little strange since even Ni Island had locks on their doors, and everyone seemed to know everyone there.
Guess it’s just a super safe neighborhood?
I reached for the door handle, and this time it was my turn to be struck by the electricity. My hand jerked back and I whispered, “Ow!”
“Your turn!” Keke said with a laugh.
I laughed with her. But at that moment, a strange sensation came over me. It didn’t feel any different than a regular shock, but the spot around where my ear was pierced throbbed for a split second. I fingered the earring, and Ravyn shot me a suspicious look, clicking her tongue.
With a bit of apprehension in my movement, I went for the handle again and pushed the door open. The inside was just as beautiful as the outside. Wooden floors shined to perfection, white silk drapes, four-panel windowpanes, and a spiral staircase were the first things I saw.
That is until I saw the catgirl to my right.
“Welcome home, Master!” she said brightly.
Well, this is going to make things a little awkward.
[image: image-placeholder]
Pre-Order Now!






Special Thanks


It takes so many hands to build a project like this one.  
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Social Media:
Twitter: @DDoubleBlinDD
Instagram: @ddouble.blindd
Discord: discord.gg/doubleblind
Linktree: linktr.ee/doubleblind

Support:
Patreon: patreon.com/ddoubleblindd
Merchants of Nyarlea: doubleblind.bigcartel.com
Pre-Order EaC! Vol. 2 on Amazon
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