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            I NEED HELP!

          

        

      

    

    
      “I… I need your help.” Susan looked up at him, her chin on his chest, her eyes red with tears. “Please… please help me!”

      Susan looked inconsolable as she said those words. He had never seen her look quite so desolate, as if all of her hope was evaporating before his eyes like water on a hot summer day. She looked at him like he was her last hope. The once vibrant sheen of her eyes told a story of desperation and despair. What had happened that caused her to feel this way?

      “Sue, take deep breaths.” Adam placed his hands on her shoulders and stared into her eyes. She looked confused, so he prodded her. “Come on. Breathe in. Hold it. Now breathe out. That’s it.” Susan did as he said as if she was in a trance, but the act of breathing made her relax. Her tense shoulders slowly eased up, and she almost sagged forward. She might have fallen into his chest again if he didn’t have his hands on her shoulders. “Okay. Now, from the top, tell me what happened.”

      “O…okay.” Susan closed her eyes, then opened them again. Her expression was still taut with fear and hopelessness, but her eyes, at least, were steady. “I… received an invitation from Connor… the other day. He invited me to attend a gala the Pleonexia family is hosting to celebrate the end of the war…”

      The end of World War III and the consequent signing of the treatise to ban war happened in July, and it was considered an international holiday. Every nation in the world celebrated this one day of the year. It was common for nobles to host balls and galas to celebrate the end of the war.

      “I see,” Adam murmured. “The fact that this has you so worked up means you can’t get out of it…”

      “Y-yes.” Susan nodded.

      If she has no choice but to attend, it means her father was unable to say no… which means… he’s being blackmailed with something…

      Eugine Forebear was well-known for his virtuous nature and near saintly levels of humanity. He was a paragon of justice and fairness, which was how he rose to power within the government despite never being beholden to a noble faction. In a world where everyone else was a backstabbing, double-crossing opportunist, he was the one person who would never betray another for his own benefit.

      But I guess even Eugine Forebear has flaws…

      “I understand,” Adam said at last. “Don’t worry. I’ll do something about this.”

      “R-really? Thank you!”

      Susan looked like she was about to start crying again, so Adam pulled her back into his chest. He thought she might go ramrod-straight out of embarrassment, but Susan exceeded his expectations, melting into him. Her scent filled his nose. She smelled like apples and cinnamon, which was weird because they were on the ocean and had been fighting for the last several hours. Shouldn’t she smell of sweat and salt? Whatever. He could think about that later. There was a girl in his arms, and Adam’s heart wasn’t made of freaking stone; he could only take so much.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      “Oh ho ho. What’s this? Enjoying a late-night tryst, are we?” a voice suddenly said from the doorway.

      Susan finally stiffened, squeaking as she tried to pull away. Of course, she couldn’t because Adam was still hugging her, and she had nowhere near the strength to break his hold. He looked toward the door and saw two people standing there. Aris and Lilith were watching the two of them. Lilith’s face was a blank mask, as always, but Aris looked like she had won the lottery. Her smile was unbelievably smug. Adam was very tempted to wipe that smile from her face the next time they were in bed together, but he was sure she’d like that.

      “Ah… ah… this is…” Susan tried to explain herself, but she couldn’t even form coherent sentences.

      Adam sighed. “Don’t tease Susan right now,” he admonished his lover. He looked down at the girl in his arms. She glanced his way, blushed, then looked down. “Well… let’s get some rest first. There’s nothing we can do about your problem until we leave the game anyway, so we should instead focus on reaching the Water Continent.”

      “Okay…” Aris threw her hands behind her head and pouted. He was just glad she had acceded to his demands so easily.

      “R-right…” Susan murmured in his arms.

      Lilith said nothing.
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        * * *

      

      Two in-game days passed. The time spent on the ship was initially enjoyable but quickly wore down everyone. They had nothing to do during those two days. The shipwrights had told them not to train since they might damage the ship, and they didn’t have any games to play. Adam wished they had some cards at least, but while this world apparently did have card games, they had not thought to bring any.

      It didn’t help that Adam had decided to abstain from sex. Since the ship wasn’t very big and the rooms were not insulated, he didn’t believe it was appropriate, and all his partners, aside from Alexis, were loud. Even Lilith was loud when he was screwing her. He didn’t want Susan or Fayte to hear them rutting like animals in heat, especially Fayte. After what happened between them, he felt it was best to avoid any sexual situations that may result in more awkwardness between them.

      Lilith and Alexis had accepted this without complaint, but Aris had kicked up a storm. He normally wouldn’t mind indulging her. However, he understood that he needed to be firm right now. The situation between him and Fayte was delicate. While they acted cordial on the outside, that didn’t mean everything was okay. Even if they had talked about it, and Fayte had apologized, the strain on their relationship remained, and it would likely remain until Fayte accepted what happened and moved on.

      Adam didn’t know how long that would take.

      “Land! I see land!” Aris shouted.

      That day, Aris had been up in the crow’s nest. She seemed to like climbing up there to survey the world. When she wasn’t trying to seduce him, she could normally be found there.

      Her words caused everyone else to look in the direction she was pointing. They didn’t see anything, not at first, but it soon appeared before them like a mirage.

      “That is definitely the Water Continent,” Titania said.

      “It seems we made it,” Fayte smiled as she placed a hand on her chest.

      The Water Continent was governed by Aqua, the goddess of water, and featured a diverse landscape characterized by its vast oceans, lush coastal regions, and intricate waterways that wove through the land. Unlike the Sun Continent, it comprised an enormous network of islands and peninsulas connected by a web of rivers, lakes, and canals. The coastline was dotted with beaches, towering cliffs, and dense mangroves. As you traveled further inland, lush rainforests, serene lagoons, and vibrant coral reefs appeared.

      Or that’s what they were supposed to find.

      “Hey!” Aris leaned over the crow’s nest and looked at them all with concern. “Um, I don’t know if this means something, but I think I see smoke…”

      “Smoke?”

      Adam looked again and narrowed his eyes, concentrating to enhance his vision, and that’s when he saw what she was talking about. The area they were traveling toward was a coastal city with a large port and grand buildings rising in the distance. Sadly, what caught his attention was neither the port nor the architecture.

      It was the smoke.

      Rising in several places was pitch-black smoke. Most of it was coming from the city itself, but a few also came from ships close to the port. These ships were being attacked by several other ships. A closer inspection let him see the flames burning the ships’ decks.

      The Water Continent boasted the most formidable navy among all the continents. He could easily distinguish between the ships—All those belonging to the Water Continent had blue sails with the symbol of Aqua, while those attacking them had black sails. Despite supposedly having a large navy, he didn’t see many military ships out and about. Most of the ships appeared to be trading vessels. At first, he wondered why, but then he realized many of the docked ships were actually military ships, and they had been blasted with cannon fire, meaning the attackers had targeted those during the initial assault.

      “Those are… pirate ships?” Adam said at last.

      “So the city is being attacked by pirates?” Fayte asked.

      “Looks like it.”

      “We… we definitely need to help them,” Susan said.

      “Kureha can help! Kureha will zap all the pirate ships!” Kureha added.

      “We certainly can’t do nothing,” Adam said, rolling his shoulders and cracking his neck.

      “Adam, I don’t know if I’ll be much help,” Garyck suddenly spoke. “I don’t have much experience fightin’ on o’ ship.”

      “Just do what you can,” Adam said to him before heading up to the steering wheel. It was being handled by Lance Niel. He was the gruff foreman in charge of the caravan and shipwrights. He stood before the wheel, both hands on it, and a grim look on his face. “I assume I don’t need to tell you the plan.”

      “Aye. I know what you’ve got planned,” he sighed. “I don’t like it, but we can’t do nothing.” He took a deep breath and then… “ALL HANDS ON DECK! GET YER ARSES OUT HERE! GRAB SOME WEAPONS! MAN THE BATTLE STATIONS! SECURE ALL LOOSE ITEMS AND FORTIFY THE SHIP! PREPARE THE CANNONS!”

      Lance’s shouting echoed through the ship, and moments later, the ship came alive as people rushed out of the cabins and onto the deck. Some of them looked like they were half asleep. They woke up quickly, however, when Lance informed them of the pirates. Several men began preparing the cannons, while others started securing the cargo, and still others grabbed weapons in case they were boarded or needed to board another vessel.

      Adam left them to it. He understood ship-to-ship battles from a theoretical standpoint, but having never commanded a ship himself, he had no idea what to do.

      Instead, he addressed his party. “We’ll leave defense of this ship to Lance and his men. Our first task will be to help the vessels that are currently being boarded by pirates.”

      “How are we going to board the vessels?” asked Titania, crossing her arms. “I assume you have a plan?”

      Adam nodded. “We’re going for stealth this time. While the pirates are occupied, we’ll approach the ships from the opposite side using a raft. I’ll lead the charge with my spear, Alexis will be my support. We will draw everyone’s attention with Garyck as our shield. Meanwhile, Aris will focus on taking out key targets, Lilith will use her stealth to sabotage the pirates’ operations, and Fayte, Susan, and Kureha will provide ranged support. Titania will buff us as always. I’d like you to focus on healing this time. Can you also heal people outside of our party?”

      “Of course. So long as I designate them an ally, I can heal anyone,” Titania boasted.

      “Good. Then heal the Water Continent’s people as well as us,” Adam said.

      The first thing they needed to do was establish who to help first. The pirates hadn’t spotted them yet because they were all engaged in battle with the Water Continent’s navy. Most pirate vessels were also already connected to a Water Continent ship via boarding ramps. Many of them couldn’t move even if they wanted to, which would give Adam and his group an advantage.

      Their vessel only had a small raft that they could use, but Adam had them all get aboard and lowered it onto the water. He took hold of the oars and began rowing away from their ship. Seconds after he did, the loud sound of cannon fire roared around them, causing the girls to cover their ears. Kureha, in particular, began cringing violently at the noise. Adam looked up as the flash of fire exploded from cannons on their ship and struck the pirates’ vessels. Most of their shots missed, but several hit, punching holes straight through the wooden boards.

      Adam looked away and increased his rowing. The battle had already started, so they needed to do their part and defeat these invaders.
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      Admiral Lysandra Tidecaller was born in the coastal city of Seastar and had always felt a profound connection to the sea. From a young age, she exhibited an extraordinary affinity for water magic, a gift her family believed to be a blessing bestowed upon her by the goddess Aqua herself. Growing up in an esteemed family of naval officers, Lysandra was immersed in the maritime traditions of her country. She joined the Navy at the tender age of 16 and quickly rose through the ranks thanks to her prominent abilities, natural charisma, and leadership qualities. She had participated in numerous battles over the years and earned a reputation for her bravery. At some point, she had been given command of the entire Navy by the Saintess herself.

      And now, she was in dire straits.

      It all began when the demons launched an attack on the Water Continent. The attack was swift and brutal and came without warning. They had appeared from within the continent, as though they had been hiding all this time. The military officers under her command had theorized they had been biding their time and building up their strength. However, just how they had slipped past everyone’s notice was anyone’s guess.

      Her forces had, of course, launched their own counterattacks, but they were at a severe disadvantage. Most of their foes were airborne creatures who struck without warning. They swooped down, destroyed whole villages, and left just as quickly. More often than not, their enemies were gone before the military even arrived.

      Then came the pirates.

      Pirates were opportunistic bastards. They weren’t affiliated with the demons, at least her people didn’t think so, but they had sensed the weakness in her forces. And so, they began launching attacks on coastal cities, laying waste to several small fishing villages and capturing people to sell into slavery.

      The Navy couldn’t be everywhere at once. Caught between the demon attacks and the pirates, her forces were wearing themselves out trying to defend against both.

      “They’ve boarded the ship!” someone shouted.

      “Admiral! What should we do?!” asked another.

      Several ships surrounded her vessel, The Trident of Aqua. As the flagship of the Water Continent’s Navy, this ship was the largest vessel in her fleet, boasting multiple decks, each serving their own purpose. The materials used in its construction were a combination of magically-reinforced wood and metals. It was both resilient and durable; even the bombardment of canon fire had done little to so much as dent the ship.

      That was probably why the pirates had decided to board it.

      Lysandra grimaced as she twirled the trident in her grasp. It was a beautiful weapon. One might have expected it to be made from gold due to its shine, but it was made from a magical ore that came from the sea and had been blessed by the Saintess of Water.

      She eyed the pirates who boarded her vessel. There were quite a few, and more were coming aboard every second.

      “What do you mean ‘what should we do?’ Prepare to repel them!” she cried.

      Putting her words into action, Lysandra leaped down from the ship’s prow and onto the main deck. The floor did not so much as creak under her weight. Her people were already fighting. Swords and shields clashed. Sparks flew. The smell of smoke and gunpowder filled the air as muskets went off, and magic spells flew through the air with impunity.

      [Aqua Thrust]

      Lysandra swept forward like a storm. She channeled magic into her spear, creating a high-pressure jet of water that shot forward. The pirate she had targeted had a hole blown straight through his body. She didn’t even pay him a second glance as she went after the next pirate, someone attacking one of her men. Racing forward, she swung her trident and removed the man’s head from his shoulders.

      Several pirates surrounded her, all of them filthy, faces leering. She sneered as she swung her spear in a wide arc, generating crescent-shaped waves of water that swept across the battlefield.

      [Wave Slash]

      The crescent waves sliced through the pirates surrounding her. As their upper halves slid off their lower halves, she attempted to move on to her next enemy. She wanted to help as many of her people as possible. Her path was blocked, however, when a hulking brute stepped in front of her. This man was much bigger than the average human, standing at least two heads above her. Like the others, he was covered in grease and blood, his hair unkempt. Only a single eye stared at her from within its socket. The other was covered by an eyepatch. A previous injury, perhaps? She didn’t know.

      “You must be the captain of these pirates?” Lysandra said, lips drawn into a thin line.

      “Wrong. I’m nothin’ but the second mate. The captain don’t have time to deal with the likes of ye,” the pirate said.

      She had noticed that all pirates had a strange accent. Lysandra had no idea why.

      “Fine. Then I’ll kill you before killing your captain.”

      “Yer welcome to try.”

      The man before her definitely looked more potent than the rest of these pirates. Not only was he much taller than the rest, but he wielded two massive cutlasses that looked to be about the size of her torso. They were viscous-looking things, too. One side was serrated and the other curved. Anyone stabbed with one of those blades would find their insides getting torn apart when he pulled it out.

      I cannot afford to get injured by those…

      [Aqua Thrust]

      Channeling water magic into her trident, Lysandra thrust it forward once more. The eruption of high-pressure water shot forth. She narrowed her eyes as the grinning pirate swung the cutlass in his left hand, slicing through her attack as though it was nothing.

      This did not daunt her. Dashing forward, she attacked at close range. The pirate caught her trident on his sword. Before he could attempt to disarm her, she withdrew and launched another attack, another, and another. As she continued thrusting, the speed of her assault increased.

      And yet, each and every one of her attacks was blocked.

      She furrowed her brow and pulled back.

      Lysandra had faced many pirates in her time, and none had been powerful. Pirates, in general, were just a bit stronger than the average civilian. There might occasionally be a few pirates that possessed heaven-defying strength like the legendary Black Beard, but even then, they were not this powerful. And he was just a second mate? She shuddered to think about how much more powerful his captain must be.

      “What’s wrong?” asked the pirate. “Am I too strong fer ye?”

      “Hardly,” Lysandra retorted.

      [Spear of the Deep]

      Lysandra enveloped her trident in water, imbued with the power of the deep ocean. Dashing forward, she performed a powerful lunging strike that delivered a concentrated burst of water magic on impact. This was one of her most powerful trident techniques. It slammed into the pirate and pushed him back, but he had crossed his cutlasses to guard against it, so while he was sent sailing, the attack did not injure him like it should have.

      Those cutlasses are not normal weapons…

      She studied the swords again. Any regular blade would have shattered upon making contact with her technique. Where did he get those?

      “You… have your people sided with the demons?” asked Lysandra.

      “Heh heh heh. What makes ye think I’d tell ye anything?” asked the pirate. He squared his shoulders and held his weapons loosely at his sides. His lackadaisical posture was upsetting, but Lysandra realized he was doing this to bait her. He sneered when she didn’t attack. “Guess it’s my turn now.”

      Lysandra prepared to receive his attacks as he raced forward, but she wasn’t prepared for his strength. He used no technique. His attack was a simple swing of his cutlass. However, it was enough to send her reeling, breaking her guard and leaving her vulnerable. Lysandra could catch herself and dart back, but he swung his other cutlass, tearing through her uniform. She glanced down. His attack had missed her, but if it had connected…

      “What are ye looking at?!”

      “Nggg!”

      Lysandra was forced to evade his attack as he raised a cutlass above his head and swung it down. His weapon struck the deck, and she almost gawked when his blade sliced into the wood. This wood was magically reinforced. It should not have been possible to cut through it so easily.

      If only I had the [Appraisal] skill! Dammit all!

      The pirate continued to attack her, and she was forced to keep dodging. All around her, her men were falling, one after another. None of the other pirates appeared as strong as this one, but they kept coming, like a surging tidal wave crashing against a small village. She worried her men would get swept away and buried beneath their sheer numbers.

      “Ye don’t have time to be concerned about anyone but yerself, lassie!!”

      The pirate taunted her as though he could read her thoughts. Lysandra grimaced as the battle continued. She used her superior skills to avoid fatal injury, but wounds began appearing on her skin and her health was dropping.

      “Haaaah… haaaah…”

      He’s playing with me…

      She had realized it after barely dodging another attack. He was not aiming to kill her. Like a cat toying with a mouse, he was simply enjoying the sight of her squirming. However, even a pirate would eventually get bored. He swung his cutlass once more, and she dodged it, but then he swung his second one, and she could do little more than raise her trident to block. The attack crashed into her, and she slid across the deck. His next attack broke her guard. The trident in her hand sailed through the air and clattered to the ground some distance away. Another swing of his cutlass tore into her stomach. A large damage sign appeared above her head as her health dropped dangerously. Making matters worse, the [bleed] status effect appeared next to her health bar.

      Falling to her knees, Lysandra grimaced as she held a hand to her open wound—not that it would do any good. She didn’t have a potion, and the [bleed] status effect couldn’t be stopped simply by pressing a hand on her injury.

      A shadow fell over her. She looked up. The pirate grinned down at her.

      “It’s been fun, lassie, but this is goodbye.”

      Lysandra could do little more than glare at the pirate as he raised the cutlass in his right hand high. If this was to be her end, she at least wanted to do so, glaring at this bastard in defiance.

      [Counter]

      Just before the attack struck, a figure appeared before her: a woman clad in a black outfit wielding two daggers. Her timing was precise. She swung her daggers just as the blade was about to make contact, twisted her wrists to force the weapon aside and knock the pirate off balance, then struck, dealing critical damage as she tore into the pirate’s torso.

      All Lysandra could do was blink.

      [Blood Sacrifice]

      [Dance of the Sakura Blossoms]

      Another figure appeared before the pirate, this time a man. He was tall, had a head of blond hair, and dark blue eyes narrowed in concentration. He danced around the pirate with graceful movements, swinging his spear repeatedly. Each time he struck, a damage sign appeared above the pirate, and the number grew larger with every passing swing. The pirate was unable to withstand the assault. She did not know his level or how much health he had, but it was obviously not enough, for he pitched forward on the deck after the man finished his assault.

      Lysandra felt wary of these two, especially the man, but he never moved against her. Before he had even turned to her, someone began singing, and Lysandra blinked as her wounds began to regenerate. During that time, the man turned her way, walked over, and offered his hand.

      “Are you the one in charge here?” he asked.

      “… I am.” She did not take his hand. She didn’t know this man and had no reason to trust him yet. “My name is Lysandra, and I am the admiral of the Water Continent’s Navy. Who are you? For what purpose have you come?”

      She knew that she was being rude, but they were in a combat situation, and her soldiers were dying. This man might have helped her, but that meant little. He might have been helping her to get close and kill her. He might even be trying to earn her trust so he could assassinate the Saintess of Water.

      “My name is Adam. I was sent here from the Sun Continent by the Saintess of the Sun to meet with the Saintess of Water.” Lysandra furrowed her brow and continued to eye him warily, prompting him to pull an envelope from his inventory. “Here. This should be enough proof to tell you that I am who I say I am.”

      She eyed the envelope, which did indeed bear the seal of the Saintess of the Sun. Lysandra relaxed, if only a little. They were still in combat, but she would trust him for now.

      “Very well. I believe you. I apologize. However, there is no time to talk.”

      “I know. Don’t worry. We’ve already in the process of repelling the pirates on your ship.”

      “Er… what?”

      Lysandra had not realized it, but now that he had said it, she looked around. There were several other people aside from Adam and the black-clad woman by his side. A young woman in a belly dancer’s outfit raced around the deck so quickly that Lysandra could barely follow her. She used a pair of swords to slice into her enemies with impunity. A dwarf also stood on the deck, his weapon raised as he used a technique to pull all the agro of the pirates aboard toward him.

      A ball of crackling lightning suddenly slammed into another pirate, then released a bolt that struck another and another, creating a chain that fried the pirates from the inside out. She glanced toward the source. Three people stood on the deck of another ship, which she hadn’t noticed until just now. There was a beautiful young woman in intricate robes, a staff in hand. Next to her stood a cute girl with a bow, and another young girl who appeared to be little more than a child. The child had two tails, and one of them was releasing lightning that slammed into the pirates.

      Is that a fox yokai?!

      With the help of these strangers, the pirates on her ship were repelled.

      Just who were they?
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      Ship-to-ship combat always involved a mix of tactics and weaponry, and while those weapons and tactics had evolved over time, some things remained the same.

      In Age of Gods, ship-to-ship combat was similar to naval warfare during the medieval and early Renaissance periods. The primary tactics used during those periods were mainly an extension of land-based combat with a heavy emphasis on boarding actions and ranged missile attacks via cannon fire. Ships would ram, grapple, and send soldiers across gangplanks to fight hand-to-hand. Fire was also a major weapon. Before boarding, ships exchanged volleys of arrows, javelins, and stones from catapults. Crossbows also saw frequent use. Combat in this game was very similar to combat Adam had read about in the past.

      There was only one big difference.

      Magic.

      While espers had been a part of the military for a long time, the type of powers they exhibited were nothing like the magic found within Age of Gods. There were limits to what people could accomplish in the real world with their esper powers. In contrast, Age of Gods granted people any number of skills and abilities that were exceedingly (and maybe even excessively) powerful, especially compared to esper powers.

      The Trident of Aqua was a good example. It came equipped with both the traditional weaponry expected from a 15th-century vessel on Earth, and magical enhancements. Magically-reinforced hulls made for ramming, enchanted sails that increased its speed, and mystical figureheads that created a protective barrier. The figurehead had been broken during combat, which was how the pirates were able to board the vessel. However, everything else worked just fine.

      The canons in particular.

      The Trident of Aqua boasted canons that fired not traditional cannonballs, but containers filled with mana. Adam stood on the deck and watched as Admiral Lysandra commanded her vessel. Her men loaded canons with crystalline spheres that glowed with an inner light, aimed them at several outlying pirate vessels, and fired them all. They didn’t need to light a wick, merely channeling mana was enough to fire them. The cannonballs soared through the air, and while some missed, the ones that hit did devastating damage.

      “Ooooh! Sparkly,” Kureha said in awe. Her eyes were shining.

      “I guess that is one way of putting it,” Adam murmured.

      The cannonballs that struck a vessel exploded like a fireworks display. A combination of lightning and fire raced across the ship, destroying masts, demolishing prows, and blowing the deck sky high. Adam, with his enhanced eyesight, could see bodies being torn asunder as they were thrown through the air. It was quite the gruesome sight.

      “Those cannonballs are most impressive,” Fayte said as she approached them. “The Sun Continent doesn’t have anything like them.”

      “The Water Continent boasts the greatest naval force. I suppose it’s only natural with a name like the Water Continent,” Adam said, watching as several more cannons fired crystalline spheres.

      “Haaaah. This is boring. It feels like there’s nothing left for us to do,” Aris mumbled as she leaned against the railing on the deck. She swayed her hips back and forth, the short skirt she wore flipping to and fro, revealing just a hint of her panties. She glanced at him every so often. He sighed.

      “Stop that,” he muttered.

      Aris grinned. “Stop what?”

      “…You know what. Stop it. Now.”

      “Tee-hee.”

      “…”

      Fayte and the others didn’t appear to notice what Aris was doing, and Adam didn’t want to bring any attention to it, so he decided to let it go.

      Immediately after repelling the forces that had boarded Lysandra’s ship, the woman had taken command and began ordering her vessel to help fend off the other pirate ships. Adam and his party had been left with nothing to do. It really did feel like they weren’t needed anymore. He wondered if they would have been fine on their own even if he hadn’t intervened. Not only was the woman a capable leader, but her soldiers were well-trained.

      “It looks like the pirates are retreating,” Fayte said after a moment.

      Adam blinked and focused once more on the battle. A lot of ships had already been destroyed, their gutted hulls slowly sinking into the water. Several had been reduced to scrap and flotsam. Bodies of dead soldiers and pirates floated on the water’s surface, rocked by the waves created by all the combat. In the distance were the remaining pirate ships. They had already put quite the distance between them and the Navy, and looked to be increasing their speed. He wondered if they also had magically-enhanced sails to aid in their escape.

      “Seems like it,” Adam agreed at last. “I guess we really weren’t needed.”

      “I don’t know about that,” someone said behind them.

      Adam and his group turned to find Admiral Lysandra walking over to them. She cut quite the gallant figure in her military uniform. The deep navy-blue color with silver accents complimented the long, high-collared navy coat and cape, topped with epaulets to signify her rank.

      Stopping just a few meters from where they stood, the woman offered them a salute.

      “Your aid was quite indispensable. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome,” Adam said simply.

      “However, now that the battle is over, I’d like to ask who you people are and what you’re doing here.” Admiral Lysandra lowered her hand and gestured for them to follow her. “Come. Let us not talk here. We should go somewhere more comfortable.”

      The woman led them into her ship, to what Adam assumed was her office. The room was a blend of practicality, elegance, and even a hint of mysticism. It reflected her commanding presence and connection to water. It was located centrally near the ship’s command center. Spacious, with high ceilings and large windows that provided ample natural light, the room offered a glorious view of the ocean. At the heart of the office was a large, ornately carved desk made from dark, polished wood. The edges were inlaid with silver and sapphire, depicting waves and marine life. Admiral Lysandra must have been a meticulous woman, for the desk was well-organized, with maps, charts, and navigation tools all neatly arranged.

      Admiral Lysandra walked to the desk and sat on the imposing yet comfortable-looking chair, which was upholstered in deep blue leather with silver trim.

      “Pull up those chairs and have a seat,” the woman said as she placed her elbows on the desk and leaned forward. “Let us discuss why you all have come here.”

      Adam nodded and grabbed several chairs from next to a nearby round table. There were not enough for all of them to sit. He, Fayte, and Susan sat in the chairs while Aris, Lilith, Lexi, and Garyck stood behind them. Kureha might have also been left standing, but she decided to plop herself on Adam’s lap. This garnered a glance from Admiral Lysandra. He was glad she didn’t say anything.

      “Now then, I believe it is about time you introduced yourselves, yes?” The woman made it sound like a question, but Adam sensed the command in her tone.

      “My name is Adam. These are my companions. We have traveled here from the Sun Continent under the orders of Saintess Eleanor to request the assistance of the Water Continent’s navy… but it looks like you might already be neck-deep in your own troubles.”

      “You’re not wrong. We are facing many problems right now, but go ahead and tell me why Saintess Eleanor is requesting our aid.” With a gesture, the admiral all but ordered him to continue.

      Adam nodded. “The Sun Continent is currently under siege by the War Demon. He has laid many towns and villages to waste. Even the capital is just a shell of its former self. The Sun Continent lacks the manpower necessary to defeat the War Demon on its own.”

      “And so you were hoping the Water Continent, with its large naval force, could help you defeat the War Demon,” Admiral Lysandra concluded.

      “That’s right,” Adam confirmed.

      The woman was silent, lips pursed in thought. Adam used that chance to look around.

      Adorning the walls were various nautical artifacts, such as old maps, navigational instruments, and trophies from past victories. He even saw a massive tooth that looked like it belonged to a giant beast of the sea. It reminded him of a megalodon tooth he’d seen once, but many times bigger. In a corner of the office sat a small shrine. It featured a beautifully carved statue of the goddess, surrounded by seashells, pearls, and a small, ever-flowing fountain of clear water. Quite extravagant.

      “As you can see, we currently lack the manpower necessary to provide you aid. All of our forces are currently involved in combating the demonic forces arrayed against us by the Black Dragon and Sky Demon.” The woman’s face was grave as she informed them of her country’s circumstances. “They attacked us without warning, with a horde of demons that appeared in the sky like a plague of locusts. Our naval forces are powerful but ill-equipped to deal with flying beasts. We’ve had our hands so full just defending ourselves from them that those pirates were able to attack and nearly destroyed this port town as a result.”

      It was just as Adam expected then. He had already reasoned that if the Sun Continent was under attack, the other continents would also be. When fighting a war, the first thing anyone should do was cut off your enemy’s contact with any potential allies to deprive them of reinforcements. The War Demon prevented the Sun Continent from procuring aid by embroiling the other continents in their own struggles. Adam didn’t doubt that the other two continents were also experiencing strife.

      “Maybe we can help,” Fayte said after a moment.

      Admiral Lysandra turned her head to Fayte. “And you are…?”

      “My name is Fayte Dairing.” Fayte introduced herself with a polite bow even though she remained sitting. “I am the leader of the guild, Destiny’s Overture.”

      Admiral Lysandra blinked. “So you are the one actually in charge?”

      “That is correct.”

      The woman smiled, and it seemed friendlier than the expression she had used to address Adam.

      “It is a pleasure to meet you.”

      “The pleasure is all mine.”

      “Now, what was this about helping us?”

      Fayte cleared her throat. “Our goal is to procure your aid in defeating the War Demon. However, you are unable to provide that aid since you are dealing with your own problems. That simply means we need to help solve your problem first, so you can help us solve ours.”

      The admiral chuckled as she removed her hands from the desk, leaned back, and crossed her arms. “You make it sound so easy, but my forces have been driven to the brink of exhaustion. What makes you think that your small group can help us?”

      Fayte smiled as she clasped her hands and placed them on her lap. “I understand why you might be skeptical, but I believe our guild is well-suited to helping you. You’ve already seen our prowess in combat, but what if I told you that what you saw was only the tip of the iceberg?”

      “I’d say I don’t believe you,” the admiral said with a smile, then shrugged. “Normally, but you did prove yourselves out there by handedly dealing with those pirates. Tell me, what can you do that my own forces can’t?”

      “For starters, Kureha and I are mages adept at elemental magic. We have many powerful AoE spells that are capable of wiping out hordes of enemies. Of course, flying enemies are no exception.”

      “I see.” Admiral Lysandra tapped a finger against her desk, the staccato rhythm echoing around the room. “You could not use those spells during our battle because they might have wiped out my own forces.”

      “Correct.”

      Combat in Age of Gods took a hyper-realistic approach, even to magic. Friendly fire was indeed a thing that could happen. Even if someone was marked as an ally, unless they were in your party, you could still damage them with an attack.

      “Hmmm…”

      Admiral Lysandra went into pensive silence. Fayte used this opportunity to continue speaking.

      “On top of that, Susan here is a skilled Fairy Archer. While she doesn’t have the area of attack spells that we do, her techniques are excellent for sniping enemies from a distance.”

      “That does indeed sound promising. And what of these four?” Admiral Lysandra asked, gesturing to Aris, Adam, Lexi, and Garyck.

      “They are our frontline melee combatants. All of them are extremely powerful.” Fayte paused. “They might have a harder time against flying enemies, but we have faced such foes before. Their main job during a situation like this would simply be to protect us while we attack the flying demons with spells and arrows.”

      Admiral Lysandra closed her eyes. Nobody spoke for several seconds. Adam wondered what the woman was thinking. When she opened her eyes again, her expression was calm, as if she had come to a decision.

      “I believe you can help us. However, I cannot make this decision on my own. I will take you to meet our saintess. She will be the one who decides what to do.”

      So they were going to meet Seraphina, the Saintess of Water? Adam wondered what this woman was like. Was she just as kind and dutiful as Saintess Eleanor? He supposed they would find out soon.
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      Seraphina was not in the port town that had been attacked. She lived in Aquapolis.

      The capital city of the Water Continent was located exactly in the middle of the continent. Built on a massive lake, Aquapolis was a marvel of engineering and beauty, with crystalline buildings that reflected the surrounding waters. The climate was temperate. Because it rained frequently, there was a lot of flora and fauna encompassing both the lake upon which the city was built and the surrounding countryside.

      Rivers flowed out from the lake, some small, and some so wide they looked bigger than the famous Mississippi river in the American Federation. Or rather, that normally would have been the case.

      “Everything is frozen…” Fayte mumbled.

      “It’s so pretty,” Aris said.

      Admiral Lysandra scowled at her. “You can only say that because you don’t understand how damaging that damn ice is. The rivers that flow from the central lake are the lifeblood of the Water Continent. It doesn’t just sustain the natural environment but also facilitates the transport of goods, people, and resources. Our economy has been practically destroyed thanks to that ice.”

      “Sorry…” Aris mumbled, contrite, shoulders hunched in on themselves.

      While Adam wanted to snap at Admiral Lysandra, he held his tongue. What she said was true. If the rivers served as the primary trade routes for the transport of goods between Aquapolis and outlying regions of the continent, then the rivers freezing over meant ships and barges could no longer navigate the waterways, cutting off the flow of goods such as food, raw material, and luxury items. Merchants and traders would be forced to seek alternative methods of transportation, such as overland routes and airships. Air routes would be faster than land ones, but Adam imagined the Sky Demon and Black Dragon were making it difficult for airships to deliver goods.

      Admiral Lysandra ran a hand roughly through her hair. “No, you’re fine. I apologize for my outburst. We are not in a good situation right now. I snapped at you, but I understand you couldn’t have known anything since you just arrived.”

      While Aris accepted the woman’s apology, the carriage fell into an awkward silence. Admiral Lysandra grimaced as though realizing her mistake. It was too little too late, however, as the damage had been done.

      Adam focused on the city.

      Aquapolis was constructed on a series of interconnected floating platforms that rested upon the lake’s surface. These platforms were anchored by powerful magic to ensure they remained stable and secure. The city’s layout resembled a giant mandala, with concentric circles of platforms radiating outward from the central palace, where Adam assumed Seraphina lived.

      To enter the city, they needed to travel across a massive bridge known as the Aquaterra Bridge. He was certain the sight would have normally inspired a sense of awe. The archway that marked the bridge entrance was a thing of beauty, with gorgeous engravings of flowing water and the goddess of water herself. Its appearance was ruined, however, by the almost one hundred guards standing at the entrance and the massive line of carriages. Adam eyed the ballistae that sat on both the archway and along the lake’s length. Some areas looked like they were undergoing repairs.

      “Did you get attacked recently?” he asked.

      “Aquapolis was the first placed attacked by the Sky Demon and Black Dragon,” Admiral Lysandra confessed. “They attacked without warning, destroying quite a few buildings before we drove them off. They haven’t attacked since, but we have bigger problems to deal with now.”

      “It looks like it will take a while before we can enter,” Fayte murmured.

      But Admiral Lysandra shook her head. “No, we get priority entrance. Give me just a moment.”

      The admiral turned to the open window facing the carriage driver and began giving orders. After a moment, the driver steered the horses away from the line and began traveling along it. Several people who appeared to be merchants watched them pass, consternation on their faces, but they said nothing. This carriage was marked with the symbol for the Water Continent’s goddess. Anyone with eyes could see they were important people.

      It wasn’t long before they reached the front and Admiral Lysandra stepped out to address one of the guards. All of them were decked in silvery blue armor that looked more decorative than functional, though Adam assumed they were actually quite powerful. The person the admiral addressed was a young woman with brown hair sticking out from underneath her curved helmet. She, like the others, wielded a trident and a round buckler shield on her offhand.

      Admiral Lysandra returned moments later, sat down, and the carriage was soon moving through the archway.

      “Everyone is tense thanks to the Sky Demon and Black Dragon,” Admiral Lysandra said. “That’s why we have so many ballistae deployed. We did that as a countermeasure during their first assault, though something tells me they won’t attack the capital again.”

      It wasn’t just the lake that had ballistae around it. The bridge also had ballistae evenly spaced across its length on either side.

      “What makes you say that?” asked Fayte.

      Admiral Lysandra shook her head. “Because of our other problem. In any case, they might not have attacked the capital since their initial assault, but we get a lot of reports that they and their hordes are attacking the surrounding cities and villages. Several villages have been destroyed already. To make matters worse, we don’t have enough soldiers to send them to every civilian population center. We have to play it by ear and send our forces only when we receive a report, but by the time our forces show up, the villages that have already been destroyed.”

      “I imagine you’re at your wit’s end,” Adam said sympathetically.

      Admiral Lysandra frowned at him. “That’s right. We are.”

      He wondered why she didn’t seem to like him. Was it because he was a man? Was she one of those man-hating women who rose to their station in order to bring down the patriarchy? It didn’t matter to him so long as he could still do his job, but if she obstructed him, it would cause problems.

      Beyond the bridge was A	quapolis, a city that was beautiful even under these dire circumstances. Instead of streets, Aquapolis had a vast network of water canals that served as the primary means of transportation. They were currently frozen over. The ships and boats that were docked had nowhere to go, stuck in the ice. The people were forced to walk everywhere, and because it was so cold, many of them were bundled up and shivering as they walked in aimless confusion.

      “This is awful,” Susan mumbled.

      “Aye,” Garrick agreed.

      “Why is the water all frozen?” asked Kureha.

      Adam blinked at the girl sitting on Lilith’s lap. “Now that she said it, I have to wonder the same thing. Why is this lake frozen? I don’t think the Sky Demon or Black Dragon have power over ice.” He glanced at Admiral Lysandra. “Do they?”

      “They do not,” Admiral Lysandra said.

      “Which means there’s another power working with them,” Fayte murmured.

      There was only one creature Adam could think of who could cause something like this, but he didn’t say his theory out loud. Now wasn’t the time.

      The buildings of Aquapolis appeared to be crafted from a unique type of enchanted crystal that reflected light in a dazzling array of color. He could tell the structures were designed for both function and beauty. Their designs appeared inspired by the natural flow and shapes of water. Towers twisted and spiraled like whirlpools, while domed roofs resembled giant bubbles that shimmered under the sunlight. It was beautiful. Even though he knew the situation was dire, Adam did agree with Aris. The combination of crystalline structures and ice really was pretty.

      Their destination was the palace at the very heart of Aquapolis. It was the seat of power, where the Saintess of Water lived and ruled over the continent. The palace was a majestic structure built on a massive raised platform that appeared to float above the lake. The walls were made from the purest crystal. The entire structure was surrounded by a waterfall that, in normal circumstances, would have flowed into the surrounding lake below. Right now, however, it, too, was frozen solid.

      They had to pass through several more checkpoints but managed without trouble thanks to Admiral Lysandra. There was a stable located further in, and they were soon asked to disembark from the carriage.

      “This way,” Admiral Lysandra directed them.

      She led them underneath the palace via a series of archways that normally served to protect those walking underneath the waterfall. As they walked across a long bridge, Adam looked up and saw the underside of the floating platform. He didn’t know what it was made from, but the numerous runes engraved upon its surface glowed with mana.

      In the center of the platform was a long tube-like structure made from the same crystal as the palace. It was an elevator. Admiral Lysandra had them all step onto a stone platform, then placed her hand over a pedestal with a round blue gem. The gem glowed beneath her hand before the stone platform began moving up. It took them into the floating platform, and before long, they were standing in a beautifully decorated room.

      As they continued on, Adam saw guards protecting every inch of the palace, and he realized something.

      “They’re all women,” Aris murmured.

      “You noticed that, too?” Fayte said. “I haven’t seen a single male guard. Perhaps I am thinking too deeply but…”

      Adam also felt a bad premonition, but he withheld it.

      Admiral Lysandra led them to a pair of massive doors that were heavily decorated with intricate engravings of the Water Goddess. She was a beautiful woman with flowing water swirling around her. Two female guards stood on either side of the door. They looked startled when they saw him and Garyck, but they snapped off a salute at Admiral Lysandra.

      “We are here to see Lady Seraphina,” she stated.

      They glanced at Adam and Garyck once more. The bad premonition Adam felt was increasing with each passing second.

      The guards glanced at each other, then at Admiral Lysandra. “Very well. Please go in.”

      This door could not be opened the normal way. The two guards channeled mana into a pedestal with a gem similar to the elevator they had taken, and the door slowly swung open.

      A room spread out on the other side, massive and filled with the same gorgeous crystalline material that made up most of the city. Columns glittered in the light, spaced evenly across the floor, and a blue carpet led from the doorway to a raised dais where a throne of crystal sat.

      Sitting upon the throne was a woman.

      She was undeniably beautiful, with long, shimmering blue hair that cascaded down her back like a flowing waterfall. Her large, striking turquoise eyes had a strange glint to them, as though reflecting her whimsical nature and ever-changing moods. Her flawless skin with a subtle pearlescent sheen was covered in an elegant robe of deep blue and silver, decorated with intricate patterns that resembled ocean waves and water droplets. She was very petite. Quite unlike Eleanor. She wore no shoes; her feet were tiny just like her figure. Sitting upon her head was a delicate crown of coral and pearls that further accentuated her regal yet youthful appearance.
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      The woman’s eyes lit up as Admiral Lysandra approached, but they soon narrowed when they landed on Adam and Garyck. If the good admiral noticed—and he was sure she did—she did not reveal that as she knelt down. Adam and the others did not kneel. They stood behind Lysandra.

      “Lady Seraphina, I have returned from routing the pirates who attacked our port town.”

      “Lyse,” Seraphina said in a voice that was so charming even Adam’s senses momentarily dulled. He blinked several times and shook his head to bring his attention back into focus. “I demand to know why you have brought a pair of disgusting men into my presence.”

      Adam realized after she finished speaking what that bad feeling he had on the way here was about. All this time, he had noticed it, from Admiral Lysandra’s seeming distaste for him to the fact that there wasn’t a single man guarding the Saintess of Water. This woman was a man hater. And her hatred had likely infected all those around her.

      Lovely. Dealing with a man-hating saintess was just what he needed to make his day complete.

      Not.
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      Admiral Lysander paused, as though she didn’t know what to say. After a moment, she bowed deeper. “My apologies, Lady Seraphina… but this man helped us drive back the pirates attacking our port town and has come from the Sun Continent with a missive from Lady Eleanor. I thought it prudent to bring him and his party before you because of that.”

      “Ugh,” the one called Lady Seraphina made an expression of distaste, her nose wrinkling like she had smelled something foul. “First, we are attacked by the Sky Demon, Black Dragon, and their ilk, then our very home is frozen solid, and then we are beset upon by pirates. Now, as if to make my already horrible situation even worse, I have to deal with a putrid man? Absolutely not. Get that man out of my sight.”

      “Lady Seraphina…”

      “Did you not hear me, Lyse? I said remove him from my sight.”

      “But the missive…”

      “I’ll read the missive in due time. You may give it to me after it has been thoroughly disinfected. Remove them now!”

      They were left with little choice but to leave. Admiral Lysandra escorted them out of the palace. According to her, it would be in their best interest to find lodgings elsewhere, and Adam was inclined to agree. He also didn’t want to be anywhere near that woman. Adam liked to think of himself as a patient man, but he knew being in that woman’s presence would wear his patience thin.

      “I can’t believe her!” Aris complained loudly. “How dare she insult my Adam like that!”

      “I am very sorry for my lady’s behavior. She, uh, doesn’t have the best experience with men, so please forgive her,” Admiral Lysandra said. She sounded genuinely contrite, which surprised Adam since he assumed she was a man-hater as well, but perhaps her reaction when they first met was because of Seraphina’s disposition toward men.

      “Hah. No thanks. I won’t forgive that bitch until she apologizes,” Aris declared, still speaking quite loudly. She ignored Admiral Lysandra’s aghast expression even as her face turned contemplative. “But, hmmm… you said she doesn’t have the best experience with men? Maybe we should just give her a good experience then? Think that would change her mind?”

      Admiral Lysandra hesitated. “Er… well, maybe? I don’t really think there’s anything you can do to cure her hatred of men though…”

      “Tee-hee. I know of the perfect cure,” Aris said with the smuggest grin Adam had ever seen. “We just need Adam here to fu—ouch!” Aris covered the crown of her head after receiving Adam’s swift hand chop. She glared at him with tears in her eyes. “What was that for?”

      “For your dirty comment. Seriously. Don’t even think of finishing that sentence.”

      “…”

      Aris continued to glare at him, sniffing as crocodile tears filled her eyes, but he pretended not to notice. The others around them reacted much the same. They were all used to Aris’s dirty mind by this point. Even Fayte did little more than roll her eyes. The only one who remained confused was Admiral Lysandra, but he was certain she’d join them soon enough after listening to enough of Aris’s dirty jokes and commentary.

      Their group drew quite a bit of attention as they traveled through the streets. Most of the people were pointing at Admiral Lysandra and whispering amongst themselves. Perhaps they were wondering why someone so famous was with a group they had never seen before. Adam put it out of his mind, but Lexi had come up behind him at some point and grabbed his sleeve. He didn’t know if she just didn’t like being made into a spectacle, or if there was another reason, but he let her keep grabbing him.

      “Kureha is tired,” Kureha suddenly said. She turned to Lilith and held out her arms, which prompted the assassin woman to lift the little girl and carry her on her shoulders. “Hehe, thanks Big Sis.”

      Lilith flushed bright red.

      Admiral Lysandra took them to a hotel called The Crystal Cascade Inn. The once lively canals surrounding it were eerily silent and frozen solid, having altered the city’s usual bustling atmosphere, leaving a quiet, almost somber mood hanging over the inn.

      Despite this, the hotel remained a thing of beauty, with a crystalline exterior that glimmered in the light, though it currently reflected the harsh, frozen landscape surrounding it. Icicles hung from the edges of the waterfall arches. The water that once flowed gently down the sides had turned into solid sheets of ice. Glowing orbs lit the entrance; they were the only source of warmth in this harsh, cold environment, as though welcoming all those who arrived to come in and warm up.

      “Wow. What a gorgeous building,” Aris mumbled.

      “I imagine it would be even more beautiful if the building wasn’t frozen over,” Fayte added.

      “Even the ice is sort of pretty… though I imagine the residents aren’t happy with it,” Susan mumbled.

      “This is where you will be staying. Everything has already been taken care of, and in light of your assistance, you don’t need to worry about the cost,” Admiral Lysandra said. “Please, follow me.”

      They followed her inside, the interior opening into a grand lobby that completely banished the cold. It appeared as though this inn was one of the few remaining havens of warmth and comfort. Roaring fireplaces situated at strategic intervals kept the entire room warm. They must have been magical fireplaces because Adam couldn’t see any firewood to keep the flames going.

      “So they have flowing water inside,” Fayte murmured, indicating the indoor waterfalls that continued to flow despite the freezing temperatures outside.

      “The water here is enchanted by our mages,” Admiral Lysandra explained. “When deciding on where to keep the water flowing, we focused on the palace and several inns that are strategically located throughout the capital. Our citizens come to these inns for fresh water. It was Lady Seraphina’s idea.”

      “So that woman is actually smart?! No way!” Aris exclaimed in genuine shock.

      “Do not disrespect my lady,” Admiral Lysandra snapped. “I know you didn’t start off on the right foot, but she is, in fact, a very intelligent person and has our nation’s best interests at heart.”

      They went up to the front desk, a long counter made of similar crystalline materials, though it was opaque instead of completely clear. A woman stood behind the desk, wearing an outfit that seemed like a blend of a modern suit and fantasy-esque robes. She was pretty, but it was the sort of generic prettiness he expected of someone working in customer service. The woman bowed to them.

      “Admiral Lysandra, welcome. I noticed you have company with you. Might I assume you are here to make sure they have room and board?” the woman spoke in a light, lilting voice. It rang pleasantly in the ears.

      The admiral nodded once, sharply. “That is correct. Please give them the best room you currently have available…” She trailed off, then turned to Fayte. “How shall we divide your rooms? I assume you’re not all staying in the same room…”

      Fayte opened her mouth to speak, but Aris beat her to it. “Adam, Lilith, Lexi, and me are going to be sharing a room. Fayte, Susan, Kureha, and Titania will share another room. Then we’ll have Garyck in his own room.”

      Garyck grunted. “Guess it’s to be expected that I’d be alone. Ah don’t know how te feel ‘bout that.”

      “I am not sure how I feel about being separated from Adam,” Titania said from where she sat on Adam’s shoulder. She had been very quiet ever since the pirate attack, only speaking when she felt it absolutely necessary. Adam had almost forgotten she was even there. The tiny woman continued. “As you know, I am the Guardian of the Spear. I must be with Adam at all times.”

      Aris tilted her head, then grinned mischievously. “You want to watch us while we’re having sex with Adam?”

      “Wha—no!” Titania shouted, her face redder than her hair. “Of course, I don’t!”

      “But… that’s why I separated us from you and the others,” Aris added, then continued. “Just so you know, I’m going to have Adam fuck me even if you’re there, so it really would be in your best interest to sleep with Fayte and Susan.”

      Those words made Susan, Fayte, and even Garyck blush to the roots of their hair. Titania’s face was so red Adam thought she might explode. The way her face had contorted was almost amusing, but he could tell that she was seconds away from erupting like an angry volcano. He wondered if he should say something but ultimately opted to remain silent.

      “You… you crass girl! Do you speak to your mother with that mouth?!”

      “I don’t know what my mom has to do with this. She’s dead anyway.”

      “Er… I’m so sorry for your loss… but that doesn’t change my point! You are a lady! Can’t you speak more delicately?!”

      “Why should I?”

      Adam frowned. Aris didn’t argue that often, but she had always spoken somewhat crassly, and that tongue of hers had only become more inappropriate after she was cured from Mortems Disease.

      “Aris, be quiet.” He hadn’t spoken harshly, nor had he spoken out of anger, but they didn’t have the time to deal with this right now.

      Aris’s response was immediate and… about what he had expected. Her ears went red and she subtly rubbed her thighs together. Adam sighed at the way her lips trembled. Despite this, she went silent, so he decided not to say anything and turned to Admiral Lysandra.

      “I think we can get ourselves situated. I’m sure you have a lot to deal with right now. And here.” He gave her the missive again. “Please see to it that the Saintess gets this.”

      “Of course,” Admiral Lysandra took the missive. She was still blushing.

      Adam sighed as the woman left, then turned to the equally red-faced receptionist. “Can you please have someone take us to our rooms?”

      “O-of course,” the woman mumbled. “Ahem. Your group has been given the King Suite. It is our most luxurious room and can fit your entire party. It also has three bedrooms, and they are soundproof so you do not need to worry about any, uh, noise escaping them. Let me call for someone to show you the way.”

      The person the blushing woman called was a young man who eyed their party in something that somewhat resembled awe. He looked at each of the women in turn several times like he wasn’t sure who to look at. Adam smiled wryly when he realized that the boy was completely ignoring him. Well, he didn’t look very old, so he likely didn’t have much experience with women who were this attractive—never mind an entire group of them.

      “L-let me show you to your suite, ladies and gentlemen,” the young boy said after Fayte coughed into her hand and gave him a pointed stare. Susan smiled uncomfortably and moved behind Adam as they began walking.

      The King Suite was the epitome of luxury and comfort. It spanned an entire floor of the hotel and offered a breathtaking view of the current frozen landscape, but it was warm and comfortable. He eyed the generously sized living area, which featured plush, deep-cushioned sofas and armchairs arranged around a grand fireplace. The fireplace was enchanted like the ones in the grand lobby. Floor-to-ceiling windows lined the outer wall, and each window was equipped with a thick, velvet curtain in deep blue hues. The walls not outlined by windows were adorned with elegant tapestries that depicted aquatic scenes.

      “Wow, wow, wow! Look at this place! It’s gorgeous!” Aris said. Her eyes were sparkling. “I wonder what the bedrooms are like?! Lilith! Let’s go! You, too, Lexi! Come on!”

      “Uh… wha—ah?”

      “…”

      Lilith and Lexi did not even get a word in before Aris grabbed their hands and dragged them over to a door, which led to the master room. Adam glanced at Fayte, Susan, and Garyck; Susan had grabbed Kureha when the young girl tried to follow Lilith. He smiled wryly, then followed after the ladies he was intimate with.

      “I’ll be right back.”

      “Um…” Susan looked like she wanted to say something but kept silent.

      “We will check the other rooms,” Fayte said with a strained smile.

      “Okay.”

      Adam wandered into the master bedroom to find about what he had expected.

      “Ha ha ha ha ha! Look at this bed! It’s so big! So bouncy! I love it!”

      Aris was bouncing on a grand, king-sized bed with a carved crystal headboard that resembled crashing waves. Lilith and Lexi were standing beside the bed. They looked perplexed. Meanwhile, Aris looked like she was having the time of her life. The bed was dressed in the finest silk sheets and heavy quilts. They wouldn’t lack warmth under those covers. A second fireplace sat in the corner and provided additional warmth, while the room also included a private sitting area with plush armchairs and a writing desk, all arranged to take advantage of the view through another set of floor-to-ceiling windows.

      “Aris, stop bouncing around,” Adam said with a sigh.

      “You’re right. I should stop for now. I want to check out the bath,” Aris stopped bouncing and raced into the bathroom.

      Adam placed a hand against his forehead and sighed. “She just never runs out of batteries, doesn’t she?”
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      Several days had passed in Age of Gods and Adam had found himself with a whole lot of free time. According to Lysandra, Saintess Seraphina was dealing with a lot and would respond to Saintess Eleanor’s letter in due time. Everyone understood that she was actually dealing with a lot; her nation was under attack from several different forces. They were not privy to the movements of her army, but they had seen soldiers traveling in, out, and around the city.

      Since they did not know how long it would take for the Saintess to come to a decision, they had decided to spend time in the real world. They took shifts. Two people would stay in Age of Gods at any given time, and they would rotate out with another two people every 3 in-game days, which equaled roughly 10 hours in the real world. There were six of them, so they could rotate three times, giving them all plenty of time to stretch their legs.

      Of course, Adam had other things to do than move about.

      

      “I… I need your help. Please… please help me!”

      

      Susan had requested his aid and he would answer her, but that meant he needed help, and there was only one person he could turn to for help right now.

      Darren Daggerfall.

      He had requested a meeting with the man via Age of Gods. Most meetings these days were held in-game because the time compression gave them more time to speak, but they were currently unable to meet because they were on separate continents. Darren had agreed to meet with him, and today was the agreed upon day.

      Adam was greeted by the soft, ambient hum of technology as he stepped into the private meeting room. The room was brightly lit and well-maintained with a series of luminescent lines that traveled the contours of the walls and ceiling, illuminating the entire room. The walls were a dark metallic shade, seamlessly embedded with screens displaying shifting digital patterns, news updates, and atmospheric imagery that seemed to shift between presets.

      Darren sat at a table in the center. The oval-shaped table was sleek, black, and made from a reflective material that seemed to absorb the ambient light. Adam glanced at the surface as he walked over. Embedded into it was a touch-sensitive screen that allowed for holographic displays to be projected above its surface. Darren looked like he was reading over data when Adam walked in.

      “Have a seat,” Darren said without glancing up.

      Adam sat down.

      Silence settled over them as the man touched the screen some more, pulling up several displays. Adam furrowed his brow when he saw that each one was the bio of a person. Levon Pleonexia, Connor Sword, and Susan Forebear.

      “I can imagine why you’re here,” Darren said, at last turning to face him. “I’ve heard about the party Levon is hosting. Your party member, Susan, was invited, and she has no choice but to accept.”

      “You are well-informed,” Adam said with a sigh.

      “I have to be if I want to compete with Levon and his guild.” Darren grunted as he tapped a finger on the table, which flickered each time he brought it down. “But let me tell you now, it will be exceedingly difficult for me to do anything. I lack any form of power in New York, and I do not have any authority within the government like the Pleonexia family does. Helping you will require a lot of resources… resources that I cannot afford to spend for no reason.”

      “In other words, if I want a favor from you, I’ll need to do something to make it worth your while,” Adam said.

      Free lunches didn’t exist in this world. Nobody would do something just to be helpful. If you wanted something from someone, then you had to do something for them in return. Kindness for kindness’s sake was a thing of the past.

      “If I succeed in my goals, I’ll have prevented Levon Pleonexia from gaining even more power within the government,” Adam said. “If I don’t succeed, then the Pleonexia Family will pull even further ahead of you.”

      “That would indeed be a problem,” Darren said, and then fell silent.

      No dice, huh…

      He hadn’t really expected that to work. Although Daggerfall Dynasty was at odds with the Pleonexia Family and would love to see someone sabotage one of their operations, that didn’t necessarily mean it would be enough to convince Darren to help him. This man had come prepared. He knew how many resources he would need to spend to help Adam and had determined that the gains were not worth the rewards, which meant Adam needed to find something else to entice him.

      What could he give this man that couldn’t be acquired through his own efforts?

      Adam was a top-ranked gamer. While his name wasn’t known to many because he kept it a secret, his deeds were known by all. Years ago, in order to acquire the money needed for Aris’s treatments, Adam had dominated the gaming world, taking part in every major tournament and defeating the best gamers of every nation, then vanishing after accomplishing his goal. It had earned him quite the nickname: The Untouchable Emperor. It was pretentious and he hadn’t come up with it himself, but it was a sign of the esteem his presence had.

      Is there anything coming up that I can take part in…?

      “The International Power Rankings,” Adam said at last. “In exchange for helping me, I will make your guild #1 on the International Power Rankings.”

      Darren leaned back in his chair, locked his fingers together, and smiled. “You mean during the upcoming International Peace Conference?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Hmmm.”

      The International Peace Conference was an annual event that had become the centerpiece of global politics and power dynamics. It had originally been conceived as a means to promote global peace and avoid catastrophic conflicts, but the conference had since evolved into a high-stakes, highly competitive virtual reality tournament where the world’s most powerful guilds competed for international supremacy. Despite its name, the conference was often described as a “substitute for war,” where diplomacy, strategy, and combat skills were tested in a simulated environment.

      It was also one of the competitions Adam had been unable to take part in since he hadn’t belonged to a guild at the time.

      Adam had always been interested in the International Peace Conference ever since Lexi taught him about it all those years ago. He had been curious to know how and why a conference meant to promote peace had turned into a tournament where nations battled for international acclaim, status, and power.

      In the wake of World War III, the international community was fractured, and trust between nations was at an all-time low. The immediate need for reconstruction, scarcity of resources, and geopolitical tensions had led to an environment where traditional diplomatic methods were ineffective. Every country knew they needed to cease fighting, but the grudges left over from the war ran deep and diplomatic talks often ended in a deadlock. This event was known historically as The Post-War Reality: The Failure of Traditional Diplomacy, and it was where the idea for the International Peace Conference was created. Its initial function was like any other international summit.

      Around the same time, advancements in virtual reality technology had been spurred by the rapid growth of the digital economy, and rising from this sudden technological explosion came immersive virtual reality platforms. VR offered a way for nations to engage with each other in a more dynamic and interactive environment. The very first integration of VR had been simple: nations used virtual environments to recreate hypothetical scenarios, such as resource-sharing models, conflict resolutions, and emergency responses. It was highly successful and allowed for more engaging discussions and creative problem solving.

      But as time passed, the underlying tensions between nations began to surface and countries started to use VR platforms not just for negotiation but to demonstrate their technological prowess, military strategies, and political savvy. Soon, VR simulations began to resemble war games, with countries trying to outperform each other.
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