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 Prologue 
 
    Rowana Slyth was an elf that many people would not hesitate to describe as ‘the ideal woman.’ She was smart, caring, responsible and gentle, a true delight to be around. She also cut quite the attractive figure with her slim waist, wide hips and plump bosom. Her face possessed a refined sort of beauty, with bright emerald green eyes, smooth pink skin and just the slightest hint of makeup to accentuate her features. She also had straight silky hair that she had dyed platinum white, which fell down to her shoulders like a waterfall. 
 
    In short, she was about as feminine as a person could get, though this was by no means accidental. Rowana put a lot of work into maintaining her stunning looks through a combination of eating right, regular exercise and mild alchemical treatments. Her efforts extended into the clothes she wore too, as the elf always seemed to wear something that was both tasteful and practical. 
 
    That day, for instance, she was dressed in a long-sleeved white blouse, tight blue trousers and flat-heeled sandals. She had only just gotten off work and felt too tired and hungry to cook for herself like usual, which was why she was enjoying a hearty soup at a pub near her home. One would imagine a woman like her would prefer far more extravagant establishments than this common eatery, but that was not the case. 
 
    Despite having an air of class and refinement, Rowana was surprisingly frugal. Kind waitstaff, good food and agreeable prices were far more important to her than opulence and luxury. She did occasionally get approached by random men trying to hit on the clearly single beauty in the corner, but she kindly, yet firmly informed them she had zero interest in pursuing a romantic relationship. Granted, that wasn’t entirely true, but it required a lot less explanation than the real reason. Most potential suitors got the message and left her alone, but there were some men that required a bit of extra… convincing. Especially if they’ve had a few pints already. 
 
    In fact, there was one such potential troublemaker in the restaurant on that night. An older elf with oily green hair, dressed in a rather fancy looking robe with several golden rings on his fingers. Rowana had spotted him sitting at a table near the entrance and wisely chose a seat that was as far away from him as possible. Her judgement, while somewhat shallow, had proven to be right on the money as the man ordered one drink after another. With every beverage he consumed, his words grew louder and more inappropriate. The owner even asked him to keep his voice down and seemed to be on the verge of kicking him out for bothering the other patrons. 
 
    The tipping point came when a rather odd sight entered the restaurant. It was a young girl, no more than fifteen or sixteen years of age. She had tan skin, yellow eyes and, most eye-catching of all, bright crimson hair with a pair of triangular feline ears sticking out at the top. A slender tail with short fur matching her hair color dangled from her lower back, making it abundantly clear that she was neither elf nor human, but a beastkin of the cat variety. She also had a cute face, but the weary expression and worn-down travel clothes were not doing her any favors in Rowana’s personal opinion. 
 
    She still stood out plenty though, as the entire pub full of elves couldn’t help but at least glance at the curious visitor. Unfortunately, the aforementioned drunkard did more than simply gawk at her. Though Rowana couldn’t hear his remark over the murmur of the crowd, she clearly saw him slap the catgirl on the bottom as she passed by. Followed immediately by her turning around and clawing at his extended arm. 
 
    “Yeeeow!” 
 
    The man let out a sharp yell of pan as he stood up, clutching his injured hand. The entire pub went silent as a trickle of crimson liquid ran down the man’s arm. 
 
    “What the fuck is wrong with you?!” he shouted at her. 
 
    “What’s wrong with me? What’s wrong with you?!” she snapped back at him. “You lay your filthy hand on me again and I’ll do more than just draw blood!” 
 
    “Crazy bitch! Do you have any idea who I am?” 
 
    “You’re clearly a lecherous asshole for one!” 
 
    *SLAM* 
 
    An armed guard in silver-colored plate armor burst into the establishment through the front door, interrupting the loud argument just as it was about to go into full swing. 
 
    “What’s going on in here, then?” he asked loudly. 
 
    “This looney bint just attacked me for no reason!” the drunkard claimed while raising his bleeding forearm. 
 
    “I did not!” the catgirl argued. 
 
    “Then how do you explain my bleedin’ arm?!” 
 
    “I mean, I did do that, but only because he slapped my butt out of nowhere!” 
 
    “I didn’t mean anything by it. It was an accident!” 
 
    “No, it wasn’t. I bet you being born was one, though!” 
 
    The guard let out a tired sigh as the two continued bickering back and forth. He had only just finished his shift when this sudden civil dispute interrupted his walk back to the barracks. Part of him wanted to ignore it, but he wasn’t technically off duty until he reported back to his superior. His patience at an end, the guard grabbed each party by a shoulder. 
 
    “Alright, that’s enough out of you two,” he cautioned. “Why don’t you come with me and we’ll sort this out later?” 
 
    “She started it!” 
 
    “But he was the one who-” 
 
    “Yes, yes, I’m sure it’s a fascinating tale. The boys back at the guard post will be thrilled to hear all about it.” 
 
    He magnificently ignored their complaints and almost literally dragged them outside. He was clearly intending to lock them both up and let the next shift sort this mess out. He had barely made it out of the door, before a soft voice called out to him from behind. 
 
    “Excuse me, sir?” 
 
    The man turned around to see Rowana standing there with a concerned look. 
 
    “Yes, madam?” 
 
    “I clearly saw that man try to molest this girl.” 
 
    “The fuck do you mean ‘molest,’ you cuuuuaaaaaah!” 
 
    The guard squeezed down on the drunkard’s shoulder hard enough to turn his cussing into a painful scream. 
 
    “Quiet, you,” he warned him before turning his attention back to the woman. “You’re certain of this, miss?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. The girl was merely trying to defend herself. He was the one at fault, so could you please let her go?” 
 
    The redhead looked at Rowana, her yellow feline eyes widening in surprise. 
 
    “Even if that’s true, I can’t ignore the fact that she openly admitted to physical assault,” he shook his head. “The law is quite clear on this—once an altercation turns violent, I have to detain all parties involved.” 
 
    “Are you really going to throw this poor girl in a cell after she just got here?” Rowana pleaded.  
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “Look at her, she’s clearly a foreigner that came from very far away. She probably doesn’t know how reliable and honorable our guardsmen are and didn’t think to find one when this guy accosted her. Can’t you give her a pass this one time?” 
 
    “I don’t know, I really shouldn’t do stuff like that…” 
 
    “Think of it this way, is making this spirited girl spend her first night in Azurvale in a dungeon worth the paperwork?” 
 
    “… You do realize I’d have to let them both go, yes?” 
 
    “I don’t think either of them mind.” 
 
    Both the drunkard and the catgirl vigorously shook their heads to show that no, they most certainly did not. 
 
    “Fine. I’ll let it slide this time,” the guard finally conceded. “You’re both free to go, just don’t let me catch you stirring up trouble again.” 
 
    He released his grip on the redhead, but didn’t let the other one go until after he’d escorted him away from the other two. 
 
    “You, uh, you didn’t really need to do that,” the girl said nervously. “But… Umm… Th-thanks.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it,” Rowana said with a sweet smile. “I’d just hate to see someone locked up over something that wasn’t their fault.” 
 
    “… Actually, wouldn’t I have gotten free food and lodging if I was taken away? Maybe I should…” 
 
    The deadpan seriousness of that grim notion left Rowana momentarily speechless. Was she actually that desperate to find such basic things? No, that look in her eyes as she watched the two men walk down the street made it abundantly clear she was contemplating punching one of them in the face just so she’d get a belly full of food. Though Rowana had only met this beastkin, there was no way she could allow something that pitiful to transpire. 
 
    “Nonsense!” the elf declared, startling the younger redhead. “I didn’t go through all that trouble just to have you throw yourself in chains, did I?” 
 
    “Uh, well, no, but-” 
 
    “No buts, young lady. If you’re really that hard up to get something to eat, then why don’t you come back inside and order anything you want. My treat.” 
 
    “… Just like that?” 
 
    “Just like that,” the woman nodded. “Think of this as my apology on behalf of all elvenkind for that asshole’s behavior.” 
 
    “W-well, when you put it like that, it would be rude of me to decline, wouldn’t it?” she smiled weakly. 
 
    “That’s the spirit. I’m Rowana, by the way. What’s your name?” 
 
    “It’s Keira.” 
 
    “Pleasure to meet you, Keira. Lovely name, by the way.” 
 
    “Uh, you think so?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” the elf nodded. “I dare say it fits you splendidly.” 
 
    “Ehehehe,” the girl let out an embarrassed giggle.  
 
    “Now, let’s forget about that unpleasantry and get to know each other a little better over dinner.” 
 
    “Sure thing!” 
 
    The two of them then went back inside the pub and proceeded to do just that. 
 
    When Rowana woke up the next morning, she felt something soft and warm wrapped around her left arm. When she opened her hazy eyes, the first thing that bobbed into view was a mass of red with two triangular protrusions poking out of it. She blinked once, then twice, then rubbed the sleep out of her eyes with her right hand. It took a few more seconds to sink in, but she was able to confirm that yes, that was Keira currently wrapped around her left arm. In the same bed. Her bed. While both of them were completely naked. 
 
    The elf broke out into a nervous sweat when last night’s memories finally came back to her. This was most certainly not what she had in mind when she told this girl she’d like to ‘get to know each other.’ Yet they still somehow ended up doing lewd things to each other until they passed out, which mortified Rowana. Was she really capable of doing something this sleazy? Granted, she did feel frustrated because she wasn’t brave enough to publicly reveal her sexuality and actively look for a girlfriend, but that didn’t justify taking advantage of this girl. 
 
    This innocent, vulnerable, awkward, sweet, adorable, and surprisingly energetic girl. 
 
    “Hehehe…” Keira giggled in her sleep. “Silly rabbit, that’s not how cows work…” 
 
    Rowana couldn’t help but smile as she pondered what kind of bizarre dream would warrant that sort of remark. The more she looked at how peaceful the girl seemed, the more her own erratic thoughts calmed down. She realized that, while odd and somewhat questionable, this outcome was hardly the end of the world. Just the opposite, actually. 
 
    If the elf played her cards right, then maybe, just maybe, the stray cat she picked up last night might stick around for a while. 
 
    Especially considering how eager said ‘stray cat’ was to get ‘sticky’ with Rowana, though the tortured analogy made the elf feel as if she should apologize to Keira later.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter One
Moonlighting 
 
   


  
 

 Part One 
 
    “Hmmnn…” 
 
    A soft groan filled the messy room as one of its occupants gradually woke from her slumber. A slender girl with platinum blonde hair and pointed ears rose from the double bed while yawning pleasantly. She rubbed the sleep from her emerald-green eyes as she lazily looked around her modest, single-room home. 
 
    There was a stone oven embedded halfway into the wooden wall opposite the bed. It had a rectangular brick chimney sticking out of it and up into the ceiling. The corner immediately to the left side of the stove held a plain dining table with three chairs lazily strewn around it. To the right of the stove was a simple wooden cabinet filled with dishes, jugs and other eating utensils. A sturdy-looking desk with a few quills, an inkwell and a small pile of paper stood opposite that cabinet, next to the same wall that the bed was up against. A few chests and drawers were lined up on the other side of the bed, under the only window in the house. Needless to say, those held the residents’ few worldly possessions such as clothes, mementos and- 
 
    “Window?” mumbled the young elf. 
 
    Why was the window important? This was most definitely her window, exactly the same as it was the night before. So, why did it seem so out of place? True, the double-glass panes were so filthy that barely any sunlight got through, but she liked it better this way. Having too much light pour in from that side of the room was annoying, if she wanted to focus on her work. 
 
    “Sunlight?” she mumbled again. She blinked her eyes a few more times before she realized what had happened. 
 
    “Sunlight!” Rowana suddenly shouted. “Keira, wake up!” 
 
    She shook her new girlfriend awake, prompting her fiery red hair and plainly cute face to emerge from underneath the covers. 
 
    “Keira!” 
 
    The cat-eared girl slowly turned her head to face the panicked elf. Her dull expression blossomed into a full-blown, open-mouthed smile. 
 
    “Hehee! Good morning, Roowieee!” 
 
    She leaned forward and wrapped the other woman in a tight hug, her slender tail waving about happily as she rubbed her cheek against Rowana’s. 
 
    “Yes, I’m happy to see you too,” the elf pushed her off, “but you need to go! You’ll be late!” 
 
    “Hmm? Late?” 
 
    “Yeah! The sun’s already out! Didn’t you have a thing to do today?!” 
 
    “… Oh, crap!” 
 
    Keira’s yellow, cat-like eyes became wide as dinner plates as she realized Rowana was right. She leapt out of bed, grabbed the shortbow leaning against the wall and went for the front door at the far end of the room. 
 
    “Wait!” the older woman screamed. “You’re forgetting something!” 
 
    “Ah! Of course! How silly of me!” 
 
    The catgirl ran back to the bed and gave the elf a big, wet kiss on the mouth. Their lips separated several seconds later with a loud smack. 
 
    “I was about to leave without giving you a goodbye kiss!” 
 
    “N-not that!” the blushing elf exclaimed. “Clothes, Keira! Put on some clothes!” 
 
    The red-haired catgirl was about to run out into the street completely naked. Although Rowana appreciated the sight of her girlfriend’s slim figure, tanned skin and small-yet-firm breasts, she didn’t particularly feel like sharing it with the rest of the city. 
 
    “Wow! That was close!” Keira said as she started getting dressed. 
 
    “Honestly! How are you this much of an airhead!?” the elf complained in a huff. 
 
    “It’s your fault!” the other girl shot back while pulling up her custom-tailored leather pants. “If you didn’t want to cuddle in the nude until late last night, then I wouldn’t have overslept!” 
 
    “I-I can’t help it, okay? Your skin just feels way too good against mine!” 
 
    “That’s why you couldn’t,” Keira paused for a second as she pulled her chainmail tunic over her head, “couldn’t get a girlfriend for so long! You’re way too selfish!” 
 
    “Really, now?” the elf raised an eyebrow. “You certainly didn’t seem to mind it last night.” 
 
    “W-well, I wasn’t running late at the time.” 
 
    The pair shared an embarrassed chuckle as Rowana idly watched her new sweetheart get ready. Keira put on a pair of wrist-length fingerless gloves made of the same gray leather material as her trousers. But the more the elf looked on, the more concerned she grew. 
 
    “You be careful out there, alright?” the elf cautioned after a brief pause. 
 
    “I’ll be fine, Rowie,” a smiling Keira reassured her. “Mister Faehorn said we’ll just be doing some light termite hunting today. Our class average is barely Level 10, so I’m sure he won’t make us do anything reckless.” 
 
    “He’s not bullying you, right? I heard some bad things about that guy…” 
 
    “No idea who you were talking to, but they’re wrong. Sure, he acts all tough and distant, but that’s just because he takes his job seriously. He’s only hard on us students because he cares about us. Plus, he doesn’t treat me differently even though I’m not an elf.” 
 
    “Hmmm… I guess he’s unexpectedly a nice guy, huh?” 
 
    Rowana watched in silence as the beastkin pulled a dark-green cloth tunic over her chainmail armor and slung an empty quiver across her shoulder. Once that was in place, she put on a pair of metal-plated bracers on her forearms, and finished up by buckling a set of matching shin guards to her lower legs and ankles. 
 
    “There, all done,” she declared while doing a little spin to show off. 
 
    “No shoes, though?” asked the elf while glancing at her lover’s bare feet. 
 
    “Ah, mister Faehorn says a true Ranger must be in tune with his or her surroundings at all times, so going barefoot is a must!” 
 
    While most of the aged elf’s other students were of the opinion that this sort of thinking was outdated and old-fashioned, Keira took his words to heart. She considered herself extremely lucky to be able to study under a famous adventurer like him, so she wasn’t going to let a single drop of his wisdom go to waste. Besides, she didn’t particularly mind it, as feeling the grass between her toes felt oddly nice and she was already used to pebbles and twigs digging into her soles. 
 
    “Keira, one more thing before you go. Can you forego your after-class walk and be back here by sundown?” 
 
    “Whaaat? But the night breeze feels so good around here!” 
 
    “I know, but yesterday I heard more news about that crazy vigilante that appeared recently.” 
 
    “Hm? Oh, you mean that Sandman character? Isn’t he one of the good guys, though?” 
 
    “He kills people, Keira! There’s no way that’s a ‘good guy,’ no matter how you look at it!” 
 
    “So, what, he should just have a nice chat with the murderers, rapists and slavers?” 
 
     “No! But, I mean, surely even they don’t deserve to be killed off without a fair trial!” the elf argued. 
 
    “The only reason you can say that sort of thing is because you’ve never been a victim.” 
 
    Keira’s uncharacteristically cold words and grim expression made the elf realize she said something she shouldn’t have. 
 
    “I’m… I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to-” 
 
    “It’s fine. It’s not your fault.” 
 
    The elf had momentarily forgotten that her new sweetheart carried some deep scars from her childhood, despite being only sixteen years old. The beastkin had already stated that the whole reason she came to this country in the first place was so she could escape her past, so Rowana felt terrible for unintentionally digging it up. Sure, she didn’t know the specifics, but she didn’t need to. All that mattered was that she would be there for Keira the moment the oddly energetic and slightly airheaded girl felt like sharing her sorrows. 
 
    The beastkin grabbed her shortbow once more, made sure her backup dagger was on her belt, and turned towards the exit to the hovel. 
 
    “I’ll be going then. See you tonight,” she said in a dry, monotone voice while looking over her shoulder. 
 
    “No you don’t! Let me make it up to you!” insisted the elf. “What sort of girlfriend am I if I send you off with a distraught face like that?!” 
 
    “Rowie, I’ll be okay. You don’t have to-” 
 
    “Nonsense! Just have to think of something good… Oh, I know! I’ll make your favorite steamed salmon for dinner, so look forward to it!” 
 
    “Really?! Alright! You’re the best!” 
 
    Seeing her lover cheer up in an instant was enough to put a beaming smile on the elf’s face. 
 
    “I am pretty great, aren’t I?” she declared smugly. “Go on, now. And stay safe out there, love!” 
 
    “I always do!” 
 
    Keira walked out the front door in high spirits and breathed in the fresh morning air while looking up at the sky. Far above her head was the loose canopy formed by a dozen or so hylt trees, much like the one Rowana’s house was attached to. These magnificent plants grew to a dizzying height of nearly a kilometer and had served as traditional homes to the elves since time immemorial. 
 
    Or at least that’s how it was here in Azurvale, the capital of the Ishigar Republic. Elaborate residences of various sizes and shapes were carved into the side of the tree’s thick trunk or built along its colossal branches as if they were streets. Countless suspension bridges connected one hylt tree to another while sprawling wooden walkways spanned between neighboring limbs forming plazas. 
 
    All in all, about a third of the city’s eighty thousand residents lived inside or around the colossal tree trunks, though only up to an altitude of about two hundred meters. The rest of the locals made their homes on the ground, where they were surrounded on all sides by the hylt trees’ gigantic, exposed roots. This created a natural wall, turning the city into a nigh-impregnable fortress. For not only were those roots tens of meters thick and just as tall, but the Ironbark that covered every part of a hylt tree was heavily resistant to both physical impact and magical bombardment. 
 
    Rowana’s house wasn’t built on the ground. It was a cozy little hovel built into the side of the hylt tree’s colossal trunk, near the upper edge of the district’s residential area. This placed it a good one hundred and forty meters above ground level, which was more than a little inconvenient to someone like Keira. She, like all new arrivals to Azurvale, had been unused to living in a city with a third dimension to it. That hadn’t lasted last long though, as the aspiring adventurer had already gotten used to navigating this strangely vertical place. 
 
    The catgirl took a running start and leapt without hesitation from the large wooden platform that served as Rowana’s front yard. A sea of dull-red rooftops sprawled out beneath her as her small body dropped towards them like a rock. Her arms reached out and grabbed one of the many vines that dangled from the street-sized branch directly overhead, her forward momentum causing the rope-like plant to sway back and forth wildly. Undisturbed by the erratic, lateral motion, she wrapped her legs and arms around it and let herself slide downward with practiced ease. 
 
    Once she reached the end of it, she threw herself off and landed deftly onto the slanted roof of one of the buildings that was erected at the ground level. Taking another small run, she leapt down from the three-story-high rooftop, kicked off the wall of the neighboring building to redirect her momentum and landed on the mossy ground with a small roll for a perfect ten-point landing. 
 
    *THWACK* 
 
    “Ow!” 
 
    A wooden cane bonked her on the head. 
 
    “What gives?!” she protested while turning around. She discovered her assailant to be a wrinkled old elf with balding gray hair, a slightly hunched back and a peeved look in his eye. 
 
    “Oh, it’s only Pedro,” she mumbled while rubbing her head. 
 
    “Don’t ‘Pedro’ me, you hooligan!” he admonished her. “How many times do I have to tell you to stop doing that sort of thing!” 
 
    “How else am I supposed to get down, then?” 
 
    Although cozy, Rowana’s small house was located in a really awkward part of the neighborhood. Keira had to go all the way down to ground level or climb up to the thick branch further up the tree if she wanted to access any of the city’s shops, guilds or services. At the very least, the government had installed a robust plumbing infrastructure into every tree, so those living in the upper levels didn’t have to worry about clean drinking water or waste disposal. 
 
    It was also no surprise that Keira’s vine-swinging shenanigans were by no means the standard method of changing one’s altitude. 
 
    “Use the public elevators like the rest of us!” 
 
    That particular function was fulfilled by the devices the old elf shouted about as he waved his cane around. There were dozens of house-sized floating platforms that served to provide the city’s residents with easy vertical access to all major levels of a hylt tree. One merely had to patiently wait at a designated station for one of those enchanted slabs of Ironbark to float by. The automated elevator would stop briefly to recharge its mana and let people get on or off of it before moving onto the next stop along its route. 
 
    “Those elevators don’t stop anywhere near our house!” Keira protested. 
 
    “Then use the damned walkways! That’s what they’re there for!” Pedro kept scolding her. 
 
    Those who were unwilling or unable to use the elevators still had the option of traveling up and down the large ramps and staircases that spiraled around the trunk of every hylt tree. That was how the elves of old typically got around before those magical floating platforms became commonplace. All things said and done, the number of people in Azurvale who performed elaborate acrobatics just to get from A to B could be counted on one hand. 
 
    “But doing it my way is much faster!” the catgirl insisted as she stood up. “Besides, it’s super fun!” 
 
    “Fun?! You’re going to get yourself killed if you keep it up. Not to mention, you’ll ruin the roof tiles of my inn. And my guests are already complaining about the racket you make up there every morning. How are you going to reimburse me if my business suffers because of your careless behavior, huh!?” 
 
    “Crap! That’s right, I’m late!” 
 
    The girl then suddenly remembered the whole reason she had to land on this geezer’s building in the first place. 
 
    “I can’t waste my time around here. Catch you later, Pedro!” 
 
    “And for the last time, my name is not Pedro!” 
 
    Keira ran off towards her destination while magnificently ignoring the elder elf’s protests about some ‘crazy whippersnapper.’ She’d be in big trouble if she missed today’s outing, as Faehorn was about as strict as an instructor could get. Even if she managed to catch up with the rest of her group, she’d likely still have to suffer some sort of punishment for her tardiness, the scale of which would be directly proportional to how late she was.  
 
    That’s why she wasn’t using just her legs, but ran through the streets on all fours. Beastkin like her had a natural aptitude for quadruped running and an innate agility that made them considerably faster than any other enlightened species. Keira demonstrated these traits magnificently as her graceful, coordinated movements allowed her to move at nearly double the speed of her ‘human’ way of running. Granted it was also far more tiring, but this was an emergency. 
 
    In her haste, Keira ended up causing quite a bit of trouble for the people she passed on the streets. She ducked under carriages, leapt over stalls, swung around street lights, charged between people’s legs and other such unbridled behavior. While she didn’t really cause any property damage, that wasn’t to say she didn’t startle the crap out of a lot of bystanders. 
 
    One such person was a stocky elven housewife who was carrying a bucket of water when the beastkin girl suddenly zoomed past her at breakneck speed. The old woman got startled, causing her to drop her bucket on top of an old, disused well she was walking past. Although the rusty grating covering the top prevented the bucket from falling through, the clean water inside it ended up spilling out into the dried-up water hole. And although the old housewife was more than a little perturbed at this turn of events, the one who was the most upset about the situation was a certain fiend at the bottom of that well. 
 
    “GAH! What the fuck?!” Kora screamed as the cold water splashed over her head. 
 
    “Be quiet, you moron!” Xera chastised her in a harsh whisper. “This area is off limits, remember?! Nobody’s supposed to know we’re down here!” 
 
    “Yeah, I know, I know.” 
 
    The two demons continued scouring the old, disused tunnels as they had been doing for the past week or so. The reason Xera and Kora were down there to begin with was because their master had been searching for a good place to establish a hidden lair ever since it infiltrated the city twelve days ago. It couldn’t just pick any old place for this, because it wanted to make a home base using the dungeon core it had stolen from the Spire of the Jade King. The blue crystal orb had shrunk down to about fifty centimeters in diameter once it completely lost its MP charge and had been sitting quietly in Boxxy’s Storage ever since. 
 
    However, in order to properly establish a dungeon, the crystalline core needed to be installed in an environment that already had a high concentration of ambient mana. The ex-mimic had learned that those colossal plants the elves used as living spaces were magical in nature. They pulled vast amounts of mana up from the soil in order to sustain themselves, which sounded like just the thing it was looking for. After all, there was bound to be an overflowing stream of magical energy coursing through the ground somewhere near or under those gigantic roots.  
 
    That space was where this ancient, decrepit series of tunnels came into play. Unfortunately, it was unmapped and in horrible disrepair. Searching through this literal maze of tight, winding passages based on nothing more than simple assumption was not the most productive use of Boxxy’s time. The shapeshifting monster was already hard at work establishing a new identity within the city, so it had neither the opportunity nor desire to waste time and energy on a wild-goose chase. Thankfully, it had two entirely subservient demons who could be volunteered to do the grunt work in its stead. 
 
    “I just don’t see why that damned pipsqueak was the one who got the fun assignment,” Kora complained as she cleared out a collapsed section of the tunnel. 
 
    “Because she actually knows the value of gold. Unlike you, who only knows the value of a tight hole.” 
 
    “… Okay, can’t argue with that.” 
 
    “Besides, it will be a good opportunity for that girl to spread the Progenitor’s name, not to mention practice her anti-personnel combat.” 
 
    Fizzy’s current assignment was something of a win-win-win, no matter how one looked at it. Well, provided she didn’t go and get herself killed while fulfilling her duty, but that was unlikely. Mostly because the Rank Up she underwent upon hitting Level 25 of her Metal Golem Job had made her far too durable to fall to the rabble she battled. 
 
    “Yo, bubble-butt,” Kora called. “I think I see something.” 
 
    The fiend had just opened a small hole in the pile of rubble blocking their way and was peering through it. Xera leaned in and put her cheek next to Kora’s in order to get a look for herself. And indeed, just as the red-skinned meathead had said, there was a lit torch visible on the other side of the tunnel. They heard distant shouts echoing down the corridor, though they couldn’t make out the words. 
 
    Having stumbled upon a possible target, the succubus immediately contacted Boxxy through their telepathic link. 
 
    “Master, sorry to disturb your practice, but I think we found another group down here.” 
 
    Xera and Kora were hardly the only ones skulking through these ancient sewer tunnels, as many gangs and other unsavory elements often hid out down there. This was the third time the two demons had discovered such a place. The first time was when they stumbled upon an illegal slave market. With the second occurrence, they found a weird underground pub that could only be described as a wretched hive of pickpockets, thieves, con artists and other assorted scum and villainy. Needless to say, none of those people survived their encounter with Boxxy and its familiars. 
 
    “Have you been spotted?” the shapeshifter inquired. 
 
    “No. Not yet, at least. But we can see lights and hear voices.” 
 
    “Then stand by and keep an eye on things. I’ll come clean them up in a few hours.” 
 
    And it would appear that ‘Mister Sandman’ was about to make yet another appearance. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Part Two 
 
    “Snack, get ready for the transfer.” 
 
    Boxxy’s sudden telepathic communication caught Xera slightly off-guard. She and Kora had been on standby for the past couple of hours, ever since they found traces of life in the old sewer tunnels. Of course, in their case standby meant that the fiend was exploring some moist tunnels of her own. However, as fun as the act was, it was hardly the ideal position for what was about to happen next, so the fiend hurriedly pulled out of Xera’s ass and put her manly side away. 
 
    “Ready, Master,” reported the still out-of-breath succubus. 
 
    Several seconds passed in silence as Xera braced herself for what was to come. Her body suddenly started shaking, vibrating even. It grew blurry, almost as if it were out of focus, and then grew slightly transparent. There was a soft, barely-audible popping noise followed by a puff of thick, green smoke that came out from around her feet with a vague scent of sulfur. The smoke cleared a second later and Xera was gone. In her place was a faceless, child-sized, black-skinned humanoid monster. 
 
    Boxxy grumbled slightly as it curled up on the floor and wrapped itself in its favorite chest-shaped shell. Even if it had gotten more or less used to humanoid forms by now, this was still far more comfortable. It was just a pity that it didn’t get a lot of opportunities where it could assume this form in peace since it had to work on maintaining a fake identity. 
 
    “What should I do, Master?” Xera asked through the telepathic link. 
 
    “Stay out of sight until I have to go back. This shouldn’t take long.” 
 
    The doppelganger pretending to be a mimic, pretending to be a chest had just used a Spell called Transfamiliar. It was a type of teleportation that allowed the Warlock and one of its familiars to change places by tapping into the reality-warping energy of the Beyond. The spell employed radically different principles to the more traditional spatial magic, which was why it differed in function and application. 
 
    As for how Boxxy had obtained knowledge of this oddly named Spell, that was because of its most recently acquired Warlock Skill. 
 
    [Demonic Insight]
The Warlock’s connection with the demonic realm allows him to tap into the unstable powers of the Beyond.
Requirements: Level 35 Warlock, Demonology
Type: Passive
Range: Self
[Effects]
Grants knowledge of a Demonic Spell at Level 1, 3, 6, 8 and 10 of this Skill.
Increases the effectiveness of the INT Attribute by 1% per Level of this Skill. 
 
    This was the monster’s third demon-related Skill after Summon Familiar and Demonology. It was a natural choice to strengthen its familiars further, especially since Snack and Arms were the main way it applied its Warlock Job. Both of them were excellent minions that were just the right combination of dependable, flexible and expendable. Also, the demonic duo would soon gain an extra member, as the monster’s Demonology Skill was poised to reach Level 8 within the week. Hitting that milestone would give Boxxy access to a third summoning contract, and it was eagerly anticipating having another minion around to do its bidding. 
 
    Unfortunately, the Demonic Insight Skill didn’t seem particularly useful on its own. The rather modest boost to the monster’s INT Attribute was welcome, but the Spells it provided seemed oriented towards utility rather than defense or offense. This wasn’t necessarily a bad thing, though.  
 
    Transfamiliar, which was gained at Level 3 of the Skill, was quite the convenient Spell, although it did have an obnoxious, long chant. At least that drawback was alleviated somewhat by the Chant Reduction Skill the mimic had acquired at Warlock Level 30. This passive Skill did exactly what its name implied, allowing the monster to activate all of its Spells a bit faster by skipping certain parts of their chants without affecting their effectiveness. 
 
    “Arms, where’s the prey?” Boxxy asked once it had gotten its bearings. 
 
    “Over there, behind that rubble,” Kora pointed towards the collapsed section of the tunnel. 
 
    Boxxy walked up to the pile of rubble and peered through the small, head-sized opening its familiar had made earlier. It saw the swaying, reddish light of torches and heard distant voices. This place was most definitely home to someone, which meant it was a perfect spot for it to feed on people without attracting too much unwanted attention. The relatively simple plan was the same since it crossed the border. 
 
    Unfortunately, things hadn’t worked out quite as expected. Boxxy’s first order of business upon arriving in Azurvale had been to seek out some unsavory criminal elements in order to unload the Empire-forged arms and armor it had ‘acquired.’ While it had no trouble finding buyers, it did have a disagreement with them concerning the price. The representatives it met with demanded that Boxxy sell them its goods for the nominal price of ‘fuck all,’ which was obviously unacceptable.  
 
    Finding themselves at an impasse, the two parties then engaged in an intense bout of negotiation. When an amicable agreement wasn’t reached, the mimic kindly requested to meet with the employer of these stubborn individuals to work things out like gentlemen. It was a request to which those fellows rejected but ultimately accommodated. 
 
    Long story short, an established crime boss, thirty of his top men and everything of value they owned all disappeared without a trace overnight. Word of this shocking event spread through the city like wildfire. That particular criminal was known to have connections to many influential people and was largely considered untouchable. He was known for bribery, blackmail, taking hostages and all other sorts of other underhanded methods to keep the authorities out of his hair.  
 
    So, it really should have come as no surprise that having his mansion ransacked, smashed up and partially burned down would be big news. The dire state his place of residence had been found in made it abundantly clear that its residents did not meet a pleasant fate, especially since there had been a notable absence of bodies at the scene. It was as if a vengeful tornado of violence and anger had swept through the underground organization, leaving behind nothing more than a collection of splintered wood, shattered stone and bloody smears. 
 
    That was hardly the end of it. The bizarre event repeated itself the very next day as another allegedly criminal organization was dismantled completely, including their illegal slavery racket. Following this was the news that an underground guild of thieves and robbers was wiped out the day after in much the same way. Two underground gambling dens and an illegal drug laboratory followed suit within the week. 
 
    It didn’t take long for the people of Azurvale to conclude that someone was systematically targeting and wiping out these criminal outfits. The rumors spoke of an ominous figure lurking in the shadows, pursuing either their own brand of justice or exacting bloody vengeance on those who had wronged them. It didn’t take long for the people to start referring to this mysterious individual as ‘the Sandman.’ 
 
    However, the vigilante in question had no idea as to why they were calling it that. True, Boxxy’s Cadaver Absorption Skill turned dead bodies into black ashes that could be seen as sand-like, but the locals wouldn’t know that. Boxxy planned to stick around Azurvale for quite a while, so it made sure to clean up after itself in order to make it harder for both the authorities and that terrifying Spymaster to track it down. It carried buckets, mops, alchemical solvents, and several jugs of clean water inside its Storage for this express purpose. It could, of course, simply eat the ashes, but it didn’t want to do that unless it really had to. After all, they tasted worse than literal dirt. 
 
    Yet despite its best efforts, the fledgling doppelganger still ended up causing a commotion. It didn’t like this development one bit, as it had intended to prey on targets that society wouldn’t miss. Surely notorious criminals fit that bill, right? However, that was clearly not the case, and now it had a reputation it didn’t want. Rumor that a merciless vigilante was hunting criminal elements was sure to cause said elements to go into hiding, or step up their security, which in turn would make Boxxy’s search for dinner all the more difficult.  
 
    At the very least, the city of Azurvale didn’t seem to have a clue as to the Sandman’s real identity. Reports and hearsay on the topic described it in vague terms like ‘ominous figure’ or ‘crazy bastard,’ hinting that the shapeshifter had not accidentally let a witness get away. That said, it wasn’t liking this attention one bit. Boxxy briefly considered lying low for a while, but the damage was already done. Besides, Xera had pointed out that this Sandman persona might be useful later on, so there was no real reason for the monster to change its hunting habits. Which was why it was currently in an underground tunnel, looking to make lunch out of yet more undesirables. 
 
    It was eager to finish things down there and get back to blending in with the other adventurers, so it momentarily undid its chesty transformation. Once it was back to being the size of a pre-teen, it crawled through the opening in the rubble that Kora had made earlier. It then used the Transfamiliar Spell as quietly as possible to transport the oversized fiend on the other size of the blockage. It could’ve simply widened the hole, but doing so would raise too much noise, not to mention it might collapse the old passage further. Boxxy crawled through the hole a second time and assumed its preferred shape once more. 
 
    Now that both of them were through, they started walking through the abandoned waterways. The stone-brick passage they found themselves in was only about two meters tall, so Kora had to move forward while crouching and keeping her head down, lest her horns scrape against the low ceiling. Her posture was uncomfortable and awkward, but at the very least this part of the tunnel system didn’t have any stagnant water or old moss stinking it up, so there was that. 
 
    The two of them steadily made their way along the straight tunnel, towards the flickering torchlight. They arrived at a small T-shaped junction, with the passage splitting left and right. Boxxy commanded Kora to stay put, activated its Stealth Skill, and peered around the right corner—the one the light was coming from. The passage fed into a large cylindrical chamber that appeared to have people in it. It couldn’t quite see them, but it definitely heard multiple voices. 
 
    The almost-mimic colored its chest-shaped shell a dark gray to match its surroundings and crept steadily forward, making sure to remain on high alert. Once the spider-chest reached the end of the tunnel, it pressed itself against the right side of it and took a good look around. The chamber appeared to be some sort of old cistern or water reservoir, as it was at least thirty meters in diameter and had a height of about seven meters, although any water that was once here had long ago dried up. Several columns of light shone down from round holes in the ceiling—likely old wells that had been sealed up by metal grates. However, the things that provided most of the visibility down here were numerous torches lining the far edge of the room, placed around the stone columns holding up the ceiling.  
 
    In that light stood a group of nine elves. Five of them were huddled around a small bonfire with a metal pot on it, preparing what appeared to be some type of soup. The other three rested on makeshift bedding. The final one was off to the side with his back turned towards the rest and was taking a leak. Judging from their ragged clothing and overall depressing atmosphere, not to mention the torn-up tents that barely provided any shelter, these people seemed to be nothing more than hobos that had taken shelter here. Upon closer inspection, the shapeshifter spotted a frayed rope ladder dangling from one of the well openings overhead, likely their way in and out of the place. 
 
    Boxxy then suddenly had an epiphany. Thinking back on its brief stay in Erosa, the monster realized it had killed a large number of bums, and attracted zero attention. Which meant those people were the ones society wouldn’t miss. The poor, destitute and homeless existed in every major city, and were largely ignored by higher-class citizens, so nobody of importance would care if they disappeared. If it had just preyed on these guys rather than going after notorious criminals, then that questionable Sandman rumor would never have started in the first place! 
 
    Well, it didn’t really regret doing that. Attacking those criminals provided the monster with a sizable chunk of XP and they were quite delicious in their own right. These bums, on the other hand, were barely even people as their bodies were skinny, disease-ridden sacks of stringy flesh. The most Boxxy could do with their corpses was use them as fodder for its Cadaver Absorption Proficiency, though a success would likely yield very little. Right now, it would probably just devour them. Even if they weren’t particularly tasty or filling, they were still very much edible. Not to mention that they would serve as a good source of proficiency for its newly acquired Demonic Insight Skill. 
 
    Boxxy went out of the tunnel it was hiding in and stealthily climbed the walls. It then crawled along the ceiling, making sure to stick behind the supporting pillars whenever possible so as to hide its body from view. Once it got close enough, it started chanting the Spell it got at Level 1 of Demonic Insight. Being under the effects of Stealth allowed the monster’s Arcane Assassin Perk to kick in. It muffled the sound of its voice, allowing it to cast the Spell in total silence, albeit at an increased MP cost.  
 
    The monster finished invoking its Spell a few seconds later with a silent utterance of ‘Implosion!’ 
 
    *PAKINNN* 
 
    There was a flash of blinding green light accompanied by a high-pitched wail that sent all nine of the homeless elves into a panic. The inexplicable phenomenon had occurred directly over their little bonfire, so those sitting around it were losing their shit at a rapid pace. They managed to calm themselves down for a moment when they realized they weren’t actually injured, but that relief disappeared just as quickly as it had arrived. 
 
    “Waaaakwakawaka!” 
 
    “Kuweekakaka!” 
 
    “Arrrkaaakaraaaa!” 
 
    A large number of high-pitched, squawking voices filled the chamber, as the elves found themselves surrounded by nearly thirty squirrel-sized monsters. The tiny creatures resembled miniature satyr due to their humanoid upper halves and furry, goat-like lower bodies. Their bodies and their fur came in all manner of colors, although most of them were either a dull yellow, or a dark red. Their pointy horns, long noses and ears, and thin, rodent-like tails poking out of their backsides gave them a strangely comical appearance. 
 
    They were imps, the demonic equivalent of rats. These otherworldly vermin barely had any self-awareness or strength of their own, which made them wildly unpredictable. They cackled and pranced about randomly, as the elves were too shocked by this sudden turn of events to even scream. For the briefest moment, it seemed like these strange creatures would just go away as long as they stood perfectly still. But that wouldn’t last. 
 
    All it took was for one of the elves to inhale a bit too sharply, and every last one of those tiny demons flew into a frenzy. Some of them started clawing and biting at the unfortunate bums, while others bombarded them with tiny bursts of flame. However, almost all of their ‘attacks’ did practically zero damage. Their tiny hands and short teeth could barely even draw blood, while the puny magical power behind their fiery projectiles would at most singe the filthy rags these homeless elves draped themselves in. Their assault was painful and annoying, but by no means lethal. 
 
    It didn’t take long for the bums to fight back by kicking them around, stomping them underfoot or smashing them with whatever cookery, wooden canes, or loose bricks were at hand. They had no idea what was going on, but they weren’t about to just roll over and die. Not that there was any chance of that happening, though. Imps were so pathetically weak, that they probably wouldn’t even beat a nine-year-old unless six or seven of them ganged up on the child. So, this situation where thirty of them challenged nine fully-grown adults was a foregone conclusion. 
 
    However, Boxxy wasn’t done quite yet. 
 
    *PAKINNN* 
 
    Another loud bang and blinding flash flooded the room as the shapeshifter used the misleadingly named Implosion Spell yet again. Another swarm of the demonic vermin popped out from the rift that momentarily opened to the Beyond, bringing the total number of imps up to about fifty. The new arrivals happily joined the fray as the homeless elves kept trying to fight them off. 
 
    *PAKINNN* 
 
    Yet another gaggle of imps appeared from nowhere, but they still wouldn’t be enough to actually defeat the elves. Not that their summoner really cared about who won this scrap. Boxxy’s goal was to train its Demonic Insight Skill, so having those people struggle against the effects of its Implosion Spell was exactly what it wanted. The aforementioned Skill’s Proficiency would steadily go up just so long as the imps it summoned had someone or something to play with. It would keep using the Spell as many times as its MP would allow, which wasn’t a lot considering it consumed 10% of its maximum MP, even without it having to pay an extra 25% of that in order to cast it silently. 
 
    This oddity struck the monster as strange at first. Typically speaking, Spells appeared to have a fixed cost and would increase in power with the related Mastery Skill, the INT Attribute and any magical amplification gained from items. However, these demonic Spells worked by their own rules, and did not seem to actually have a related Mastery Skill. In fact, they weren’t even recognized as an official school of magic like Ruin or Domination seeing as the monster’s Spell List had categorized them as ‘Other.’ 
 
    *PAKINNN* 
 
    But the shapeshifter had quickly realized that this was simply how Beyond-related magic worked. Looking at the Summon Familiar Skill or the Offering rituals, it was obvious that the strength of the magical effect was directly proportional to the amount of mana used to invoke it. In the case of the former, a higher amount of spent MP would result in a stronger familiar. For the latter, it wouldn’t affect the power that the summoned Overlord could exhibit, but supplying the demonic big-shot with more mana would allow them to maintain their physical form for longer. As for the Implosion Spell, it would increase the number of imps called forth from the Beyond at a rate of eight to twelve imps for every 100 MP spent. 
 
    *PAKINNN* 
 
    However, unlike the ritual or the Skill, Boxxy could repeat this Spell as many times as it wanted, which was precisely what it did. It was actually starting to enjoy watching the spontaneous hobo-imp war. The noise even attracted several homeless people from neighboring tunnels to act as reinforcements. There was just so much going on that it was impossible to keep track of everything and made for a surprisingly entertaining show. In fact, the number of imps grew so much that the idiotic creatures started fighting one another because the crowd around the elves was too dense. 
 
    As for those unfortunate bums, it appeared they were already at their limits. Their bodies were covered in scratches, bite marks and burns, their feeble stamina was quickly running out and their faces were gripped by despair. Even if the opposing side’s ‘soldiers’ were pitifully weak by comparison, the elves had no chance of winning against what appeared to be a never-ending stream of enemies. Something that Boxxy had every intention to prove. 
 
    *PAKINNN* 
 
    [Chaotic energies swirl around you.]
[You will be teleported in a random direction within the next 5 seconds.] 
 
    However, it would seem that the Chaotic Disposition Skill was about to interfere. Boxxy didn’t even have time to react as its chesty body suddenly vanished with a flash of blue light and reappeared some fifteen meters from its original location with another flash. The monster had relocated to a spot in the middle of the chamber directly above the cacophony of bum-on-imp combat. Having nothing to grab on to, it fell right in the middle of the melee with a loud thud, crushing a few of the imps underchest. The paupers naturally did not fail to notice the spider-legged box that appeared out of thin air, nor were the imps completely impartial to this newcomer. 
 
    The monster calmly picked itself up off the ground and sighed internally. It had gotten perhaps a bit carried away, as it suddenly remembered it had places to be and things to do. Deciding not to waste any more time, it sprouted four long whip-like tentacles covered in tiny blades. It then spun around in place like a horrific weed whacker, severing the lives of demons and elves alike while bathing the chamber in their blood. It waited for half a minute for the demonic corpses and their bodily fluids to disappear into thin air before it quickly chowed down on the mutilated homeless. 
 
    Once it was done, it sent a telepathic communication to Xera. 
 
    “Snack, I’m done here. How are things on your end?” 
 
    “All good, Master. I think your, uh, ‘colleagues’ are starting to notice your absence, though.” 
 
    “Okay, then prepare for another transfer.” 
 
    “Understood, just let me find a good spot that’s hidden from view.” 
 
    “Arms, the chamber is clear, come here and resume the search with Snack once she returns.” 
 
    “You got it, boss.” 
 
    Boxxy let out another sigh. It really wanted to stay in its chesty form a while longer, but it wasn’t something it could afford to do just yet. It had recently obtained a new Job, and it wanted to avoid learning things the hard way like it did with its Warlock Job. Thankfully, most of the adventurer guilds in this city provided excellent training courses for aspiring adventurers, so at least it wouldn’t have to look for a teacher. It didn’t have much trouble blending in either, although it struggled to contain its appetite around the other students. 
 
    Especially around that one positively delicious-looking apprentice in Faehorn’s class. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Part Three 
 
    “Man, I am beat!” Keira complained, sweat running down her face. 
 
    “Are you alright, Red?” 
 
    The female elf next to her asked more out of courtesy than concern. She was a young woman around Keira’s age, her leaf-green hair tied in a practical ponytail. She wore a set of chainmail equipment identical to the beastkin’s, which was standard-issue gear among Ranger trainees of the Hidden Arrow guild. 
 
    “I’ll be fine, Lia. Just gotta… rest a bit…” 
 
    “Hmm, if you say so.” 
 
    The two of them were riding a cart on their way back from a training session. Today’s hunting expedition had turned out to be much harsher than Keira expected, so it was only natural that she was dead tired. Though, it wasn’t because the ten-man class’s targets were particularly challenging. Those sheep-sized termites that ate away at the elves’ hylt tree farm to the south of the city were simple enough to deal with. Their shells weren’t particularly tough and they lacked any form of ranged attack, so a small team of Rangers could easily take down a large number of the giant bugs.  
 
    In fact, trainees like Keira were often dispatched to act as pest control since fighting those things allowed them to safely and steadily acquire Levels and Skill Proficiency. Well, provided they steered clear of the actual nest, as that particular threat required copious amounts of fire-based magic to safely clear out. What these fledgling archers had to do was merely cull the termite population to make it easier to manage and contain their spread. 
 
    “So, how many did you get today?” asked Lia. 
 
    “I got twenty. You?” 
 
    “Twenty-three. Looks like you’ll have to try better next time.” 
 
    “Just you wait, I’ll get better and definitely beat you!” Keira stated confidently. 
 
    “I don’t plan on letting you just catch up to me though,” the elf smirked. 
 
    The two’s scores for the day were rather impressive, as most trainees only managed to bring down about a dozen termites on average in that time. Those pests loved to climb up the sides of the forty-to-sixty-meter-tall hylt saplings and nibble on the bark and branches, so hunting them often involved dealing with the numerous limbs and leaves that got in the way.  
 
    This was typically accomplished either by climbing up the side of the tree in order to get a clean shot or relying on pure marksmanship to take them down from the ground. Keira had gone for the first approach while Lia opted for the latter. Both of them performed exceptionally well for their Level, but neither could hope to match the guy who came in first today. And every day. 
 
    “… I just wish that Miller guy wouldn’t show off so much,” said Lia while glaring at the plain-looking male elf riding the cart in front of theirs. “I mean I appreciate a little rivalry, but he just makes me feel inadequate.” 
 
    “Why? How many did he get?” 
 
    “Thirty. Seven.” 
 
    “Wow. Okay.” 
 
    “It’s not just the body count either,” the female elf continued. “The way he runs up those trees and that scary accuracy of his both make me wonder if he’s really in the Level 10 to 15 bracket …” 
 
    “He’s not.” 
 
    A sudden male voice from the side made both girls jump a little in surprise. A grizzled, old elf with slicked-back brown hair and most of his left ear missing walked alongside the cart. A thick, rune-inscribed longbow was slung across his torso and bouncing off fancy, silver-scale armor. 
 
    “Ah! In-instructor Faehorn!” Lia exclaimed. “Wh-what do you mean?” 
 
    “His Ranger Level is significantly higher than yours,” explained the old elf, “but his actual skill level is atrocious.” 
 
    “A power-leveler, huh?” 
 
    “You are correct, miss Torlee,” he nodded to Lia. “If he had the same Attributes as you two, he’d struggle to get even half as many as he did.” 
 
    “Hmm, so that’s why he seems to have it so easy.” 
 
    “Indeed. Well, he’s properly absorbing my teachings and isn’t as overconfident as most power-levelers, so I’m sure I can fix him right up before the end of the course.” 
 
    “Uhm, wh-what’s a power-leveler?” Keira asked sheepishly. “I’ve heard about it before, but…” 
 
    “It’s what we call people who get their Job Level artificially raised,” said the instructor. “Attacking a high-Leveled monster and then having someone else finish it off in order to gain easy XP is a fast way to raise Job Levels, but I disapprove of that approach since those people never learn to apply themselves properly.” 
 
    Faehorn tried to instill two main lessons in all his students— ‘Don’t mistake Status for ability’ and ‘power without direction is meaningless.’ While developing one’s Attributes, Skills and Jobs would make them more powerful, being able to properly utilize that power was what made the difference between a good adventurer and a great one. 
 
    “There are some things you won’t learn from just gaining a bunch of Levels,” continued Faehorn. “Punctuality, for example. Isn’t that right, Miss Morgana.” 
 
    Having her last name called out so suddenly made Keira freeze in place with a stiff smile. Being subjected to the instructor’s piercing gaze didn’t help matters, either. 
 
    “C-come on, mister Faehorn,” she pleaded. “I already did a twenty-kilometer run this morning, didn’t I?” 
 
    That was her punishment for being late earlier today, and also the main reason she looked like she was about to pass out. The instructor purposefully kept pushing her for the remainder of the day, not willing to give her exhausted body the chance to fully recover. There was a good chance the catgirl might not have made it back to the city if she wasn’t allowed to ride the supply cart. Faehorn wanted to make her walk the whole way, but he also promised that she could rest on the way back if she made it in the top three. Which, surprisingly, she had. It was amazing how motivated she became at the prospect of being able to laze about. 
 
    “You did, though I think another fifty or so kilometers are in order,” he said sternly. “Guess you can do them tomorrow.” 
 
    “S-surely that’s too much just for being a bit late,” she pleaded with him. 
 
    “This is unrelated to you being tardy.” 
 
    “It… it is?” 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about this for a while. You get tired way too easily. Your need to learn to pace yourself better.” 
 
    “Uhm, teacher?” spoke up Lia. “I don’t think it’s a matter of pacing. Don’t all beastkin get tired easily?” 
 
    The young elf had a point. Compared to elves, beastkin tended to be faster, more agile and had slightly sharper senses, but their stamina was atrocious. An elf Ranger of Keira’s Level would normally be able to run those twenty kilometers without so much as breaking a sweat, and yet she was a total wreck from just that.  
 
    “Hmm, you may have a point,” said Faehorn, much to the two girls’ surprise. “We don’t get many of her kind around these parts, so I didn’t take that into account. It was my fault as a teacher, for which I apologize.” 
 
    “It-it’s okay, mister Faehorn!” Keira insisted, her cheeks red from embarrassment. “You really don’t need to worry.” 
 
    “No, no, I really need to consider your race when thinking up your training menu.” 
 
    The grizzled Ranger cupped his chin in thought as he sped up to check on the slow-moving cart up ahead. 
 
    “Perhaps a twenty-kilometer run every morning and evening to help build stamina…” he mumbled as he speed-walked away. 
 
    “Lia! Don’t say unnecessary things!” 
 
    The redhead stared at her colleague as if she had just condemned her to a life in prison, making the guilty elf avert her gaze. 
 
    “W-well, he does have a point,” she offered weakly. “Being a Ranger is a taxing Job so having more endurance is hardly a bad thing.” 
 
    “I’ll die! I’ll seriously die if I have to run that much each day!” the catgirl complained. 
 
    “Hm? Hey, Keira, not for nothing, but I think that guy is staring at you again.” 
 
    Lia’s rather clumsy attempt at changing the subject seemed to work, as the catgirl’s accusatory stare was redirected to follow the elf’s line of sight. Looking forward, she noticed that the supposedly high-Leveled elf they were talking about earlier was staring at her over his shoulder. Their eyes met for a brief moment, then he turned his gaze back forward. 
 
    “That boy, I bet he has a crush on you,” Lia teased her. “He’s been sneaking glances for a while now.” 
 
    “Huh? But we’ve barely even spoken.” 
 
    “Maybe, but you’re pretty and energetic. And surprisingly adorable when you get flustered.” 
 
    “Oh… Uh, when you put it like that, I guess you have a point…” 
 
    The catgirl calmed down, her cheeks slightly browning from embarrassment. 
 
    “So? Aren’t you going to talk to him?” Lia urged. 
 
    “Why would I?” 
 
    “Shouldn’t you go talk to him, maybe give him a chance?” 
 
    “No, I don’t think I should.” 
 
    “Oh, come on, live a little. His face isn’t half bad, and Mister Faehorn made him sound like a responsible guy.” 
 
    “He’s not my type, okay?” Keira snapped, sounding annoyed. “Besides, I already have someone.” 
 
    “Wait, what? You’re already in a relationship?!” 
 
    The catgirl’s pouting face lit up with a brilliant smile comparable to a sunrise. 
 
    “I am indeed!” 
 
    “How!? Why?! When!? I mean, you only got here a week ago, right?!” 
 
    “What can I say? When you meet that special someone, you just know right away.” 
 
    The dreamy look in Keira’s eyes made it abundantly clear she wasn’t just saying that—she believed it. 
 
    “Details! Give me details!” Lia insisted, hungry for gossip. 
 
    “W-well, it’s not that big a deal. I mean, I was just looking for a cheap place to stay when I arrived here, but didn’t have a lot of luck finding one. It was getting late so I went into this restaurant for dinner. It was crowded and noisy, and I noticed this guy at the bar in some fancy clothes.” 
 
    Lia swallowed audibly as she clung onto every word. 
 
    “Then he slapped my butt, so I clawed him across the arm.” 
 
    “… Huh?” 
 
    “Oh yeah. He must have gotten some mixed signals or something and groped my butt when I walked past, so I reflexively slashed at him. It was a shame too. He got blood all over my clothes. Then a guard came in and he got super angry.” 
 
    “Of course, he did! I mean, I guess the guy sort of deserved it, but attacking him with those things seems overboard!” 
 
    Lia had seen the retractable claws hidden in Keira’s otherwise normal-looking toes and fingertips. One really wouldn’t know they were there unless she brought them out. They looked rather small and unthreatening at first glance, but the elf knew better. She had seen firsthand just how sharp and tough they really were when Keira used them to scale those hylt saplings with absolutely no difficulty. That’s how she was able to get third place in today’s hunting expedition despite being dead-tired the whole time. 
 
    “… My butt is really sensitive,” the beastkin blushed. 
 
    “That’s not the point! You can’t just assault people like that!” 
 
    “Anyway, the guy raised a huge fuss over that tiny scratch.” 
 
    Keira continued her story while completely ignoring Lia’s protests. She explained how she nearly got jailed because the guy kept saying she attacked him unprovoked. Then Rowana showed up and managed to talk him into sparing everyone a bunch of headaches and letting both parties go. She then invited Keira back into the restaurant, offering to buy her dinner to apologize on behalf of her fellow elf. 
 
    “It was the nicest thing anyone’s done for me in a long time,” the redhead said with tears welling up in her eyes. “Then we started talking and one thing led to another and we ended up living together.” 
 
    There was a brief moment of silence as Keira stood there with a light smile while hugging her knees. 
 
    “… So?” asked Lia after the brief pause. 
 
    “So… what?” 
 
    “Is that all there is to the story?” 
 
    “Pretty much.” 
 
    “But, weren’t you going to tell me how you met your lover?” 
 
    “I just did, didn’t I?” 
 
    “But you didn’t mention a boyfriend or… anything… like… Oh.” 
 
    Lia’s words trailed off as realization washed over her like a cold shower. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Lia?” Keira asked, looking confused. 
 
    “Ah, sorry! I was just a bit surprised… I mean, your face and voice are just so feminine that I just assumed you were a girl. That was bad of me.” 
 
    “I am a girl,” the redhead said sternly. 
 
    “… You are?” 
 
    “What’s with that dubious expression? I’m most definitely a girl. I mean, I know my chest is a bit small, but I have room to grow. Here, I’ll prove it to you!” 
 
    Keira’s hands grabbed the edge of her chainmail tunic and started rolling it up. 
 
    “Okay, okay! I believe you, so please stop stripping!” 
 
    Lia waved her hands around in a fluster, somehow managing to calm down the ticked-off catgirl. If she denied it to that extent, then it was obvious the elf misunderstood the nature of the misunderstanding. That did, however, raise another question. 
 
    “So, you, uh, are in a relationship with another girl?” she asked after another awkward pause. 
 
    “Yup! Rowie’s the best girlfriend I could ever ask for!” 
 
    Keira’s previous dissatisfaction disappeared in an instant when the topic of her special someone came up. Her wide smile and sparkling eyes made it seem like her angry fit was an illusion. 
 
    “And you said you two… live together?” 
 
    “Ehehehe… It’s kind of embarrassing when someone else says it…” 
 
    The petite catgirl hid her blushing cheeks with her palms while shaking her head lightly, although her goofy grin did not diminish in the slightest. It was without a doubt the image of a maiden in love. 
 
    Wait, was she actually still a ‘maiden?’ 
 
    “Th-then… have you two… done it?” asked Lia, unable to contain her curiosity. 
 
    Keira’s tanned skin flushed with an even darker shade of red at the slightly inappropriate question. She didn’t deny it, but couldn’t bring herself to admit it either. Which was more or less the same as screaming “YES, WE’VE HAD SEX!” with all her might. 
 
    “Wow… So this little girl has already become a woman, huh?” 
 
    “Lia!” 
 
    “Ahaha, sorry, sorry! I was just a little surprised, I didn’t mean anything by it.” 
 
    The elf let out an embarrassed chuckle and apology while trying to calm down the hyperactive beastkin she was riding with. However, both her face and tone turned rather serious a few seconds later. 
 
    “Look, Keira, I appreciate you sharing this with me, but you might want to avoid telling too many people about that relationship of yours.” 
 
    “Huh? What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Just please, hear me out. I don’t know how things were back where you grew up, but Azurvale is hardly the best place for… those like you. While a lot of people don’t really care, there are quite a few fanatics that think same-sex couples should be outlawed. You probably had no idea about any of this, right?” 
 
    Keira shook her head with a troubled expression. 
 
    “As I thought… Look, you have to understand it’s a religious thing. The vast majority of elves worship Nyrie, the Goddess of Nature and Fertility. Her realm mostly has to do with crops and livestock, but it also technically includes, uh, *Cough* baby making.” 
 
    “So what? She hates people who don’t make kids?” 
 
    “No, she doesn’t. At least, I don’t believe she does. There are those who say otherwise, however. There’s a certain… movement that claims couples that can’t bear children are heretical and should be prohibited. Or worse. And while such a stupid law is unlikely to become reality, it doesn’t stop them from doing terrible things to innocent people.” 
 
    Keira had no idea how to respond. She had absolutely no idea this was the case, but it made sense now that she thought about her various interactions ever since she came to this city. 
 
    “My point is,” Lia continued, “you might be targeted if word got out.” 
 
    “But… why didn’t Rowie mention any of this?” 
 
    “She was probably scared to tell you since it’s a difficult subject for her. Besides, you probably have a few secrets of your own, right?” 
 
    “Yeah… I see… Thanks a lot for telling me this, Lia.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it. All I ask is that you don’t let that vocal minority warp your perception of us elves. We got a bad enough reputation out there as it is.” 
 
    “I won’t,” Keira forced a smile. “After all, you don’t seem to mind.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I personally think those people are just full of shit,” the elf scowled. “Those fanatics are all dirty old men, you know. Just pigs who want women to serve as baby factories and nothing else.” 
 
    “Do elves struggle with having kids that much? I mean there are a lot more humans than elves around so-” 
 
    “That is most certainly not the case. We’re not any less fertile than humans or dwarves, you know! It’s just that we’re more in control of our lower halves!” 
 
    “Really? That’s not the impression I got from Rowie…” 
 
    “Keira.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Too much information.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Part Four 
 
    The door to Rowana’s humble abode swung open, and Keira walked through it with her usual, carefree grin. 
 
    “Honey, I’m home!” she called out in a cheerful voice. 
 
    “You don’t need to shout so loud, Keira!” the elf protested from her seat at the desk. “I’m right here, you know!” 
 
    “Oh, come on! Is that any way to greet me?” 
 
    “… Haah,” the elf sighed, then put on a tired smile. “Welcome back, sweetie.” 
 
    Those three simple words were all Keira wanted to hear. She nodded with a satisfied expression and closed the door behind her, then walked up to Rowana. 
 
    “More paperwork?” she asked, pointing at a small stack. 
 
    “Yeah. Apparently, there was an outbreak of Snake Eye at a nearby restaurant, so we got swamped with patients suffering from tunnel vision. It really strained our supplies at the clinic, so I’m writing up requisition orders.” 
 
    The nineteen-year old elf was an Alchemist who worked as an apothecary and physician. Open wounds and fractured bones could easily be patched up with healing magic, but persistent problems such as rashes, diseases and toothaches were best dealt with by applying the right poultice or elixir. Her wages were a bit low since she was technically still an apprentice, but it was nevertheless a steady job that involved helping people, which was everything Rowana wanted. She could do with less paperwork, but that was inevitable with government jobs. 
 
    “Hmm… sounds rough,” Keira commented. 
 
    “Not as rough as you’ve had it, apparently. You positively reek of sweat.” 
 
    “Ugh… don’t remind me… I’m gonna go wash up.” 
 
    “Okay,” the elf said while stretching her stiff back. “I’ll get dinner ready while you do that.” 
 
    “Steamed salmon, right?!” 
 
    “Yup. I got a good deal for it at the market earlier. It’s super fresh, too.” 
 
    “Alright!” 
 
    The catgirl bounced off towards the rear of the house and went down a narrow staircase into the cellar. She quickly took off her gear, threw it into a pile in the corner and went into the small bathroom. It was literally carved into the magical hylt tree’s bark, much like the rest of the cellar. A small magic lamp dangled from the ceiling to provide ample light while Keira filled the wooden tub with hot water and started washing herself off. Being able to leisurely take a bath in one’s own home, even one as small as this, was a luxury that only those living in the capital could enjoy. The handmade scented soaps and shampoos, on the other hand, were some of the perks of living with an Alchemist. 
 
    Keira emerged from the cellar twenty minutes later wearing a plain tunic and trousers, courtesy of Rowana. She found that, much to her delight, a plate of piping hot, bright-red steamed salmon fillets was waiting for her. The elf set out another serving for herself and the two sat down to eat and chat about their days. 
 
    “-but then he slipped on some bird poop and fell of the branch!”  
 
    Or at least, that’s what the elf intended, but Keira’s way of explaining things turned every meal into a surprisingly boisterous one. The lively gesturing, random arm flailing and excited tail wagging that accompanied her tales were completely devoid of manners or coherence. 
 
    “Oh my. I hope the poor lad didn’t hurt himself.” 
 
    Rowana quite enjoyed that unrestrained side of her, though. The beastkin girl’s hyperactive, overtly-animated explanations were quite endearing, not to mention entertaining. 
 
    “I thought he was gonna get injured too,” continued Keira, “but mister Faehorn managed to save him with an amazing Power Shot! I didn’t even see the arrow in flight!”  
 
    She had the power to make even the dullest, most mundane event seem much more exciting than it actually was. 
 
    “One moment it was on his bow and the next thing I knew it had already pierced Jeremy’s collar and had pinned him to the side of the tree!” 
 
    “Oh, he’s a good guy after all, isn’t he?” 
 
    “I told you he was.” 
 
    The catgirl finished her story and ate the piece of salmon that had been on her fork for the past few minutes. The way she waved it around sent juices flying everywhere. Even if it was messy and noisy, Rowana much preferred this lively atmosphere rather than the lonely, depressing evenings she had gotten used to. 
 
    “Soo gooood!” 
 
    Keira let out a few squeals of delight as she happily chewed on the delicious fish, then swallowed it with an audible gulp. She then put another piece of meat into her mouth and resumed. 
 
    “So anyway, that’s when the instructor decided to call it quits for the day, since everyone was starting to lose focus. He even let me ride the cart on the way back since I did a good job today! And then- Ah…” 
 
    The catgirl suddenly stopped speaking and cast her eyes downward. 
 
    “Keira? What’s wrong?” 
 
    There was a short pause before Keira swallowed her mouthful, then brought up the issue that she had been made aware of earlier that afternoon. 
 
    “I wish you would have told me about the Nyrie thing.” 
 
    “… You found out about that after all,” Rowana said glumly. 
 
    “So it’s true? There are selfish people out there that wouldn’t approve of our relationship?” 
 
    “I’m afraid so.” 
 
    The elf cast her eyes downward and took a deep sigh. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I know I should have told you right away, but you’re just so cheerful and easygoing that I… I was afraid I might scare you off so I couldn’t bring myself to tell you…” 
 
    Rowana had wanted to tell her about this the moment they confirmed they had feelings for each other, but the words got stuck in her throat like a lump. She just couldn’t bring herself to bring that heavy topic up.  
 
    “Then the real reason you don’t want to go out on dates or even hold hands in public is because of that?” 
 
    “Y-yes…” 
 
    Of course she understood this was a terrible, selfish decision, but part of her just wanted to pretend her homophobic countrymen didn’t exist. Not to mention she had no idea how that hyperactive girl might react. 
 
    “Oh thank goodness!” exclaimed Keira. 
 
    “… What?” 
 
    Okay, she may have had some ideas about her reaction, but a relieved ‘thank goodness’ was definitely not among them. 
 
    “I thought maybe you were ashamed of being seen with me or something like that, so that’s why you kept making excuses.” 
 
    “Th-that’s definitely not it! I’d love nothing more than to show the world how much you mean to me! It’s just that… that…” 
 
    “-you’re worried about someone tearing us apart by force.” 
 
    “Yeah,” the elf sighed after a short pause. 
 
    Being harassed by strangers was one thing, but Rowana’s parents were a much bigger obstacle. The Slyth household had always been bogged down by tradition, so there was no chance that her mother and father would approve of the relationship. She hadn’t even told them of her orientation, for fear of what they might do. It was also why she insisted she move out and learn to live independently at such a young age, as if distancing herself from the issue would somehow make it go away. Things obviously hadn’t worked out that way. 
 
    “I see, I see,” the catgirl crossed her arms with a serious look on her face. “Then I must take some rather extreme measures.” 
 
    “Extreme measures?” Rowana raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “That’s right. Don’t you worry one bit, for I have come up with a brilliant, foolproof plan to fix this!” 
 
    “Ahah. You did, did you?” 
 
    The catgirl’s relentlessly cheerful attitude was steadily infecting Rowana, drawing out both a smile and a chuckle. 
 
    “I’ll just become the best damned adventurer there ever was!” 
 
    “… And how does that fix anything?” 
 
    “If I become famous and strong enough, then nobody would dare get in our way! Anyone stupid enough to try to ruin our relationship would be sent running for the hills with just a glare from yours truly!” 
 
    It was outlandish, childish and unrealistic reasoning, but the sheer conviction with which she said it almost made Rowana believe. Of course, even if the outrageous ‘best damned adventurer’ title was a thing that existed, she doubted it would be enough to overcome centuries’ worth of culture and tradition. Admittedly, the elves’ homophobia was nowhere near as bad as it used to be during the time of the Elven Dominion, but the Ishigar Republic that rose up to replace it had a ways to go yet. 
 
    “And if anyone even dares to lay a finger on you, then I’ll send them flying with a single hit!” 
 
    “My, my, is that so?” 
 
    However, rather than rain on her parade, Rowana just happily accepted Keira’s feelings. 
 
    “It is. And then we can be lovey-dovey all we want, wherever we want.” 
 
    “Is the current level of lovey-dovey not enough for you?” 
 
    Rowana leaned in closer to Keira as she spoke in a sultry voice. Their faces were so close to each other that their noses almost touched. 
 
    “I mean, w-well,” the suddenly flustered catgirl stammered. She reflexively leaned back a bit as her eyes darted all over the place. “It’s just that I- Mmmmpf?!” 
 
    The elf suddenly threw her arms around Keira’s neck and sealed those thin, chocolatey lips with her own. The beastkin’s eyes widened in surprise for a brief moment before she eagerly returned both the embrace and the kiss. Both of them moaned quietly as their tongues entwined around each other. Rowana pulled her face away from her lover’s after about a minute, licking and smacking her lips as she did so. 
 
    “Lovey-dovey enough for you?” she whispered. 
 
    “C-could use a little more…”  
 
    “Mmmhm. Then shall we move onto the main event?” 
 
    The two of them got up from the table and made their way towards the bed while kissing and caressing each other, whereupon Rowana thoroughly worshipped the smaller girl’s body. 
 
    What Lia had said earlier that day regarding her people’s biology was no lie. The knife-eared elves had no trouble conceiving children, it was just that their libido and desire to have offspring were quite subdued. Rowana had been like that as well, regardless of her sexual preference. She of course felt attracted to beautiful women, but never outright lusted after them. She also knew that her people’s naturally weak sex drive was often a strain on cross-species couples. She was worried it would negatively affect her own relationship with the more primal beastkin girl. 
 
    However, such fears were almost immediately shattered, as there was something about Keira that sent Rowana’s passions ablaze like nothing else could. Although the elf didn’t want to openly admit it, the most likely cause for this was her own nose. Her sense of smell had always been strangely acute, which was vital for an Alchemist since the fumes of a potion-in-progress often gave clues as to how well the brewing process was going. The elf’s sharp sense of smell was then further amplified by her Perception (PER) Attribute as she gained Job and Skill Levels, and currently rivaled that of high-Leveled Rangers. It also had the side-effect of making her thoroughly aware of Keira’s scent when they first met.  
 
    And she smelled good.  
 
    It wasn’t as if Rowana had a vulgar habit of sniffing others, though. It was just that the animalistic musk of the young catgirl drifted into her nostrils all on its own. It was completely unlike anyone or anything else she had ever smelled before, and it had the curious effect of waking up the elf’s wild side. Tonight was no different. In fact, the elf had been ‘in the mood’ pretty much ever since her lover came back stinking of sweat, and had planned on ‘devouring’ her girlfriend throughout their entire dinner. 
 
    She wasn’t sure whether this strangely arousing scent was due to some trait of the beastkin species, or whether she might secretly be a pervert, or perhaps even a bit of both, but none of that mattered to her at this point. The only thing that did, was that this phenomenon allowed her and her lover to share their joy in carnal bliss with enviable frequency. Their compatibility was so good that the elf almost felt like they were made for each other. It was as if their meeting a little over a week ago was fate. Although others might call this a naive or childish notion, those people could go suck on a lemon for all she cared. 
 
    While the two lovebirds steadily worked on staining Rowana’s bed sheets for the umpteenth time, another pair of women were also getting busy in their own way. Namely Xera and Kora, who at the time were roughly two hundred meters below the young couple’s love nest. They were still busy searching the old decrepit sewers under Azurvale for a good spot to establish their Master’s lair, and had just made an interesting discovery. 
 
    “Master, we’ve found a group of R.O.U.S. down here,” reported the succubus. 
 
    This section of the underground maze was much more spacious that the rest of it, much to Kora’s relief. It was shaped like an upside-down half-pipe that was nearly as wide as a street. The middle of it had a shallow trench running through and was probably once filled with water. Right now, however, it was bone dry. 
 
    “What’s an Arr Oh You Ess?” her ignorant master replied. “Doesn’t sound very tasty.” 
 
    “Not particularly tasty, no,” the succubus confirmed without skipping a beat. “They’re basically horse-sized rats or mice. I think one of them’s a chipmunk, actually.” 
 
    “So, monsters?” 
 
    “Indeed, Master.” 
 
    “Nice.” 
 
    It was an unwritten law of this world that a high enough concentration of ambient magical energy would, in time, give birth to the aberrant creatures called monsters. The excess mana would either mutate existing, normally harmless animals, draw in magical beings from afar or bring inanimate objects and substances to life. Regardless of the method, the end result was always the appearance of monsters. The large termites that plagued the surrounding hylt trees were perfect examples of this phenomenon. 
 
    In other words, the presence of these Rodents of Unusual Size was a sure sign that the area around this section of the tunnel was likely dense in ambient mana. Just the sort of thing that Xera and Kora were looking for down here, and also the likely reason why these tunnels were shut down in the first place. A monster infestation took decades, maybe even centuries to set in, but was near impossible to completely clear out after that point. The government had likely decided to cut their losses and seal off the vermin while taking the opportunity to renovate the city’s plumbing infrastructure. 
 
    “How’s the mana density?” Boxxy asked. 
 
    “… I can’t sense it.” 
 
    Xera was both a demon and a Pyromancer, which made her naturally sensitive to the intangible and normally invisible substance known as mana. However, she lacked her Master’s perceptiveness in that regard, so she couldn’t pick up on magical signatures that were too faint. Which also meant that the mana around this place was not thick enough to serve as nourishment for the shapeshifter’s dungeon core. 
 
    “I see. Keep searching and find the source,” Boxxy commanded. 
 
    “Understood, Master.” 
 
    “So, we’re going in deeper, right?” Kora asked while scraping rat blood off the soles of her boots.  
 
    The six R.O.U.S. were a total joke in terms of actual strength and would completely splatter with just the lightest kick. It wasn’t enough to sate her thirst for violence, so she was eagerly looking forward to smashing more of the filthy vermin. 
 
    “That’s right,” confirmed Xera. “Let’s check out the direction these things came from.” 
 
    The dynamic, demonic duo kept advancing through the ruined tunnels, and clearing out the odd pack of R.O.U.S. They couldn’t tell if the mana density in the air was getting weaker or stronger, so they mostly just looked for large concentrations of the overgrown rodents. It took them a few hours, but they eventually made another promising discovery. The tunnel they were in was sealed off completely due to a wall of mossy bark. 
 
    “Master,” Xera reached out telepathically, “I think we’ve found the source of the monsters down here. There’s a gigantic tree root poking through the side of the tunnel, and it has a huge hole in the side of it that’s leaking a good amount mana from inside.” 
 
    “Inside?” 
 
    “Yes, Master. It’s hollowed out and there seems to be a tunnel leading up into the tree’s interior.” 
 
    Boxxy quickly thought back to all the things it had learned from the elves during its stay in the city, especially concerning those trees’ unique biology. It was highly likely that this hole and tunnel were made by a termite colony. If a nest was nearby, then this would be a huge chance for it to obtain the lair it wanted. Well, the place still had to be scouted out, as it wasn’t completely sure whether this was actually the case. 
 
    “How wide is the hole?” 
 
    The succubus looked at the narrow opening that was barely a meter in diameter. The circular wooden tunnel inside wasn’t much wider. 
 
    “Big enough for me or you to squeeze through, but the meat-head will probably get stuck.” 
 
    “Go in and investigate it, let me know if you find a termite nest. Arms will stand by outside the entrance in case I need to use Transfamiliar.” 
 
    “Haah. Understood, Master.” 
 
    Xera sighed in dissatisfaction as she climbed into the tight passage, while Kora grumbled at the fact she was being made to stand around doing nothing again. They would follow their orders, but that didn’t mean they had to like them. Neither of the two demons were keen to stick around these tunnels any longer than they had to, and both of them were quite sure that this task would have been completed a lot sooner if their master actually helped. 
 
    However, Boxxy had no intention of personally coming down there unless it was absolutely necessary. This wasn’t because it was being lazy or somehow felt that trudging through ruined sewers was somehow beneath it. It was just busy raising its Doppelganger Job at the moment, and the method it was using didn’t leave it with a lot of opportunities to go skulking about in a sewer. At least, not quite yet. 
 
    The thing about doppelgangers was that they were infiltrators, which was why Boxxy’s actions prior to leaving Bootlick three weeks ago gave it far fewer Levels than expected. Although the monster still thought of itself as a mimic, which was to say a creature that lived to prey on humans and other enlightened beings, this was no longer the case. Even though it still had its old Job and most of its chest-bound instincts remained intact, its species and Main Job had both changed to a doppelganger’s. Once it thought about it more deeply, the monster realized that doing the same things it did prior to its Rank Up and expecting the same outcome was a mistake. 
 
    The truth of the matter was that not all Jobs progressed through combat. An Alchemist raised their Level by brewing potions. A Laborer would do the same through intensive labor, such as hauling cargo, digging ditches, and chopping wood. A Bard would sing songs, play instruments and tell stories. The Doppelganger Job was also among these non-combatants, requiring that the monster live among people as one of their own rather than ambush, kill, and eat them as a mimic would. Hunting alongside other apprentice Rangers, conversing with people at the market or just shaking hands with someone it met for the first time—any and all social interactions with the unsuspecting elves contributed towards the monster’s next Doppelganger Level. It was a steady stream of XP that meant it could get stronger as long as it maintained its cover. 
 
    Well, that wasn’t to say that it would suddenly become a pacifist. Being a monster meant that Doppelgangers still thrived on bloodshed and carnage somewhat, even if it wasn’t the ‘correct’ way to raise the Job’s Levels. Besides, even if it could sate its hunger by filling up on termites or hylt fruit, the former mimic still wanted to dine on people. Eating tasty things was still more or less its main goal in life, so it saw no reason to avoid chowing down on people whenever possible. Those opportunities were few and far between, as Boxxy didn’t really have the option to skulk around in the sewers or back alleys looking for dinner. It had to work hard if it was to establish an identity, forge relationships and earn the trust of others. Doing so would allow it to gain Doppelganger Levels much faster than if it simply hid in a dark corner somewhere and only came out in order to buy or sell things. The more people it fooled, the more XP it would earn. 
 
    It was therefore important to stand out just enough to leave a favorable or lasting impression, but not too much so as to raise suspicion. Walking that fine line was quite challenging and had to be done carefully. Even if Boxxy felt like a wolf hiding among sheep, a lot of those sheep were heavily armed and more than a few of them were considerably stronger than the wolf. 
 
    Honestly speaking, the creature never thought it would find itself in such a position. If someone had told Boxxy’s past self that it would end up with social obligations, it would have stabbed them in the face and eaten them. Granted, it would’ve probably tried to do that anyway, but it would have done so much more maliciously. And yet it had spent an entire week talking to people without trying to eat them.  
 
    It couldn’t really complain though. It had already gotten up to Level 13 of its Doppelganger Job, despite doing relatively little fighting or murdering. Its schedule was a bit too full for that at the moment, but this was bound to change when it graduated from Faehorn’s Ranger class. After that, it would have a lot more free time to focus on its Artificer Job or just enjoy its ever-growing collection of shiny things. It was also to that end that it really wanted to establish a lair and use the dungeon core as a sort of security and home management system. 
 
    “Master,” called out Xera once again, “I think I’ve found the nest.” 
 
    Something which looked like it would happen sooner rather than later. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Part Five 
 
    Xera had spent a good half hour climbing up the narrow passage inside the hylt tree’s root. Thankfully it got a bit wider as she got higher up, though not wide enough to let spread her wings and fly up it. Eventually it stopped going upwards and evened out a bit, allowing her to crawl rather than climb. She really had no idea what her position relative to the ground was, as her entire world consisted of nothing but the chewed-up walls of a lumber tunnel. 
 
    A few minutes later, the tight passage opened up into the side of a large, hollowed out chamber that was vaguely cylindrical. It was mind-bogglingly tall, as it went so far straight up that she couldn’t even see the top. As for the shape itself, it was irregular to say the least. The termites had eaten away at the insides of the mighty tree with reckless abandon, leaving the walls of this tall cavern riddled with numerous ridges, cliffs and caves. In fact, the passage that Xera was currently poking her head out of was only one of what appeared to be hundreds of tunnels lining the walls of this space. 
 
    Looking down from her tiny perch, she saw the uneven bottom of the hollowed-out tree trunk some forty or fifty meters below. She assumed the bottom was down there, but she couldn’t actually see it. Hundreds of large insects crawled all over it, completely hiding the ground floor from view. The walls surrounding the succubus were also thick with what she now estimated to be thousands of the creatures. 
 
    The seasoned succubus cast her gaze further upwards and noted that, thankfully, the writhing mass of termites did not extend all the way up to the top of this place. The extra-large colony appeared to have been steadily eating their way downwards over the course of a long time, so the vast majority of the swarm was concentrated here. The succubus wasn’t sure what her current altitude was, but she had a sneaking suspicion these guys had started at the very top of the tree. 
 
    “Master, I think I’ve found the nest,” she reported with a hint of sarcasm. 
 
    “Can you take care of it yourself?” 
 
    “Probably, but… are you sure? I mean, using fire in a cave made out of wood is a little…” 
 
    “It’ll be fine. That timber is resistant to magic so it won’t catch fire. The elves do this sort of thing all the time.” 
 
    “Understood. What about the enemy? There’s quite a lot of them you know.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So… wouldn’t they be good fodder for your Job Levels?” 
 
    “Those termites are way too pathetic. I’d just be wasting my time on them.” 
 
    If one were to kill something that was much, much weaker than themselves, then they would get practically no combat XP. There was nothing to be learned from stomping on a few defenseless ants, which was exactly what this would equate to, if Boxxy did things personally. Okay, maybe this particular hive counted as more than ‘a few,’ but that was beside the point. 
 
    “What about your Ranger Job?” 
 
    That one was a different story altogether. Since the ‘ganger’s newly acquired Ranger Job was still relatively low Level, it was bound to go up significantly with this much prey. 
 
    “Can’t let it grow too quickly, otherwise that Faehorn guy will realize something’s up.” 
 
    As expected of a seasoned elf Ranger, he had sharp intuition and easily spotted things that were out of place. Boxxy had to hold back immensely whenever that guy was around, and performing down to those other apprentices’ Level was surprisingly difficult. However, the monster learned quite a bit by doing so.  
 
    It was ironic, in a way. Faehorn’s teachings about being able to control one’s power to the utmost were intended as a way to maximize an adventurer’s effectiveness when fighting monsters. Yet a monster in his care was applying that approach in order to minimize its power in an attempt to blend in completely with a group of trainee adventurers. And it seemed to work beautifully. 
 
    Though a welcome boon, that control training hadn’t been why Boxxy enlisted as a Ranger. It wanted to be one because those nimble hunters were unmatched when it came to stalking, tracking, pursuing and cornering a target. Not only that, but it was a Job that benefited greatly from the monster’s already high Dexterity (DEX) and Agility (AGI) Attributes.  
 
    The bow was also a very useful and versatile weapon. Even if it lacked the destructive power of Spells and required expendable ammunition, it was perfectly silent and had a far greater range. One could also use special arrowheads to produce Spell-like effects. For instance, a forward-thinking shapeshifter might use its Artificer Job to create explosive projectiles that detonated on impact. The weight and weird shape of the arrow would greatly diminish its accuracy, but that wasn’t much of a problem considering it could just fire it into a crowd and have the shrapnel do the rest. 
 
    “So, I should take them on by myself?” Xera asked for confirmation. 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    If the summoned familiar were to take them out, then there would still be some improvement regarding Boxxy’s Warlock Job. That particular occupation could grow as much as it wanted since Spell-related Attributes and Skills had no way of interfering with a thoroughly non-magical bow and arrow. It also had no intention of revealing its identity as a Warlock to others. At least, none of the people knew its identity as a Ranger. It still didn’t have to go down there personally. A termite’s weakness was fire, and its favorite Snack, who had currently grown to a Level 39 Succubus and Level 28 Pyromancer, was more than suited to the task at hand. 
 
    “Wipe them out,” it ordered. 
 
    “Yes, Master!” she replied with an oddly enthusiastic voice. 
 
    The succubus did not particularly enjoy violence like a certain four-armed sex friend of hers, but she did have an intense desire to set the world on fire. And while making the literal world go up in flame was beyond her means, turning these blissfully unaware insects’ reality to ashes was the next best thing. Her pyromaniac side hadn’t been given a chance to shine in a long while, so being able to incinerate so many squishy things at once practically made her giddy. 
 
    To begin with, she crawled out of the small tunnel she was in, spread her wings, and took flight. She snapped her fingers, causing her fake staff to appear out of nowhere and float idly next to her for a moment before she grabbed it out of the air. This wasn’t really a magic item, but more of an empty shell she held onto out of habit. Gesturing with it while casting her Pyroclasm Spells just felt… right. It was only natural to hold onto her long and hard thing while spraying a hot load all over- 
 
    “AHEM!” 
 
    Xera cleared her throat in order to help reign in her errant thoughts and focused on the task at hand. The termites were bound to notice her presence soon, so she had to take advantage of the element of surprise. She floated down to the bottom and pointed her imitation staff towards the writhing mass of insects beneath her and activated one of her Pyromancer Skills. 
 
    “Summon Molten Guardian!” 
 
    An intense red glow flashed for an instant within the crawling abyss, followed by an explosion of molten rock and flames. Numerous termites were sent flying everywhere as the Molten Guardian quite literally erupted from beneath them with a deep roar. It was a fearsome creature in the vague shape of a one-meter-tall lizard. Its thick torso and short, pudgy legs consisted of black, smouldering rocks with red-hot molten lava dripping slightly from the gaps between them, giving off the bizarre appearance of blood vessels filled with liquid fire. Its long, thick tail and short, flat face were pure fire given form. It had a row of white-hot stone spikes running along its back, right where its spine would be if it had one of those. 
 
    “Get ‘em, Smokey!” 
 
    The Molten Guardian obeyed with a roar as it leapt into the swarm that had noticed too late there was an intruder in their nest. However, their instincts were torn between repelling the intruder and not getting roasted alive, so the termites had fallen into disarray. ‘Smokey’ wasn’t going to give them a choice in the matter, though. Its fiery jaws and tail, burning claws and incinerating breath washed over the defenseless creatures with the heat of a miniature volcano. Smoke, steam and disgusting juices flew everywhere as the pests quite literally popped open en masse from the intense heat. 
 
    “Flamethrower!” 
 
    A cone-shaped torrent of flames erupted from Xera’s staff at her call, bathing the chamber’s wall in an almost-literal sea of fire. There was an ear-wrenching, squeaking hiss as dozens of termites burned to a crisp in a matter of seconds. Their flaming bodies fell down to the ground, causing Xera’s Devouring Flames to spread even further. 
 
    Noticing the airborne threat, the insects attempted to leap off the walls and latch onto the succubus. At least this was a target they could sink their mandibles into. Or so they thought. 
 
    “Blast Wave!” 
 
    A pulse of intense heat erupted from the winged demon, sending the termites who were about to envelop her flying in every direction while setting them ablaze. She turned her attention to another section of the wall and doused it in a Flamethrower Spell, followed by another Blast Wave. She then threw her trademark Inferno Spell towards the ground, right on top of the rampaging Molten Guardian. 
 
    Rather than being harmed by the roaring tornado of flames, the lava lizard actually absorbed them into itself, causing it to grow slightly in size. It gave off a gut-wrenching roar before flying into yet another bug-stomping spree, only this time with much more speed and ferocity. 
 
    A Molten Guardian was an elemental, a mindless golem-like construct conjured out of raw mana. This one in particular had been imbued with a composite magic that was attuned to both earth and fire. Much like other summoning-type Skills, it was a manifestation of the caster’s magical power. It fed off magical flames in order to momentarily grow stronger and was impervious to physical attacks, but the downside was that its summoner had to constantly supply it with MP to sustain it. Even Xera’s impressive capacity of nearly 4,000 MP would only allow it to exist for about six or seven minutes before she ran dry. 
 
    This raised a troubling question. The succubus looked at her surroundings, carefully gauging how much of the pests she and Smokey had managed to clear out. 
 
    “Slow. Too slow!” she complained to nobody in particular. 
 
    No matter how many termites were squashed or burned, more of them just kept pouring in from the tunnels that lined the walls. They kept coming, seemingly without end. Even if they were pathetically weak, there were just too many of them. If things carried on like this, she’d run out of MP before she could deal with all of those critters. The staggering amount of work it would take to fully clean up this place made her wish this blasted tree would just explode already. 
 
    “… Yeah, that’s a thing I could try,” she mumbled. 
 
    An idea had formed in her mind while she stared upward. It was a stupid idea, but one that might just work, given the size of the place. She was also sure to enjoy the outcome, even if it was a failure, so she decided it was worth a try. She lowered her altitude and touched down on the charcoal-like ground. She gave the order for Smokey to keep those things away from her and started chanting. It was a long incantation, one that went on for about eight seconds before she finished it. 
 
    “Meteor!” 
 
    The top of the impossibly tall cavern lit up with a bright yellow light. As illogical as it was, a huge ball of molten rock that was at least three meters in diameter fell through the air, directly towards the succubus and her summoned pet. 
 
    “Wow. That worked?” 
 
    She honestly felt surprised at this outcome. Although incredibly powerful, the Meteor Spell had quite a few problems with usability. The MP cost was high, both the incantation and the delay before it hit were long and it required a lot of headroom in order to pull off successfully. Trying to use it indoors would normally result in the Spell failing the caster’s body apart due to the magical backlash. This was rather disappointing, as the extreme masochist really needed some intense stimulation. 
 
    But even if she succeeded in casting the Spell due to the hollowed-out cavern’s absurd proportions, it still wouldn’t do much in the grand scheme of things. Sure, it would completely annihilate thirty or forty, maybe even fifty of the damned bugs, but that was a huge waste of magical power. A Flamethrower or Inferno Spell would be far more efficient, but calling down this miniature sun was merely the first part. 
 
    Xera pointed her staff directly at the rapidly approaching ball of death, and activated yet another Skill. One that let her detonate any of her Pyroclasm Spells while they were in mid-flight in order to massively increase their area of effect. 
 
    “Volcanic Burst!” 
 
    In the next instant, the mass of molten rock and flames exploded violently. Bright red-and-yellow debris spread in every direction, bathing the insides of the colossal hylt tree in flaming plumes of liquid lava. Hissing and popping noises could be heard from all over as the wriggling walls were coated in Xera’s magical flames, which clung incessantly to everything and anything they touched. 
 
    What Boxxy said earlier was the truth. Hylt trees were quite resistant not only to physical trauma, but magic in general. That was why buildings and gear made of their Ironbark were considered extremely durable, despite being made of wood. This trait also allowed the elves to purge termite nests they found with flames without fear of burning the trees. It took significant effort to set these things ablaze, and if that were to actually happen, then the mana-suffused material would burn with a heat that no other living thing could muster. 
 
    This was precisely what was going on around Xera. Her especially stubborn flames managed to ignite the insides of the hylt tree, rapidly turning it into a furnace. The cavernous space had plenty of air, too. If left alone, the magic-fueled flames would surely spread and consume the entire tree in a matter of minutes. 
 
    “Huhuhuhuhuhuhu. HAHAHAHAHA! AAAH HAH HAH HAH HAH HAH!!” 
 
    The perpetrator herself didn’t seem to actually care, though. Her manic laughter echoed through the blazing chamber, accompanied by the crackle and pop of hundreds of termites losing their lives each second. She didn’t even notice that she was being burned by her own magic, nor would she care even if she did. She was engrossed by the wondrous sight of being surrounded by flames, smoke and ashes on all sides. It was as if reality itself was set ablaze, and she loved every single moment of it. 
 
    “Snack! What did you do?!” 
 
    Boxxy’s sudden communication broke the succubus out of her reverie. Her Master sounded less than pleased, to say the least. And now that she had partly regained her composure, Xera realized that it had good reason to do so. 
 
    “I, um, went a bit overboard…” 
 
    “A bit?! I can see the smoke from out here! Put it out right away!” 
 
    “Even if you tell me that… Oh! Right! Smokey!” 
 
    The Molten Guardian that was busy mopping up the few surviving bugs on the ground stopped what it was doing and ran back to her side. It stood at attention, ready to receive new orders. 
 
    “Eat all of the fire in here!” the succubus commanded. 
 
    The flat-faced lava lizard turned its stare to the roaring tower of fire. It then looked at its summoner, then back up, then back to Xera once more. It was as if it was trying to say, ‘Are you kidding me with this shit?’ Even if one could theoretically order a minion to drink up the entire ocean or leap up into the stars, impossible things were impossible. And it was impossible for a single Molten Guardian to consume a mountain of flames seemingly hundreds of times larger than itself—something the succubus realized moments later.  
 
    “Don’t question me just fucking do it!” she demanded. 
 
    The wholly un-sentient and completely mindless Molten Guardian rolled the bright red flames of its eyes as it ran towards the edge of the chamber and started climbing up the burning wall. It sucked in all the flames that blocked its path as it made its way upwards, but the charred embers it left behind reignited mere seconds later. The succubus would have more luck trying to put this raging inferno out by squirting her lewd juices all over it. 
 
    Xera was just desperate enough to try that ludicrous idea, because it was the only one she had. The last thing she wanted was to let down her beloved master. It was hardly the first time she’d messed up, and Boxxy had gotten angry with her many times in the past. Things had always more or less worked out for her, but this? This would probably be the first time her Master would be disappointed in her, and that thought was… difficult to stomach. If asked to put that strange feeling into words, the succubus would probably reply that it was ‘not tasty.’ 
 
    The succubus passed out moments later. Well, as close to ‘passing out’ as she could get considering her high MNT Attribute. She still clung to consciousness and perceiving the burning inferno around her, her body no longer listening to her. Even if her flesh was born of magic, she still needed to breathe just like any other living being, and the thick and heavy smoke in the air made that quite difficult to do. She collapsed while choking on the byproducts of her own magic, a faint smile on her lips. Even under these circumstances, the relentlessly rotten part of her looked forward to the sweet agony of her skin being consumed by the flames. 
 
    Just then, she heard a noise. A thunderous, roaring sound coming from the smoke-obscured air above her came down on her at a frightening speed. It was so loud that it effortlessly drowned out the crackling of the flames. The succubus couldn’t even guess as to what could be making it. That mystery didn’t last long, as a literal waterfall came crashing down on her. The sudden deluge of foamy water completely and entirely quenched the flames, putting them out in an instant. It swept away the Molten Guardian that was still trying to follow its impossible orders, extinguishing it like a match in a typhoon. 
 
    The barely-conscious succubus was flabbergasted. Well, the good news was that the tree her Master wanted to use wouldn’t burn down from her ineptitude, plus she was no longer choking. The bad news was that she was now drowning instead. Her limp body was tossed back and forth as the turbulent current settled itself. She no longer knew which way was up or down, nor did she have a method of finding out. And yet, despite taking in so much water, her body outright refused to die. 
 
    [You are suffocating. HP -364.]
[You have bathed in the Waters of Life. HP +500.]
[You are suffocating. HP -364.]
[You have bathed in the Waters of Life. HP +500.]
[You are suffocating. HP -364.]
[You have bathed in the Waters of Life. HP +500] 
 
    It would appear this strange liquid was also magical in nature. It had restorative properties on par with high-grade healing potions, but none of the toxicity that led to potion sickness. Or at least, that’s how it seemed to Xera. She wasn’t all that familiar with the condition in question, but she didn’t experience any weird side effects. The only odd thing she registered after spending three or four minutes drowning in the green-tinted liquid was a peculiar sense of familiarity, as if she’d done this many times before. She didn’t get to explore that feeling before the stuff started draining away as suddenly as it had appeared. 
 
    “Koff koff! Hack! Koff!” 
 
    With the water levels receding, the succubus found herself sputtering up water while crawling on all fours atop a small outcropping of timber. She looked around her to find that, much to her surprise, the wooden insides of the tree were not charred or burned in the slightest. In fact, the wood actually seemed to be healthier than ever as the jagged, bug-eaten surface was covered in healthy, strong bark with white and yellow flowers growing from it. The mysterious flood of these so-called Waters of Life not only quenched the fire, but completely healed and reinvigorated the tree. 
 
    “Good ‘morrow unto you, madam.” 
 
    An eloquent voice coming from above reached Xera’s ears. The succubus dumbly looked upwards to see a green-skinned woman with long, flowing vines for hair poking halfway out of the rejuvenated wooden ground directly in front of her. Her ears were pointed like an elf’s and she had a pair of antler-like growths jutting out of the top of her head. Her breasts were even more bountiful than Xera’s, although they were wrapped in leaves and vines that kept her somewhat decent. Her beautiful face bore a green-lipped smile that exuded a sense of class and dignity. 
 
    “What?” the succubus responded, struck dumb by the unfamiliar creature’s appearance. 
 
    “Grant thee mercy for chasing those insects hence.” 
 
    “… What?!” 
 
    She also had difficulty understanding that odd way of speaking. 
 
    “I owe thee one.” 
 
    The plant-woman seemed to grasp her confusion and clarified herself with a small bow before disappearing into the bark. She sank into it as if it were the surface of a pond, complete with tiny ripples that expanded outwards from her. Though Xera was not going to complain that her potentially catastrophic fire had been put out, it would appear she would still have to deliver some bad news to Boxxy. 
 
    Namely that this tree already had a resident. 
 
    [image: ]


 
   
  
 

 Part Six 
 
    The twelve giant trees of Azurvale were a species of magical plant known as hylt, said to have been planted by the Goddess Nyrie herself. This was not actually the case, as they had been on this world since long before the deity in question came into existence—a living testament to nature’s perseverance and endurance. So while the tree-hugging Goddess did not create them, she most certainly blessed them. The combination of her divine power and this sparse forest’s ancient, venerable magic caused a truly unprecedented reaction. 
 
    A new type of existence had been born within each and every one of those colossal trees. The Goddess’s blessing had drawn out and given form to their primordial will, while the hylt’s unique nature had bestowed it with life and meaning. It was thus that the beings known as dryads came to be. Although very little was known about them, they were largely believed to be spirits charged with the never-ending duty of protecting and nourishing the tree they had been born from. 
 
    Truthfully, it was folly to think of a dryad and her hylt as separate entities. They were two parts of the same whole, and one could not survive without the other. The sacrilegious act chopping or burning down a hylt tree would cause the death of the dryad, while separating the tree’s spirit from its home by force would cause both of them to gradually wither and die. This was one of the many reasons why these plant-like women very rarely showed themselves to outsiders. 
 
    Because of that their existence was considered nothing more than myth and legend by the very elves that lived atop their branches and around their roots. There were, of course, select individuals that these reclusive beings showed themselves to, but they would need to have performed a considerable service to the tree for that to happen. 
 
    This was probably why one of them presented herself to the strange winged woman that had helped rid her of that persistent termite problem. Although she was starting to regret that decision. 
 
    “Come on out!”  
 
    A loud shout echoed within the former termites’ nest. Its source was a bizarre creature unlike anything else the dryad had seen before. Granted, she hadn’t seen much since her kind typically remained blissfully unaware of the world at large, but she was still able to classify that thing as clearly abnormal.  
 
    “I said get out here! I have to talk with you!” 
 
    It wasn’t because the magic user from earlier disappeared in a puff a smoke and was replaced by this thing. Teleportation magic was something the elves used quite a bit, so she already knew of its existence. It also wasn’t because of this creature’s strange appearance of a wooden treasure chest walking on eight spider-like legs. Even if she was somewhat ignorant, the dryad still knew about mimics and what they were capable of. In fact, one could say that mimics were her offspring, given that it was her timber that the first of them had been born from, even if it had been a mortal elf who gave them life. 
 
    What the dryad took issue with was the fact that this creature mimicked the appearance of a mimic, despite not being one itself. She had clearly seen its original humanoid form following its appearance, so she was completely baffled as to why it would take on such an odd shape. If it was just a simple box with legs, then she might humor it with an appearance. If it was a mindless beast, then she wouldn’t particularly mind playing with it for a while, maybe even taking it in as a pet. It wouldn’t be the first time she had done something like that, but that thought was far from her mind right now. 
 
    “I know you’re around here!” 
 
    Whatever this thing was, it was clearly intelligent. Beings that showed intent in their actions were inherently suspicious, as they almost always had ulterior motives. This was why even if she were to show herself to mortals, she did so very briefly. The ones who had seen her were usually awestruck. They considered themselves lucky and moved on with their lives. The event had inspired many of them to continue protecting her beloved tree or spreading her precious seeds. The rest of them—the individuals that stuck around and wanted to ‘talk’ with her—always had selfish goals, and this one was no different. 
 
    “If you don’t show yourself, then I will assume you have no problem with me living here!” 
 
    Wait, what? It wanted to live here? Inside of her?! Was this thing nuts? 
 
    “Okay! Since you have no complaints, then I will just do as I please!” 
 
    She had plenty of complaints, actually. Branches and roots were one thing, but dryads absolutely despised having other creatures inside themselves. After all, what living being would willingly welcome parasites? On the other hand, a single monster like this was nothing compared to the thousands of termites that were here beforehand, so she could probably put up with it. Besides, she doubted this thing was actually serious. It would probably get bored and leave soon enough anyway. 
 
    That’s when it opened a swirling black portal, and a clear crystal ball that was fifty centimeters in diameter fell out. The dryad had no idea what it was, but she had a bad feeling about it. One that was proven to be justified when it started sucking up all of the mana in the air like some sort of sponge. She needed that mana! Especially since she just spent so much energy to douse that fire and heal her burns. 
 
    Realizing that continuing to ignore this creature was probably a bad idea, the dryad decided she would need to make an appearance. 
 
    Boxxy had just taken the dormant dungeon core out of its Storage and was looking for a good place to serve as the dungeon’s heart when the wooden outcropping it was standing on started rippling like a puddle in the wind. A green, plant-like woman rose out of it as if something was pushing her out from beneath the surface. Her skin glowed with an eerie green light, chasing away much of the surrounding darkness. Her proportions were outrageously voluptuous and her figure could easily rival that of a succubus. She was mostly naked, except for a series of leaves that covered the underside of her breasts as well as her pelvic area. This was obviously the ‘resident’ that Snack mentioned earlier, and her emerald eyes showed that she was clearly not amused. 
 
    “Alright, let us speak,” she said in a deep, mature voice while crossing her arms under her outrageous cleavage. “What manner of business would thou hath with one such as I?” 
 
    “You talk funny,” Boxxy noted. 
 
    “Thy speech is the comical one from mine perspective,” she retorted. 
 
    “I see…” 
 
    “I pray thee, put away thy profane object so that we may converse.” 
 
    She pointed at the dungeon core that was already gathering up the ambient mana. It was something it started doing all on its own in order to test the environment and determine whether it would be suitable for establishing a dungeon. The mana density in this area wasn’t quite as high as the core’s former home, but it seems to have determined that it would be sufficient. It was obvious that the shapeshifter’s intention to claim this cavern as its dungeon lair would have to wait, so it obediently put it back inside its Storage. 
 
    “Very good,” commented the green woman. “Now then, what doth thou need of me?” 
 
    “I want to live here,” repeated Boxxy. 
 
    “… Truly?” 
 
    “Truly.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “It’s convenient.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “It’s safe, hidden and is right in the middle of the city. I can hide my shiny things here while I’m out getting more shiny things, and I can work on my Jobs and Skills in peace.” 
 
    “What doth thou mean by shiny things?” 
 
    Boxxy momentarily opened its Storage and took out several gold coins, then presented them to the dryad, using its tongue-tentacle in lieu of a hand. 
 
    “Ah. ‘Tis gold?” 
 
    “Not just gold,” the ex-mimic insisted. 
 
    It then took out several other things from its collection. It showed off some sparkling gemstones, a few glowing rocks, several pieces of gilded silverware, a small silver statue of a knight and even its prized mithril daggers. The plant lady seemed thoroughly unimpressed. She briefly raised an eyebrow when Boxxy took out a jar of Shiny Juice, formally known as Honeydew, but didn’t seem to care enough to comment about it. 
 
    “So thou shall not attempt to consume mine bark and branches?” 
 
    “No. Wood isn’t very tasty. Fruits are okay, though.” 
 
    “Then tell me, creature-” 
 
    “Boxxy.” 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “My name. It’s Boxxy. Boxxy T. Morningwood.” 
 
    “Oh? Thou hast a splendid name,” she said with a hint of admiration. 
 
    “Thanks, I think so too,” the shapeshifter responded casually. 
 
    “Mine is Ambrosia, the dryad of this tree. ‘Tis a pleasure to make thy acquaintance.” 
 
    “Likewise.” 
 
    The green woman seemed to relax a bit now that the formal introductions were out of the way. She behaved strangely like a person, even though she should technically be a monster, which meant that Boxxy’s recently acquired social skills were being put to surprisingly good use. 
 
    “So Boxxy, what be thy relation to the… chill-challenged woman that cleansed mine insides from those hateful vermin?” 
 
    “That’s Snack, one of my minions. Ah, she went overboard with the fire, so sorry about that.” 
 
    It wasn’t a sincere apology of course, more of a formality. 
 
    “‘Tis of no consequence, young one. Extreme measures were necessary to purge that infestation. It would have surely devoured mine whole being if left unattended. Therefore, I owe thee and thy servant mine thanks.” 
 
    “Then I will gladly accept them. But how come you couldn’t chase them out on your own? You should be able to do at least that much, right?” 
 
    The dryad’s stoic expression gradually became one of sadness and shame. 
 
    “I am no longer able to defend myself from those creatures. I hath tried poisoning them, flooding them out and trapping them in brambles. It worked the first few times, but those tenacious heathens always overcame mine attempts and returned stronger and more numerous. The power of fire remains their constant weakness, but I find myself unable to conjure flames by my own power. Eventually I ran out of ways to fend them off, and found myself at their mercy.” 
 
    “Such is the natural order of things,” Boxxy said sagely. 
 
    “‘Tis so.” 
 
    Those who did not adapt were devoured. It was the cruel truth of nature, something both parties understood firsthand. 
 
    “What about those Waters of Life you used earlier?” 
 
    “Ah. That substance is a mixture of the dew gathered from mine leaves and the sap from mine body.” 
 
    “Don’t suppose you can let me have some?” 
 
    “‘Tis a simple matter, but would be of little use to thee as medicine,” she cautioned. “Thou art not the first to express interest in it mine fluids, but one must fully submerge themselves in the Waters of Life in order to be healed. Simply drinking some will not accomplish much more than to satiate one’s thirst, and its properties shalt dissipate rapidly once removed from mine interior.” 
 
    Boxxy had expected this response. Of course a literal waterfall of high-grade, toxicity-free healing potion would be too good to be true. Not to mention that it did already sample some of the stuff from the puddles that were strewn around the place. Although it was tasty, it showed absolutely no magical effects, just as she claimed. Since it was highly unlikely that it would be able to take a bath in the middle of a fight, this substance’s practical usefulness was rapidly approaching zero. There ought to be some way to use this for profit, but such thoughts would have to wait until later. 
 
    It still wanted to establish a dungeon within this tree, and judging from the way this dryad spoke she was more than just a resident here, she was the owner. Perhaps even a manifestation of the tree itself, seeing as how she referred to it as her own body. Although it was unaware as to the true capabilities of her species, the avatar of a millennia-old magical plant was clearly not one to be trifled with. 
 
    Boxxy Saw a way to obtain not only her permission in establishing a dungeon, but also her cooperation. Perhaps her servitude as well. 
 
    “So about these termites, they’ll come back, right?” 
 
    “‘Tis so, young Morningwood. The biggest nest was cleared out due to thy servant’s efforts, but ‘tis hardly the only one. Could be in a month, a year, or a decade, but they shall return to full strength without fail.” 
 
    “What if I told you I have a way for you to control those bugs?” 
 
    “Control, not exterminate?” 
 
    “That’s right. Tell me, do you know what a dungeon is?” 
 
    “Does thou mean the underground prisons those elves have built beneath mine roots?” 
 
    “No. Wrong type of dungeon. The one I’m talking about involves the, um, ‘profane object’ you saw earlier.” 
 
    The shapeshifter then spoke at length about what it had learned about dungeon cores over the past month or so. First, they had absorbed a certain amount of magical energy and attune themselves to their magically enriched environment. After that, they had to be anchored in a magically affixed position, at which point the dungeon would be officially established, and its territory could expand as long as the surrounding mana density permitted. All of that was controlled by the core’s first basic function—Dungeon Expansion. 
 
    The second one—Item Allocation—had to do with distributing rewards to any and all adventurers that managed to fulfil certain conditions. An example of this would be reaching a specific point in the dungeon in a set amount of time, defeating a tough enemy or simply coming across a treasure chest. The items in question had to come through external means and would be stored within a pocket dimension bound to the dungeon core, similar to a mimic’s Storage. It was possible to forge items out of pure mana, but such things would disappear the instant someone tried to take them out of the dungeon.  
 
    The monster Didn’t have any plans to use this function, nor did it have any idea why anyone would willingly give out treasures. It was like breaking into someone’s house, killing their dog, and having the residents happily cook and serve the poor animal to the intruder. However, it took this opportunity to point out that it was possible to create temporary or single-use magic items with which one could fend off intruders. One of said items was a Rod of Fire, which produced a Flamethrower-like effect at will. 
 
    The third basic function was Mana Collection. This allowed the dungeon core’s owner to regulate the rate at which the surrounding mana was absorbed. Maintaining the dungeon’s various functions required MP as fuel and not all of it could be recycled. Even if it would eventually come back on its own, it was important to properly manage this resource in order to keep all of the dungeon’s facilities running. It was also important to the dryad that the magical energy in question was something she needed in order to sustain herself and her hylt tree. 
 
    However, the basic function that really caught her attention was the fourth one. The Monster Spawner menu could be used to determine the type of monsters that appeared inside the dungeon and could exert a certain amount of control over them. Meaning it was entirely possible to gain dominion over those simple-minded termites and order them to kill themselves en-masse. If not, there was also the option of spawning some of their natural predators in order to control and contain their spread, perhaps wipe them out completely. 
 
    The fifth function—the Surveillance Net—was the one Boxxy wanted to take advantage of the most. It collected information regarding everything that happened within the dungeon core’s sphere of influence. It was possible to Appraise any and all intruders and their gear, not to mention it would automatically log their progress through the dungeon. Most importantly, it could instantly notify the shapeshifter should any unauthorized individuals try to encroach on its stash of shinies. Well, that wasn’t to say that the individual directly in front of it wasn’t suspicious, but she seemed genuinely disinterested in its collection. 
 
    There were also five advanced features to a dungeon core, although those demanded a much larger amount of MP to operate compared to the basic ones. Guardian Assignment allowed the appointment of extra-powerful monsters to guard key junctions. Again, something Boxxy had no interest in actually putting to use. Nexus Access, on the other hand, was a curious one that not only allowed the core’s owner to instantly teleport anywhere within the dungeon, but could also transport them to any other dungeons that might be under their rule.  
 
    Prison Management was there in case Boxxy wanted to keep certain individuals alive for extended periods of time. It would provide them with a living space and cater to their basic needs using magic. There was also the matter of the ominously-named Interrogation Room that could be built and maintained through the Prison Management menu. 
 
    Next up was Terrain Sculpting, a feature that would allow the dungeon’s owner to change the layout of their dungeon at will. It was unclear as to whether a living mass of timber would count as ‘terrain,’ but there was a good possibility that it would. After all, that hedge maze in the Spire of the Jade King was clearly plant-like in origin and could still benefit from the dungeon’s auto-repair feature, courtesy of Terrain Sculpting. This was also the thing that maintained the warped space inside the Spire itself, which opened up a lot of interesting possibilities. 
 
    The final advanced feature was Trap Construction, which was the one Boxxy looked forward to experimenting with the most. Teleportation circles, spiked floors, poisonous gas, trap doors, swinging guillotines, crushing ceilings, anti-air countermeasures—all manner of deliciously devious devices could be built in an instant. The former mimic was particularly eager to see what those booby-trapped chests were like. 
 
    “How wondrous!” the dryad exclaimed once Boxxy finished its presentation. Her face lit up with joy. “If this dungeon core is truly as powerful as thou claim, then I would no longer have to worry about any pests nibbling at mine bark or sensitive heartwood!” 
 
    “It’s only as powerful as the mana in the environment,” reiterated Boxxy, “but inside here should prove to be more than enough to handle some pesky bugs. So, how about it, Ambrosia? I will establish a dungeon inside this chamber, and you can be my... its dungeon master.” 
 
    “A dungeon master?” she asked dubiously. “What doth that entail?” 
 
    “You get to control all of the basic functions I told you about, but only I get to play around with the advanced ones.” 
 
    “So, like a steward?” 
 
    “That’s one way to put it.” 
 
    “Are there any other limitations?” 
 
    “You, or rather, the part of you I’m speaking to, would need to remain inside the dungeon’s boundaries at all times.” 
 
    “I hath no intent to venture beyond mine bark, so that is agreeable.” 
 
    “Also, I will have supreme authority within the dungeon since I’m the core’s owner, but I’ll mostly leave you to do your thing.” 
 
    Her eyelids twitched slightly at that first bit. Well, saying someone else would be the ‘supreme authority’ of part of her body was understandably not to her liking. However, she didn’t deny the offer outright. 
 
    “What if thou were to perish?” 
 
    “Then I suppose you would become the owner.” 
 
    “Oh? Thou art rather forthcoming with such sensitive information.” 
 
    “I’m not even six months old. Assuming I would outlive someone as ancient as you is a stupid notion.” 
 
    “Hmm, I suppose so.” 
 
    “So, what do you say? If we team up, then you can manage your pest problems under your own power, and I have a hideout to use as I see fit.” 
 
    “I must say, ‘tis a very tempting proposition.” 
 
    Ambrosia closed her eyes in thought. She didn’t particularly mind having this creature called Boxxy take up residence inside her tree, not when it offered this much rent in return. Of course, she would have to give up a certain amount of her ‘food’ in order to maintain this dungeon it wanted to make, but it wasn’t that big a deal. The mana coursing through this cavern only accounted for about a quarter of the total she pulled up from deep beneath the ground. That said, the consumption would need to be regulated. She could still survive even if that strange crystal ball sucked up every last drop of it, although she wouldn’t be able to produce her fruits and spread her seeds. 
 
    “I just have one more inquiry.” 
 
    Countless numbers of vines sprouted from the ground beneath Boxxy and wrapped around it in an instant. They completely bound the creature and tightened their grip on its faux-wood shell as if threatening to squeeze the life right out of it. Numerous sharp brambles dug furiously into its ‘skin,’ causing its dark-red doppelganger blood to ooze out of the wounds. 
 
    “What’s to stop me from crushing thee right here and now, and claiming this dungeon core for mine own?” the dryad asked with a clearly hostile attitude. 
 
    “Right back at you.” 
 
    Dozens of short, steel blades suddenly sprouted from the fake mimic’s surface, cutting apart the plants that had entwined themselves around it. After breaking free, the creature rapidly grew in size many times until it became a three-meter-tall imitation of the demonic overlord called Nagnamor, complete with armor and glaive courtesy of Metal Mimicry. 
 
    “What’s to stop me from ripping this tree apart and having my minion burn it to the ground?” 
 
    It even spoke with the same deep, booming voice, although the non-flaming skull meant it didn’t have nearly the same impact as the original. 
 
    “Do not presume to treat me like one of those idiotic bugs!” it roared. 
 
    The dryad did not even flinch at the obvious threat and otherwise terrifying demonic appearance. Rather than being intimidated, she actually broke into a large smile and stared ferociously at it. 
 
    “Heh. Hehehehe!” 
 
    “Hah hah hah hah hah hah!”  
 
    Each of them gave off a malicious, dry laugh while staring the other down and baring their fangs, literal or otherwise. In the end, both of them were monsters. So what if they were intelligent or appeared amicable? Ultimately, the only thing that mattered to either was themselves, and they would not hesitate to kill in order to fulfil their selfish desires. 
 
    “Very well, Boxxy T. Morningwood! This one shall agree to thine bargain!” 
 
    “Looking forward to working with you, Ambrosia!” 
 
    But that didn’t mean they couldn’t compromise. Boxxy would have to share its living space with this plant woman, but it didn’t particularly mind since it would mean added security. The dryad, on the other hand, would receive the means by which to exterminate everything and anything she deemed as pests, but had to agree to serve as this creature’s host. Both of them stood to profit immensely if they worked together, whereas the only thing violence and hostilities would earn them was massive injuries. 
 
    “Well, then!” declared Boxxy while reverting to its preferred chesty form. “I’ll go find a good spot to form the dungeon’s heart!” 
 
    Having obtained the dryad’s consent, the doppelganger once again took out the dungeon core from Storage. Much like before, the crystal orb immediately began sucking in the ambient magical energy at a staggering rate. After about five minutes, it had grown back to its initial size of about one meter in diameter and gave off a bright yellow light, almost like a miniature sun. By the time it finished charging up, Boxxy had scouted a prime location within this cavernous nest. It had ultimately decided to use a fairly flat and considerably wide wooden plateau as the dungeon’s innermost sanctum. It stood in the middle of it, and held the now-charged dungeon core above its head. 
 
    “Dungeon Expansion: Create Dungeon!” 
 
    The core’s yellow shine brightened as it responded to its owner’s command. It rose steadily into the air, climbing to an altitude of about seven meters above its owner. It then sprouted eight thick chains made of solid white light, which stretched out and waved around like drunken serpents living things. Two of them latched onto the floor, three onto the surrounding walls and three more to the air itself. Once all of them were in place, they gradually faded from view as the core became firmly affixed to that one spot. The crystal orb then let out a massive wave of mana that washed over its surroundings. It was a burst of magic thick enough to make both Boxxy and Ambrosia wobble on their feet. 
 
    [Congratulations, your dungeon has been established!]
[Please state the name this dungeon.] 
 
    “Dryad’s Domain,” it spoke aloud, and the core flashed two times in response. 
 
    The dryad wondered what that was about, but got her answer in the next instant. 
 
    [You have now entered Dryad’s Domain.] 
 
    “Appoint Dungeon Master: Ambrosia.” 
 
    [Dryad’s Domain has recognized you as its rightful ruler.]
[Do you wish to claim ownership of this dungeon?]
[Yes]
[No] 
 
    “Oh. How flattering,” she said dryly while selecting the ‘Yes’ option in her head. 
 
    [Ambrosia has been appointed as the dungeon master of Dryad’s Domain.] 
 
    “What is?” Boxxy asked curiously. 
 
    “Thou named it after myself.” 
 
    “It’s not flattery. It’s misdirection.” 
 
    “Misdirection? How so?” 
 
    “If someone comes here, I want them to think you’re in charge.” 
 
    “I am in charge.” 
 
    “Of course, you are. I merely meant that I don’t want my presence to be known.” 
 
    “I see. So how do I actually control this thing?” 
 
    “Just say ‘Dungeon Management.’ You can probably figure it out from there.” 
 
    “Dungeon Management.” 
 
    [Dungeon Management]
[Core ID # PT-5484-BM]
Active (Dryad’s Domain)
Owned by Boxxy T. Morningwood
Managed by Ambrosia
92% Integrity
4,532/20,000 MP (+15.6/sec) 
 
    [Basic Functions]
Dungeon Expansion – Active
Item Allocation – Disabled
Mana Collection – Active
Monster Spawner – Disabled
Surveillance Net – Disabled 
 
    [Advanced Features]
Guardian Assignment – Access Denied
Nexus Access – Access Denied
Prison Management – Access Denied
Terrain Sculpting – Access Denied
Trap Construction – Access Denied 
 
    “Oh, how curious!” the dryad exclaimed. “Hmm? The Integrity is… this thing is damaged?!” 
 
    “It’ll fix itself with time. Part of the Mana Collection function,” the shapeshifter explained. “Anyway, I’m sorry to core and run, but it’s nearly dawn and I have other matters to attend to. I’ll leave you to get better acquainted with the dungeon’s functions.” 
 
    “Very well, milord. I look forward to thine return.” 
 
    Boxxy disappeared several seconds later by activating the Transfamiliar Spell and changing places with Xera in a puff of smoke. The succubus shook her head a few times as she got her bearings. She looked at the glowing dungeon core and then at the plant lady from before, who was investigating the various menus and features she had gained control over. 
 
    “Ah, forgive me milady,” she said politely. “This one is called Ambrosia. Thou art milord Morningwood’s servant called ‘Snack,’ correct?” 
 
    “Hmm, that’s more or less right. Good to meet you, Ambrosia.” 
 
    “The pleasure is all mine. Milady Snack is quite the capable magic user, so I expect to learn a lot from thou.” 
 
    “So it managed to catch another one, huh?” the demoness mumbled. 
 
    “Pardon, milady?” 
 
    “No, nothing dearie,” the succubus replied with a smile. “Don’t mind me, just thinking aloud.” 
 
    “Understood. Now, if thou would excuse me, milord has given this one much to learn, so I must take mine leave and focus on the task at hand.” 
 
    The dryad submerged into the wooden ground with a polite bow while Xera’s smile spread wider until it became a wide, malicious grin. She wondered how long it would take for that dryad to realize what was happening to her. No, thinking about it more logically, the question wasn’t ‘when,’ but ‘if.’ 
 
    After all, a dungeon core’s ability to reprogram a monster’s way of thinking was scarily effective. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Part Seven 
 
    One of the detriments of living under Azurvale’s hylt tree canopy was that direct sunlight was a luxury. Though countless stray rays pierced through the gaps in the leaves to provide illumination, they were diluted and diffused to invisibility by the time they reached the ground. That said, there were still a number of sizeable gaps in the green ceiling that allowed an unobstructed view of the heavens. As a result, one could clearly see numerous columns of the sun’s warm light slowly sweep across the city like natural spotlights, highlighting certain buildings. 
 
    One such structure was a four-story structure that looked more like a mansion than an office building. It was painted in an eye-catching sky-blue color that shone in the morning sunlight. Its flat and fenced-off roof could be easily accessed like an unofficial fifth floor, making it stand out amidst the sea of red tiles that covered all of the buildings around it. It had numerous windows that let in as much light as possible, although a few of them seemed to have been boarded up from the inside. This eye-catching structure was known as the Central Consortium and served as the headquarters to eight of the country’s largest guilds. These disparate organizations shared a decades-long history of cooperation, each of them covering a different area of expertise. 
 
    It was, in essence, a place that had something for everyone. 
 
    Anyone wishing to become a heavily armored powerhouse needed look no further than the Knights of Elena. Youngsters seeking a more subtle approach to adventuring as scouts and hunters enlisted with Hidden Arrow. Individuals drawn to darker and morally ambiguous practices such as necromancy, demonology, and assassination had a home within the Maleficium. Broken Mirror, on the other hand, offered training in the destructive power offered by the orthodox arcane arts practiced by the likes of Wizards, Pyromancers and Cryomancers. The Blessed of Nyrie was a religious organization that trained Paladins, Priests and Monks of all faiths, despite what its name suggested. Then there was the Children of the Wild guild, which had a marked focus on Shamans, Druids and Monster Tamers—occupations that drew upon various aspects of nature. 
 
    However, though these six adventurer guilds made up the majority of the Central Consortium, the coalition also had two artisan guilds with a focus on crafting and production. The first of those was the Hammers of Horkensaft, which primarily consisted of dwarven smiths and gnomish engineers. Their specialty was the production of the various arms and armors for adventurers, and they also made a plethora of common trinkets and tools that interested the general public. The other crafting-oriented guild was the Magus Emporium, which dealt with enchanting, alchemy and magic items in general. They also performed research in the fields of botany and biology, to a lesser extent. 
 
    The goal of the Central Consortium and the alliance of guilds within it was to provide a gathering hub for adventurers with varying skill sets. Common sense dictated that it was folly of them to embark on dangerous Quests and long journeys without a balanced and versatile group. With so many guilds in one place, finding teammates to fulfill specific roles was as simple as visiting the relevant institution. 
 
    The organizations themselves also greatly benefited from their close proximity in various ways, most notable of which were the regular cross-guild training exercises. It was important for rookie adventurers to be knowledgeable about the features and capabilities of other Jobs and learn how to best synergize others’ abilities with their own. This seemed only natural, but no other society placed as much importance on teamwork and cooperation as the elves. 
 
    This group-oriented mindset was something of a symptom of the collectivist culture that had reigned in the Ishigar Republic since the time of the ancient and defunct Elven Dominion. It was a stark contrast to the residents of the Empire, who put a much greater emphasis on individualism. Their nation was a meritocracy, where personal strength and achievements were far more important than lineage or association. A place where even a no-named commoner could one day be crowned Emperor if their contributions were great enough. Or at least that was what the ‘Imperial Dream’ promised. 
 
    The problem with this mindset, at least from the elves’ perspective, was that it promoted recklessness, greed, and corruption—all of which were rampant issues within the Empire. The major upside of that competitive environment, which was to weed out the weak and nurture the strong, was not something elven society would benefit from. Birth rates in the Republic were notably lower than those in the Empire, so the predominantly elven population could not afford to risk the lives of their youngsters. Putting things bluntly, they had to make the most of what they had. 
 
    As such, the training offered by Republic-based guilds was far more extensive and better supervised than that of other nations. This meant it was also significantly more expensive and time consuming. This was deemed an acceptable drawback since, when compared to other countries on the continent, a much larger proportion of the Republic’s rookie adventurers survived past Level 25. Outsiders would call this coddling, though the locals liked to think of it as giving everyone the ability to be useful to society. 
 
    This was also the reason why a group of ten men and women were lined up in a yard outside the Consortium building. The dirt beneath their feet was completely devoid of vegetation, as it had been walked on by so many pairs of legs that the dry ground had become akin to sand. All of them waited patiently for their Ranger instructor to arrive, and passed the time chatting idly. 
 
    Well, except for one cat-eared beastkin girl that sat on the ground and breathing heavily with sweat running down her forehead. 
 
    “You ran all the way here again, didn’t you?” Lia loomed over her with a stern tone. “You still would’ve been made to run a marathon again if Faehorn wasn’t running late himself.” 
 
    “Haah, haah, haah, please don’t, haah, tell him!” Keira pleaded between gasps for air. 
 
    “I won’t, but you seriously need to start waking up earlier!” 
 
    “I did! Haah, haah, I woke up right before dawn! It’s just that, haah, I had dropped one of my rings last night and, haah, spent way too long looking for it!” 
 
    The catgirl presented the back of her right hand to Lia, showing off the trio of plain-looking steel rings on her third, fourth and fifth finger. 
 
    “Those things? Come to think of it, you always have those on, don’t you? Are they enchanted or something?” 
 
    “Yeah, they have some weak magic on them, haah, but that’s not why I’m wearing them. Haah, haah, phew…” the catgirl stabilized her breathing. “They’re mementos from back home, so I’d never forgive myself if I lost them.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yeah. They’re very precious to me.” 
 
    Keira smiled softly, gently rubbing the sentimental jewelry with her other hand. Lia wanted to ask what the story behind them was, but changed her mind when she saw her friend’s happy expression. She’d probably ask eventually, but right now was neither the time nor the place for what she imagined would be a difficult subject.  
 
    “I can see why. They suit you quite well in my opinion.” 
 
    What the elf did instead was offer a pleasant compliment. 
 
    “Thanks. Rowie complained about them at first though,” Keira pouted slightly. 
 
    “Rowie? Oh, your girlf- partner, right?” 
 
    “Yeah. She said they felt weird at first, but she’s gotten used to them by now.” 
 
    “Felt weird? What’s that supposed to- No! Never mind! I don’t need to know!” 
 
    The slightly blushing elf shook her head rather wildly in an effort to disperse the naughty and inappropriate image in her mind. 
 
    “That’s not what I meant,” Keira protested. “I mean when we hold hands and interlink our fingers.” 
 
    “Right! I knew that! That was definitely the wholesome and not-at-all-lewd thought I had just now!” 
 
    “I mean, of course I’d take them off for that other thing,” the redhead continued. “The last thing I need is to have one slip off and get lost inside-” 
 
    “Keira!” 
 
    “TMI?” 
 
    “TMI.” 
 
    Lia sighed in the awkward silence that ensued. Keira was a bit slow to warm up to her at first, but now that she had she didn’t seem to know when to draw the line when talking about her personal life. She had only just immigrated here from the Empire, so she had yet to get used to the fact that the elves of the Republic were usually a lot more prudish. It was a simple case of culture shock. Lia realized this when the latter thoughtlessly revealed she was romantically involved with another woman during yesterday’s cart ride. She then offered to help the redhead adjust to her new home by letting Keira know whenever she was sharing ‘too much information,’ or TMI for short. 
 
    “Alright everyone, sorry for the delay!” 
 
    Faehorn’s clear voice rang out from behind them, prompting the entire Ranger class to stand at attention. He briskly walked up to the front of the group and stood there with his arms crossed while carefully looking over each and every student. This much was his normal routine, but something was clearly off today, and not just because he was late. Instead of his impressive-looking scale armor, he wore what could only be described as a parade uniform. It consisted of a long, dark-green overcoat, fresh-pressed black trousers and black boots that were polished to a mirror-like finish. 
 
    He uncrossed his arms, put them behind his back and walked up to Keira, who reflexively stiffened up. 
 
    “Miss Morgana. I’ve given your stamina situation a lot of thought, and I’ve come up with a good solution.” 
 
    Despair welled up in the catgirl’s eyes at those words. 
 
    “Relax, I’m not making you run forty kilometers a day. Not yet, at least.” 
 
    She almost let out a sigh of relief, but it got stuck in her throat upon hearing those last few words. 
 
    “What’s your Ranger Level?” he asked matter-of-factly. 
 
    “Fourteen, mister Faehorn,” she responded stiffly. 
 
    “Okay, when you get to Level 20, I urge you to get the Fleet Footed Skill. It will help increase your overall stamina and reduce its consumption when you run or sprint. You’ll need to train up its Proficiency Level quite a bit, which is where those forty kilometers a day come in. 
 
    “Uh… D-do I have a choice?” 
 
    “Of course. You can do whatever you want, or you can graduate from my class. That decision is all yours.” 
 
    “… Understood, mister Faehorn, sir,” she responded, her shoulders drooping with disappointment. 
 
    It wasn’t much of a choice when considering that passing this training course was a mandatory prerequisite if one hoped to become a full member of the Hidden Arrow guild. 
 
    “Hahaha,” Faehorn chuckled. “Don’t you worry, kiddo. I’ll make a proper Ranger out of you yet.” 
 
    He walked to the front of the class while they tried to stifle their giggling. 
 
    “Now then. Today we’ll be having a special field trip!” he announced in a loud voice. “We’ll be heading towards the amphitheater to watch a few fights! The guild has kindly sponsored the tickets, so be grateful!” 
 
    Everyone present gave the instructor a strange look. They had guessed they wouldn’t have another hunting expedition given Faehorn’s uncharacteristic tardiness and formal attire, but none of them expected something like this. They clearly had questions, though it was the black-haired power-leveler that was the first to raise his hand. 
 
    “Yes, what is it Miller?” Faehorn asked in response. 
 
    “Sir, I fail to see how this will be beneficial to us.” 
 
    “‘Fail to see,’ huh? Interesting choice of words, Miller! The fighter we’ll be watching is someone who I believe to be the natural enemy of us Rangers, and a rather unique one at that! Your first assignment for the day will be to closely study her fighting style and think up of any and all countermeasures!” 
 
    It would seem to be an observational and mental exercise, rather than a physical one. A good scout needed to be able to quickly analyze a situation, so this sort of lesson had to come sooner or later. The format was a bit unorthodox, but none of the students were about to complain about getting free tickets to a fight. 
 
    “It’s not just us!” Faehorn continued. “A group of Warriors from the Knights of Elena and several Paladins from the Blessed of Nyrie will be joining us, so I expect each and every one of you to be on your best behavior!” 
 
    It suddenly made sense why the instructor was wearing that stiff-looking uniform. It was a well-known fact that he had something of a friendly rivalry with one of the Knights’ instructors, a dwarf called Hilda. The two of them were known to constantly compete and try to one-up each other through their students. ‘That old bat,’ as he called her, would definitely try to show off in some way during this outing, so he didn’t want to feel left behind. Well, that and marching an armed group of people through the city was probably a bad idea. 
 
    Faehorn organized his class and made them leave their weapons and armor behind at the Hidden Arrow’s guild offices. They set out in whatever casual clothes they had with them, but still wore the dark green tunic that bore the image of a downward-pointing arrowhead on each shoulder. They met up with a group of fourteen other rookie adventurers that were similarly dressed in their respective guild’s uniform. 
 
    Nine of them wore navy blue tunics with the image of a stone tower on their chests, which marked them as the Warriors they were told about. They were also the most diverse group present, with five dwarves and three humans among their ranks. The only elf in the group was a woman-shaped battering ram that was well over two meters tall. 
 
    The tunics of the remaining five were a dull yellow, their shoulder patches bearing the image of a dark brown sickle—one of the symbols commonly associated with the goddess Nyrie. These were, by process of elimination, the religious ones that Faehorn mentioned. All of them were elves, which was something they had in common with the Ranger troupe. Well, so long as one ignored the highly conspicuous crimson-haired, tan-skinned, cat-eared-and-tailed girl that smiled dumbly for no good reason. 
 
    Two people, likely their instructors, stood off to the side. One was a tall, well-built male elf that wore a uniform similar to Faehorn’s, only dyed in the colors of the Blessed of Nyrie. The other was a gray-haired and wrinkled dwarf woman in thick, full-plate armor with a blue sash draped across her shoulder. She was also holding a massive two-handed axe that, while certainly imposing and intimidating, seemed much too large for a woman of her stature to wield efficiently. 
 
    The two dozen trainees greeted each other and exchanged pleasantries. The students seemed to get along with each other for the most part, unlike their teachers. Faehorn and Hilda had already gotten into an argument regarding the dwarf being armed almost literally to the teeth. The Ranger argued that there was no need to gear up so much for a peaceful outing, while the dwarf remained adamant that she didn’t want to wear the ‘pansy-ass dress-coat’ she was supposed to. The Paladin instructor by the name of Lichter had to intervene and put an end to their squabble before the group could set out. 
 
    The teachers then led the students through the elven capital’s street. The procession attracted quite a bit of attention, though that was mostly because of the dwarf in the noisy, clanging armor at the front and the exotic sight of a cat-eared beastkin towards the rear. Keira spotted a rather drastic change in her surroundings at one point, as the wooden buildings with red-tiled roofs suddenly gave way to ones made out of stone or clay bricks. The people around the street were also considerably shorter. 
 
    This neighborhood was unofficially known as Azurvale’s Stone District. Keira had never been there before, so she looked around curiously at the dwarves and gnomes milling about the place. There were also a fair bit more humans here than in her own neighborhood, and she even saw a short, dog-eared beastkin lugging a heavy barrel strapped to his back. It was a much noisier part of the city than the ones she had been to before, and that wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. 
 
    The group of adventurers arrived at the amphitheater. It was a large, unroofed, oval-shaped stone building managed by the local community. Faehorn, Hilda and Lichter spoke briefly with some fancily-dressed dwarven officials, after which they and the students were escorted inside. They were seated at a VIP box that provided an excellent, front-row view of the circular, dirt-covered arena below. The tiered stone seats surrounding it gave off the strange impression of a gigantic staircase, and already had people filling them. 
 
    “Wow, so many people!” exclaimed Keira after taking her seat. 
 
    “This place was built to house up to ten thousand spectators, you know,” Lia explained as she sat next to her. “Although I don’t think they usually fill up this much…” 
 
    In fact, judging from the amount of people that kept pouring in, the venue might actually be slightly over capacity. 
 
    “Probably because of the fighter we’re here to see,” a voice from behind chimed in. 
 
    Keira jumped slightly in her seat due to the unexpected third party. She turned around to see that the only elven Warrior in the group, the giantess that had introduced herself as Lola, was sitting directly behind her. She didn’t look particularly well-muscled or sturdily built, though. She had the same overall slender proportions that elf women were known for aside from her hips, thighs and shoulders, which were noticeably wider than usual. Both her hair and her eyes were pitch-black, much like that guy called Miller in Keira’s class. 
 
    “You know something about this mystery fighter, Lola?” the redhead asked after a brief moment. 
 
    “Oh, yeah. Truth be told, I’ve already seen her fight before. She’s unpredictable, vicious, and not alright in the head.” 
 
    “Ugh,” Lia groaned. “She’s not one of those violent convicts you hear about, right?” 
 
    “Nah, she’s not. I hear she’s actually really nice outside the arena, and a skilled artisan besides.” 
 
    “What? You sure this is the same person?” 
 
    “You’ll see for yourself soon enough. It’s already starting.” 
 
    The girls turned their attention towards the arena. A clean-shaven dwarf in an eye-catching purple suit and top hat had walked out of one of the side passages and stood in the middle of the dirt pit. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen!” 
 
    His magically amplified voice boomed throughout the arena, allowing even the people in the far back rows to hear him clearly. 
 
    “Welcome to today’s performance! We have another trio of blood-curling and hair-raising fights for your enjoyment!” 
 
    The crowd let out a huge cheer. Even those who had no idea what was going on, like Lia and Keira, were excited. 
 
    “So, without further ado, let me present the first match! Innn this corner, we have a quartet of hardened criminals! These men have been caught and found guilty of many crimes in the wake of the mysterious Sandman dismantling their underground operation!” 
 
    Four grim-faced dwarves in prisoner’s rags entered the ring under armed guard while the crowd booed and jeered at them. 
 
    “Hey Lia,” half-shouted Keira, trying to make herself heard over the noisy audience. “What’s with the Sandman thing?! Why do they call him that?!” 
 
    She’d been curious about it for a while now, but hadn’t really gotten a good chance to ask. 
 
    “It’s from an old elven myth!” the elf replied in a similarly loud tone. “It says the Sandman roams the night, punishing the wicked by kidnapping them and burying them alive in a pit of sand!” 
 
    “Is he real?!” 
 
    “Nah! Just a silly story parents use to scare their unruly children!” 
 
    It would appear that the mysterious individual or group that had been making criminals disappear was given the name of a bogeyman from elven folklore. Not that the residents genuinely believed the actual Sandman was responsible, it was just that many of them found it oddly fitting. 
 
    “Their crimes have been weighed and judged in a fair and just trial,” the announcer continued, “and their lives have been declared forfeit in recognition of their numerous sins! However! These four have demanded to fight for their right to live within the arena, as begets ancient dwarven custom! And Azurvale’s wise judges have seen it fit to honor our people’s heritage and allow them this chance! If they best their opponent in honorable combat, then their sentences will be lessened! If not, then justice will have been served!” 
 
    The crowd, which seemed half-divided between elves and non-elves, gave a noisy, uncertain murmur. It would appear they had mixed feelings about this situation. Some of them wondered if the ring of honor was really a place for such people, while others questioned whether these scumbags were deserving of another chance in the first place. There were also those who applauded the judges for respecting one of the major subcultures that made up Azurvale and the Republic as a whole. 
 
    “But!” shouted the announcer. “Do they stand a chance against… her?!” 
 
    The crowd suddenly went silent with anticipation. The Consortium students were also on edge, as only a few of them had had the privilege of seeing this individual in person before. 
 
    “You know her! And I know her! She crashed onto the scene like a storm of swearing, smashing and smiling! Barely a week since her first appearance and already eleven consecutive victories! Please welcome back the executioner who volunteered to undertake this grim and righteous task! The one! The only! The Rust! Blood! Juggernaaaaaaaaut!” 
 
    The spectators exploded in cheers as the gladiator that most of them had come to see walked out onto the field from the entrance directly opposite the quartet of criminals. 
 
    She sported a custom top that hung from one shoulder, concealing her well-rounded breasts and little else. Her waist had two separate belts wrapped around it, each holding a heavy leather pouch. A pair of baggy shorts hung down to her steel knee pads. She had a tool-carrying bracelet on her right forearm, a cursed shield permanently affixed to her left, and both hands firmly held a massive blood-stained wrench. Her metal hair was forever styled into a pair of voluminous pigtails, and her shiny face sported a disturbing, wide smile with a strange look in her eyes. Her skin, once made of polished steel, had been upgraded into series of lustrous, almost blindingly white mithril plates after her first real Rank Up, much to her Hero’s delight. 
 
    “Haah haaaaaaa!” 
 
    Fizzy raised a loud cheer of her own as she waved her signature weapon around. Nothing made the metallic woman feel alive like such moments. Thousands of people’s eyes were fixed on her new-and-improved frame, feeding the inherent narcissism found in all golems. Not only did she get to show off, but she also got to please Boxxy by earning fight money. She was currently the only one of the shapeshifter’s minions that actually enjoyed her assignment. 
 
    The guards undid the shackles of their prisoners and left a collection of basic steel weapons at their feet. They and the announcer then retreated to the sides of the arena, as Fizzy carefully sized them up. Two of them armed themselves with heavy, two-handed warhammers, the third with a pair of smaller maces and the last one picked up a plain-looking staff. According to what Fizzy had been told beforehand, these guys were a pair of Warriors, a Rogue and a Pyromancer, respectively. A few tense minutes passed as the two sides sized each other up and prepared. Once they were ready, they took their starting positions some twenty meters apart, as was tradition. 
 
    “Our combatants are in position!” declared the announcer. “Let the match… Begin!” 
 
    He barely even finished saying the words when Fizzy shot out from her position. She used her Armored Charge to smash shield-first into one of the Warriors with enough force to send him flying backwards. He bounced twice, tumbled head over heels and slammed into the far wall with a heavy thud. Although he didn’t lose his life outright, he broke a shoulder and several ribs. 
 
    Fizzy then proceeded to swing her heavy wrench sideways, hitting the stupefied Rogue in his thigh. There was an unpleasant cracking noise, followed by a piercing scream as the leg bent in a completely unnatural way. The Pyromancer backed off and started throwing Fireballs at her. Fizzy blocked them all with her shield, deflecting most of the roaring flames. This left her wide open to attacks from the rear. Something the other mace-wielder took advantage of as he landed a direct blow on the back of her metal skull. 
 
    The golem’s head rang out like a gong, yet she barely suffered even fifty points of damage. Rather than reeling or recoiling from the heavy strike, she instead returned the blow with a one-handed swing of her own weapon. The Warrior tried to block the attack with the haft of his hammer, but Fizzy’s wrench snapped the steel handle in half as if it were a twig. The business end of her oversized tool buried itself into his side, causing him to keel over and blackout briefly from the pain. She then swung the improvised weapon once more and flung it at the Pyromancer’s head. The dwarf just barely managed to avoid the hunk of enchanted steel hurtling towards his face by flinging himself to the side. 
 
    He was just about to get up from his precarious position when he felt a sharp, stabbing pain in his shoulder. Fizzy had run up to him while he was dodging her attack and skewered him with the broken handle of his friend’s weapon. She then stepped on his back, pinning him under her massive weight. She withdrew the jagged metal rod then used it to repeatedly stab into his fleshy bits. Her unflinching, toothy smile grew wider as his blood gushed all over her. There was no technique, accuracy or finesse to this act. Her movements were repetitive and forceful, like a Miner trying to make a stubborn stone yield beneath their pick. 
 
    And then Fizzy did something that no merciful being would ever consider. 
 
    “Holy Light!” 
 
    She used her divine magic to heal his wounds. And then continued stabbing him. She kept alternating between healing and violence, keeping him on the edge of death for what felt like hours, but was actually closer to a few minutes. The other three dwarves had more or less regained their footing, but the horrifying sight of their comrade kicking, screaming and literally begging to die had made them freeze with fear. 
 
    The elven officials that condemned them knew full well that this fight would not be anything even remotely close to fair. The only reason they agreed to this trial-by-combat was because they were certain it would turn into a drawn-out public execution rather than a quick beheading. Justice would still be served, but the bloody spectacle would no doubt greatly appease the citizens of the Stone District who had suffered most from this particular cartel. The golem herself was more than happy to comply with their wishes, making this a win-win-win for those involved. 
 
    Well, aside from the prisoners themselves, but society had already deemed them deserving of whatever fate the psychotic Paladin had in store for them. 
 
    By the time the Pyromancer finally passed away, Fizzy was covered head-to-toe in his blood. Both the audience and her opponents watched in silent shock as she stood up from the corpse and looked over the remaining survivors. She held a hand in the direction of her fallen wrench and activated her Magnetize Skill. The heavy steel tool vibrated, then leapt into the air and landed in her waiting, open palm. She pointed the weapon towards one of the dwarves at random. 
 
    “Eeny…” 
 
    Then to the next. 
 
    “Meeny…” 
 
    Then to the third. 
 
    “Miney…” 
 
    Back to the first. 
 
    “Die.” 
 
    It took her less than ten minutes to finish administering justice on behalf of the city’s authority. The three dwarves put up a desperate struggle, but they had no chance. The only reason they lasted as long as they did was because Fizzy was having fun playing with the hapless meatbags and gloating over their mangled bodies. When the last criminal died by having his body pummeled into goop, she raised her blood-and-brains-soaked weapon above her head and showed the most disturbing grin yet. 
 
    And then, of all things, she started singing. 
 
    “Oh, do you know the muffin man, the muffin man, the muffin man? Do you know the muffin man that lives inside my head?” 
 
    It was an upbeat, cheerful tune that seemed to well up from her very soul and was completely out of place. She swayed her entire upper body back in forth in rhythm with her words. And, much to the surprise of the entire stupefied Ranger class, a large portion of the crowd, including Lola, sang back to her with an equally cheery tone. 
 
    “Oh, yes we know the muffin man, the muffin man, the muffin man! Now we know the muffin man that lives inside your head!” 
 
    The golem repeated her first verse, while the crowd once again replied with the second. The odd exchange repeated itself a third and final time, by which point even those who had no idea what was going on ended up singing along. It was as if everybody forgot there were a number of bloodied and mangled corpses strewn around her. The bizarre spectacle finished with a round of applause, and Fizzy’s manic smile was replaced with a much calmer, sweeter one. 
 
    “Stay safe out there!” 
 
    She shouted her goodbyes while walking off the ‘stage’ and waving back at the still-cheering audience. The announcer came out afterwards, stating there would be a brief intermission while they cleaned up and fixed the arena. 
 
    “What… just happened?” Lia asked in disbelief. 
 
    “Oh, she always sings that song after a fight,” explained Lola. 
 
    “But… why?” 
 
    “Dunno. It’s good fun, though. Helps calm down the troubled heart.” 
 
    “Now that you mention it, I do feel a lot less on edge. Huh? Keira, you okay?” 
 
    The catgirl, who had been staring wide-eyed and open-mouthed at the spectacle, wiped the drool from the corner of her mouth. She regained a bit of composure and gave her green-haired friend a weak smile and an embarrassed laugh. 
 
    “Hahaha, sorry, I got a bit too into it. I mean, I could really go for a muffin right now.” 
 
    “Yeah, me too, actually,” Lia said with a chuckle as Lola nodded in agreement. 
 
    “I hope you people were watching carefully!” Faehorn shouted, his voice was clearly audible over the riled-up crowd. “Because you’ll be sparring against her later this afternoon!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Part Eight 
 
    Fizzy followed after Boxxy while fidgeting slightly. It was the first time in four days since they’d met face to face, so she was a bit nervous. The spider-chest was currently leading her towards the newly created Dryad’s Domain hidden within a certain hylt tree. However, it still lacked a good entry point, so they had to make their way there through the sewer. Xera and Kora had already mapped out the route so it wasn’t like they would get lost, but it was still a long trip. 
 
    “Di-did I do good, Boxxy?” the golem finally asked the question that had been on her mind. 
 
    “Yeah, you did okay.” 
 
    “I’m glad. I didn’t get a chance to tell you in advance, so I was a bit unprepared.” 
 
    The offer to assist a bunch of guilds with their training exercises for a day was a bit sudden, but she accepted it, because her orders were to make nice with the locals. The extra paycheck was good to have as well. The real issue is that she failed to realize that one of the guilds would be the Hidden Arrow, the one Boxxy was attending, until it was too late to let it know. 
 
    “I just… I wasn’t sure how you’d react so-” 
 
    “I said it was okay,” the shapeshifter insisted. “You didn’t treat me any differently, so they don’t seem to suspect a thing. It was a stupid exercise anyway.” 
 
    It was a total farce in Boxxy’s opinion, although Faehorn seemed rather pleased with himself at the results. The ‘spar’ that the old elf had told them about turned into nothing but a glorified game of tag, whereby the unarmed golem had to chase down and capture her opponent. All of them were caught within a minute, regardless of how they tried to run or jump around the Consortium’s training grounds. The bow-wielding Ranger students also found themselves completely unable to hit the small target that rapidly changed direction and could close the distance between them in an instant. Even if one of them managed to get a lucky shot in, the arrow would just bounce harmlessly off her skin. 
 
    Her lustrous, flawless, sparkling mithril skin. 
 
    “So shiny…” the monster mumbled, causing Fizzy to squirm a little in delight.  
 
    She knew that Boxxy was actively probing her insides, marveling at the tough-yet-light metal called ‘white gold.’ Having the attention of thousands of people felt good, great even. However, that couldn’t compare to being laid bare to the extreme before her Hero. It was a sensation that felt positively divine. 
 
    “Y-your acting was way too good though,” she said after a few more minutes of trudging through sewer tunnels. “I wouldn’t have realized which one of those meatbags was you, if you hadn’t told me in advance. Even then, I almost couldn’t believe it. It was downright freaky.” 
 
    “I’ll take it as a compliment,” Boxxy responded in high spirits. “My performance still needs work, though.” 
 
    The monster had practiced intensively with Snack during its weeklong trip from the Republic’s southern border to its capital. As both a doppelganger and a mimic, it learned best through imitating the actions of others, so it had the succubus take on various forms and guises as she interacted with various people. This allowed Boxxy to rapidly pick up what sort of behavior and mannerisms were and weren’t accepted in a civilized society. The problem is its knowledge essentially boiled down to a set of rules that could be summed up as ‘when that happens, to this.’ It struggled to improvise, and as such came off as awkward and weird when confronted with an unfamiliar social scenario. Those experiences also helped it realize the most important thing when trying to convince the enlightened that it not, in fact, a monster that would eat them whole in a heartbeat. 
 
    People, as Boxxy learned, were inherently flawed. They had concerns and worries, things they liked and disliked, motivations that drove them to seek specific goals and fears that made them act in illogical and irrational ways. A real person would be able to do certain things naturally, but would perform poorly at others for seemingly no reason other than ‘they just weren’t good at it.’ They would then shrug and move on with their lives rather than trying to correct what they perceived as an immutable flaw. They also had strong opinions on certain topics, which were not always formed based on facts or logic. Opinions that they would remain firmly rooted in even after they had been shown objective and undeniable proof that their beliefs were quite false. 
 
    These were, for the most part, foreign concepts to a thoroughly inhuman and instinct-driven monster like Boxxy. A genuine enlightened personality, as it turned out, was a complex mesh of such quirks and oddities, both ‘good’ and ‘bad.’ This meant that whatever public persona the monster chose would invariably appeal to a certain type of people, but infuriate and annoy others. The shapeshifter had unwittingly stumbled onto one of the biggest hurdles that plagued every artist and performer—it was impossible to please everyone. 
 
    The often-overlooked flip side was that it was impossible for any person to feel completely happy every second of every day. Anyone who suggested or advocated otherwise was either dishonest or not right in the head. This notion was something Boxxy easily agreed with. Its main problem with this nugget of wisdom was that it was born without a face. It was a complex body part with a ridiculous number of muscles and nerves that could be arranged in countless expressions that differed in subtle, yet perceivable ways. 
 
    Hence why much of Xera’s acting classes had been focused on the face in particular. Her master had been embarrassingly terrible at keeping its true intentions and emotions from floating onto whatever face it wore. Ranking Up into a doppelganger helped tremendously in that regard, though dozens of hours were still devoted to explaining which expressions were appropriate to which situations. It was almost a science in and of itself, and something Boxxy still struggled with. Thankfully, the appearance it had chosen for its public persona was an attractive and non-threatening one. This, combined with its rather substantial Charisma (CHR) Attribute, made its stiff and awkward moments seem endearing rather than creepy. 
 
    None of that was relevant down here in the sewer, which was why it walked around in the spider-chest form it was most comfortable with. 
 
    “Uh… Are you sure we’re headed the right way?” Fizzy asked while following Boxxy through the old sewers. “I’m pretty sure we made six consecutive right turns just now.” 
 
    “The ground is actually slanted at a barely noticeable angle,” the shapeshifter casually revealed. “You probably don’t feel it, but we’ve been going up a spiral for a while.” 
 
    The shapeshifter felt rather proud of itself for delegating the task of mapping out these labyrinthine passageways to its familiars. There were a million other things it would rather do than skulk around these tunnels for days on end. This wasn’t because they were damp, dark, and claustrophobic. It actually liked those parts. However, there was nothing to be found down there that could be considered shiny or tasty, literally or metaphorically. 
 
    “I hope you don’t expect me to take the same route every time,” the golem grumbled. “I don’t even want to think what that brown stuff we’re walking on is.” 
 
    Though personal hygiene was hardly a worry for her, it would not befit her glorious frame to be sullied with such filth. She was also glad to be spared the disgusting sensations and odors that normally accompanied a trek through the sewers. 
 
    “It’s just temporary,” Boxxy explained. “I’ll figure out another entrance eventually, but until then you need to memorize this path so you can come and go freely.” 
 
    This was also the reason why it hadn’t thrown Fizzy into its Storage and transported both of them into the newly established dungeon with the Transfamiliar Spell. 
 
    “Yeah, okay, good plan,” the construct agreed. “Is- Is it much farther, though?” 
 
    “No, we’re practically here.” 
 
    A half minute and a few turned corners later, and the shapeshifting box brought Fizzy before the giant, half-eaten tree root that Xera and Kora had found the night before. 
 
    “Oh, is that it?” the golem exclaimed. 
 
    “That’s it. I’ll go in first, you climb in after me.” 
 
    Boxxy and its devout follower went into the tree root and started clambering up the cramped tunnel. It took them another few minutes, but they eventually made it out of the timber tunnel and into the former termite nest. 
 
    [You have entered the Dryad’s Domain.]
[An intruder has entered your dungeon.] 
 
    “… Oh, right.” 
 
    Boxxy only just now realized that, although its familiars were considered extensions of itself, Fizzy wasn’t. She was a completely separate entity, and was not welcomed into the dungeon with open arms. This meant that the newly appointed dungeon master would probably not like her presence here. 
 
    “Who dares?!” 
 
    And indeed, the dryad in question practically leapt out of the nearby bark-covered wall, her face twisted with anger as if she were ready to strangle someone. She then saw Boxxy, which made her expression soften considerably. 
 
    “Milord,” she greeted it with a deep bow. “‘Tis good to see thou art in good health.” 
 
    “Hey, Ambrosia,” it replied. “I see the dungeon is growing steadily.” 
 
    “‘Tis so, milord. It hath almost completely encompassed this hollow crevice within mine body. Both the Surveillance Net and thy servants have been extremely effective in finding and culling the vile vermin that have inhabited mine bark for millennia. ‘Tis a most refreshing thing.” 
 
    “Glad to be of help.” 
 
    The former mimic had more or less known about her exploits since it had been tracking things remotely through both its familiars and the Surveillance Net. It had also managed to acquire the Butcher of Termites Perk in the meantime, meaning its familiars had slain over five thousand of the things since yesterday. Its Warlock Job Levels had barely progressed though. Not only were these opponents far too weak, but killing them by proxy while it was far away meant that whatever little XP it had gotten was greatly diminished. Thinking back on the big boom at Monotal, it probably would have gotten a lot more Levels if it was closer to the explosion. Then again, there was a good chance it wouldn’t have survived the event if it had done that. All in all, it thought it had handled that situation in the best way possible. 
 
    “Milord, forgive mine manners, but what is this accursed being thou had brought into the Dryad’s Domain?” 
 
    The dryad pointed rudely at the gnome-shaped golem, clearly disapproving of her being here. 
 
    “I’m with Boxxy. Got a problem with that?” Fizzy shot back with equal hostility. 
 
    “Thou art tainted with foul magic, and do not belong in this sacred place.” 
 
    It would seem the dryad was able to sense the curse permeating through the golem’s body. It wasn’t just the shut-in tree lady that took offense to Fizzy’s condition. Her circumstances had naturally caused quite a stir among the adventurer community, as it was an extremely curious and exceptional case. The golem herself was actually a bit worried that people who didn’t know how to mind their business would forcefully try to dispel the curse from her. However, she later found out that the curse was so deeply ingrained within her body, that it would be impossible to remove it through conventional means. Her transformation had also been quite permanent and irreversible. Not even separating her cursed gauntlet from the rest of her would not to return her to the flesh she so willingly and eagerly threw away. 
 
    This was good news for the former gnome. Because while she liked her steel body, she absolutely loved her new-and-improved mithril self. The Rank Up had finished attuning her enlightened mind to her monstrous body, and in doing so allowed her to gain full control of her instincts and urges. In essence, this meant she no longer involuntarily stripped. She still took off her clothes in public sometimes, but that was a result of her own conscious decision, rather than some strange reflex. This change also meant she became considerably more aggressive, especially towards people who looked down on her. 
 
    “We’ll see how sacred it is when I whittle it down to a stick and shove it up your ass!” 
 
    “Thou shalt regret-” 
 
    “That’s enough!” 
 
    Boxxy’s commanding, ear-piercing shout caused both monsters to immediately cease their petty squabble. It made it blatantly clear to both women that it would not tolerate this sort of pointless squabbling. 
 
    “Fizzy, you’re technically an intruder here, so don’t antagonize my dungeon master.” 
 
    “Yes, Boxxy. Sorry, Boxxy.” 
 
    “And Ambrosia, this is Fizzy. She is one of my servants, so you will treat and address her with the same respect you show me. Are we clear?” 
 
    “Yes, milord. This one apologizes for her rude words. Milady, Fizzy.” 
 
    The dryad gave a deep and respectful bow, as if her snide attitude were a fleeting dream. 
 
    “Doth milord and milady have any other use of me?” 
 
    “Not right now.” 
 
    “Uhm… No, I’m good…” 
 
    “Then I shall return to attending to milord’s other servants.” 
 
    The plant-lady disappeared into the ground with another polite bow. 
 
    “Wow!” exclaimed Fizzy. “So, this is what a core does to people, huh?” 
 
    “Pretty much,” Boxxy confirmed nonchalantly. 
 
    A dungeon core did not control the mind of monsters bound to its service, not really. What it did was twist their instincts and perceptions so that those creatures would revere the dungeon itself to the point of fanaticism. as the dungeon owner, Boxxy would therefore be considered an absolute and infallible being whose words and wishes were treated as law by those in the core’s service. Conversely, any ‘outsiders’ would be treated as unforgivable enemies. The shapeshifting chest had experienced this enthrallment firsthand, so it knew just how potent it was. 
 
    That said, it was rather surprising just how quickly this ancient-yet-naive dryad became ensnared by it. She almost instantly recognized Boxxy as the supreme authority within her own body and never questioned a single thing that it or its familiars did. This was good, because the doppelganger honestly couldn’t trust her, nor did it want to be on hostile terms with her. Although the dungeon core’s Basic Appraisal of the dryad was unable to discern her Skills and Attributes, what it did reveal still told a rather terrifying story. 
 
    According to the Job List on her Status, Ambrosia was a Level 50 Primordial Spirit, Level 50 Plant Spirit, Level 100 Dryad and Level 100 Hamadryad. Over thirty thousand years old and with a staggering total Level of 300, she had clearly reached the zenith of her evolutionary path. Most terrifying of all was her literally infinite HP. Her womanly body was not only ageless, but outright indestructible so long as her tree was in good health and she remained in close proximity to it. And yet, despite all that, she was strangely powerless in the face of some termites. It would seem even Ambrosia, a being that could rightfully be called a demigod, had some things she could not deal with. A harsh truth that applied to all things, probably even the actual Gods themselves. 
 
    As for Boxxy, its biggest concern at the moment was to check on the dungeon. 
 
    “Dungeon Management.” 
 
    [Dungeon Management]
[Core ID # PT-5484-BM]
Active (Dryad’s Domain)
Owned by Boxxy T. Morningwood
Managed by Ambrosia
96% Integrity
20,000/20,000 MP (+0/sec) 
 
    [Basic Functions]
Dungeon Expansion – Active
Item Allocation – Disabled
Mana Collection – Active
Monster Spawner – Disabled
Surveillance Net – Active 
 
    [Advanced Features]
Guardian Assignment – Ready
Nexus Access – Ready
Prison Management – Ready
Terrain Sculpting – Ready
Trap Construction – Ready 
 
    Not much had changed since yesterday, other than the Integrity had improved a little and the Mana Collection had auto-regulated itself to prevent the core from overloading. The dungeon’s ever-expanding sphere of influence had at one point allowed the core to absorb nearly 120 MP per second from the surrounding area. Although that seemed a lot, it really wasn’t in relation to how much upkeep the various modules and functions required. 
 
    Regulating the Monster Spawner, for example, would demand a minimum of 30 MP per second in order to perform its function to the fullest. It wasn’t needed at that time, though. Nor was it likely to be needed in the future. After all, the only monsters that could appear within this tree’s inner environment were weak, low-Level fodder at best. Things like goblins, trolls, kobolds, gnolls, spiders, serpents, slimes, and so on. Having a dryad as a dungeon master also allowed the creation of some more advanced monster types, such as select species of sentient plants and giant insects. The problem was that none of these were shiny, tasty, or even remotely useful.  
 
    Long story short, the Monster Spawner was far too costly for how little benefit it offered Boxxy. The Surveillance Net wasn’t necessarily all that useful either, but at least it had a had an almost insignificant upkeep. The Dungeon Expansion and Mana Collection functions, on the other hand, were quite vital to the dungeon’s operations. Their menus were mainly used for regulating them, rather than turning them off or on. 
 
    However, it was the dungeon’s Advanced Features that were the most taxing ones. For instance, Terrain Sculpting and Nexus Access could, in theory, completely drain the core’s MP reserves in a matter of seconds. Each trap, guardian or prisoner being cared for by the core’s other Advanced Features would demand a sizeable upkeep of their own. That was why Boxxy had to make sure this didn’t strain this place too hard. Not because it was worried about draining the place, but because it was wary of infuriating the ‘landlady.’ 
 
    Even if the brainwashing on Ambrosia appeared to be working as intended, it didn’t want to push its luck and deprive her of too much sustenance. A monster driven to starvation would definitely try to break free from its dungeon, as not even the core could completely suppress its survival instincts. It was precisely what led to Boxxy breaking free of its own birthplace, after all. The shapeshifter therefore decided its dungeon would only take as much as was necessary, lest the dryad suddenly decide her new ‘residents’ were actually parasites. 
 
    And there were certain things that Boxxy planned to do with this dungeon, starting with providing Fizzy with both a place to stay and a way for her to move around. 
 
    “Terrain Sculpting!” it chanted. 
 
    Countless bright blue lines suddenly appeared on the wooden surface of the surrounding cavern, almost as if someone had covered the walls and floor with a net of light. It was something only the one actively using the Terrain Sculpting tool could see, so golem’s only reaction was a mildly puzzled look at Boxxy. The shapeshifter ignored her and walked over to a good-looking spot in the ground and made a gesture with a tentacle, as if lifting something off the ground. Part of the intangible wire mesh suddenly jumped in response, which was PASSIVE followed by creaking and rumbling sounds as the wooden surface twisted itself to conform to the new shape. It took only a second to form a gigantic pillar of wood that was over 15 meters tall. 
 
    “Whoa! That’s pretty cool!” Fizzy exclaimed as she watched the bark twist and deform. 
 
    Boxxy turned its attention towards the shiny paladin and realized that the mesh of illusory lines was tinged red rather than blue. It would appear that the dungeon core was unwilling to perform terrain changes if there was an intruder within ten meters, probably as some sort of failsafe mechanism. That crystal ball had a lot of those to make sure that the one using it didn’t accidentally cause a calamity. In fact, it seemed practically impossible for the ex-mimic to overload the core with mana even if it wanted to. The God of Causality must have had some deeper understanding of this enigmatic mechanism to be able to bypass all those safety measures. 
 
    “Fizzy, stand back,” it ordered, “I have to build a thing.” 
 
    “Y-yes, Boxxy. Whatever you say, Boxxy!” 
 
    The offending golem walked further away, allowing Boxxy to finish. It extended the wooden pillar further upward, steadily draining away thousands of the core’s MP reserves. The Mana Collection automatically kicked into high gear and began replenishing them at a rate of 135.6 MP per second. Branch-like platforms grew out of the impossibly tall wooden pillar, attaching it to the surrounding caves, plateaus and walls. These would serve to keep it from collapsing under its own weight, and to provide access to those parts of the dungeon. The massive wooden pole was then steadily turned into a grand circular staircase. Boxxy and Fizzy started climbing it as the monster made adjustments as it saw fit. 
 
    [Ambrosia: Milord! What art thou doing down there?!] 
 
    A message from the dryad suddenly popped into the shapeshifter’s consciousness. This was a communication function of the Surveillance Net that allowed notable individuals within the dungeon to exchange messages in the form of text. It wasn’t quite as convenient as the telepathic link between a Warlock and their familiar, but it was very useful nonetheless. It seemed to consume a negligible amount of MP and, as far Boxxy could tell, had infinite range. The monster briefly wondered why the dryad used this instead of showing up in person, but it didn’t really matter much. 
 
    [Boxxy: I’m just making your insides a bit more accessible. Is it unpleasant?]
[Ambrosia: Nay, though it doth tickle verily!]
[Boxxy: I’ll be done soon, so please bear with it.]
[Ambrosia: Understood, milord.] 
 
    Boxxy kept climbing the ever-growing staircase until it reached the platform where the dungeon core was. It was a long one-hundred-and-twenty-meter climb, although neither Boxxy nor Fizzy were tired in the slightest by the time they reached the top. A monster’s endurance really was on a different level, though the golem still grumbled about climbing stairs. Even if painfully long staircases didn’t exhaust her as they once did, it was still a huge waste of time. She was going to suggest some kind of elevator, but her thoughts got derailed when she noticed the reactivated dungeon core dangling in the air. 
 
    “Oh, so this is where you put the core,” she remarked curiously. “Gotta say, it’s a lot brighter than I was expecting.” 
 
    The yellow crystal ball bathed the surroundings in a bright light, almost as if it were a miniature sun. She had spotted the glow from the base of the impossibly tall chamber since it was the only source of light, but seeing it up close was really something else. It was also a very welcome sight. Fizzy’s eyes were incapable of piercing darkness, so she had to rely on a lantern to find her way through those sewers. If she was going to spend considerable time in here, having this miniature sun on hand would be most welcome. 
 
    Boxxy was an even bigger fan of it. Not only did the dungeon core shine its favorite color, but it also made Fizzy’s mithril frame practically dazzle and sparkle. It wanted to lick and touch her all over, wrap itself around her and keep her to itself for all eternity. Well, it would get plenty of chance to worship her shininess in the future, so it withheld itself and turned its attention to the scene developing directly underneath the dungeon core. 
 
    Although Kora and Xera were busy performing lewd acts as expected, it would appear they had mixed things up for once. The succubus was currently suspended in mid-air, with numerous thorny vines wrapped tight around her arms and legs. They gagged her mouth, preventing her throaty moans of pleasure from escaping her lips as the barbed tendrils ripped and tore through her flesh. It was a blatant and shameless recreation of Boxxy’s ‘shapeshifting practice’ from awhile back, and Xera was enjoying every moment of it. Kora, on the other hand, had taken a far more direct approach and was sitting off to the side, with her legs spread wide and all four of her hands forcing Ambrosia’s face into her crotch. 
 
    “What are those two idiots doing?!” Fizzy practically screamed. 
 
    “That’s what I would like to know,” Boxxy echoed. 
 
    That said, the shapeshifter had a pretty good idea as to what was going on. Since its familiars were extensions of its magic power, the dungeon core recognized them as co-owners, of a sort. This allowed them access to all of the core’s functions, although Boxxy had forbidden them from doing so without permission. It also meant that the dungeon master—in this case Ambrosia—would willingly and eagerly obey any order they gave. In this case, it was quite clear they had told the dryad to ‘attend’ to their ‘needs.’ 
 
    “Oh! Hey, squirt! Hey, boss!” Kora waved in between thrusts. “I’m just breaking in the new girl’s throat!” 
 
    “Yeah! I can see that! But why?!” the golem shouted. 
 
    “Well, she doesn’t have anything between her legs, so I can’t do much else. She’s surprisingly good at it though, so I can’t really complain. Swallows like a champ, too!” 
 
    “Ugh, forget I asked,” Fizzy scowled. “You meatbags are still as repulsive as ever.” 
 
    The golem didn’t really care for the lewd acts, mostly because they reminded her of unpleasant memories she was trying desperately to bury under a mountain of blood and praise. Boxxy, on the other hand, was largely indifferent since its sex drive was as non-existent as ever. Although it did learn to find some pleasure in the act recently, eating tasty things or playing with shiny things were far more enjoyable. 
 
    Still, Boxxy disliked what it was seeing because of what it considered to be two very good reasons. The first was that it was unlikely for a ‘non-breeder’ like Ambrosia to appreciate the demeaning manner in which Arms was treating her, and would most likely not have agreed if not for the core’s influence. It still wasn’t clear how firm the dungeon’s hold on the dryad’s mind was, so this ran the risk of triggering some sort of rebellious thoughts that Boxxy really did not want to deal with. Snack’s antics were arguably more acceptable since she put Ambrosia in the dominant position, but the shapeshifter didn’t want to take any chances. 
 
    The second and more infuriating reason it saw this debauchery as a bad idea was that its familiars had acted behind its back, without its knowledge or consent, and it really didn’t like that. Arms and Snack were therefore ordered to stop what they were doing and use their authority within the dungeon to set up an Artificer’s workshop for Fizzy. The golem would direct them what tools, devices, machinery and equipment she’d need, and the demons would conjure the necessary items through the dungeon core. Materials would still need to be brought in from the outside though, as objects conjured through magic would disappear after a time and were unsuitable for training Jobs and Skills to the next Level. 
 
    While the others were doing that, Boxxy took a moment to call in for a consultation. 
 
    1-800-7355-9687-7685 
 
    *Ring-ring… Ring-ring* 
 
    *Click* 
 
    “Hello. You have reached Demons ‘R’ Us,” a familiar voice was heard. “What can I do for you today, Boxxy?” 
 
    “Hey, Carl. I have a question about my contracts, and how they interact with dungeon cores.” 
 
    “Alright, let’s hear it.” 
 
    “So, I’ve gained control of a dungeon as its owner, but I don’t like those two idiots having the same privileges as me. Can I somehow limit their access to its functions?” 
 
    “You can always order them not to.” 
 
    “Well, yes, but I have to do that every time I resummon them. I want to permanently limit their authority.” 
 
    “Sorry, buddy, no can do. The only way that would work was if you contracted them through the dungeon core. But, since you did that with your Warlock Job, that pact is the only one they will respect.” 
 
    “Yeah, thought so. Figured I’d check anyway, you know?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, no harm in that. What was it you liked to say? Asking is free?” 
 
    Carl’s smirk was practically audible from the other end of the line. 
 
    “Hold on though, you can contract demons through dungeon cores?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah? Isn’t that included in your Demonology Skill?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Huh. Must need a higher Level… Anyway, there’s no problem with me telling you, since you do own a dungeon core. But, yeah, you can contract demons through that. There’s actually three ways of doing that. The first is through the Monster Spawner menu.” 
 
    Boxxy curiously inspected the Dungeon Management screen in its head. The Monster Spawner had so many unappetizing options that it had neglected to notice that it could enlist demons as common dungeon dwellers. Having those treacherous and unruly beings wander around its lair didn’t seem like a good idea though, so it would pass on this one. 
 
    “The second option is Guardian Assignment,” Carl continued explaining. “You can use that to hire rankers as mid-bosses or end-bosses, and you can more tightly control where they can go, what they can do, and how they behave when intruders show up.” 
 
    Demons could only Rank Up once and only through special and largely mysterious circumstances. Doing so would give them tremendous power that dwarfed that of the common variety. For example, if one were to summon an archfiend and a regular fiend using the same amount of MP and make them fight one another, the archfiend would literally mop the floor with the fiend ten out of ten times. Even then, there was an even wider gap in power and ability between a random archfiend and Overlord Nagnamor himself, even though both were the same species. 
 
    As was to be expected, however, such high-class minions were not available for hire through the summoning contract of a Warlock. 
 
    “Lastly,” Carl declared, “you can have me arrange a special agreement that allows you to appoint ranker demons as dungeon masters.” 
 
    “I see,” Boxxy responded. “I already have that position taken care of, but it’s good to know I have that option. Thanks, Carl.” 
 
    “Hey, no problem, buddy. At least you bothered to ask. You would not believe how many mortals could’ve spared themselves some serious headaches if they just did that.” 
 
    “Then why don’t they?” 
 
    “Because people are idiots.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve been noticing that as well.” 
 
    “Anyway, you got anything else that needs taken care of?” 
 
    “No, that’ll be all. At least until I can afford another familiar contract.” 
 
    That moment was approaching soon, as Boxxy only needed to finish getting its Demonology Skill from Level 7 to Level 8. 
 
    “Alrighty then. Bye for now.” 
 
    *Click* 
 
    Having concluded its interdimensional call, Boxxy turned its attention towards furnishing the dungeon. Fizzy had already set up her tinkering corner, which included a bunch of workstations, four large cupboards for materials and parts, an assortment of tools, as well as a large forge and anvil for smithing purposes. As for the shapeshifter, it turned its attention towards fortifying the place. It placed a bunch of spike and dart traps around the sewer entrance. Those would be enough to take care of any wandering creature or vagrant that stumbled onto this place by chance. They’d also activate whenever Fizzy used the passage, but her mithril hide would have no problems deflecting that level of damage. The dungeon core would maintain and re-arm the traps as needed, so Boxxy didn’t need to give them any special attention beyond the initial setup. 
 
    The doppelganger wanted to build a few more things, but the dungeon core was rapidly running out of MP. Not to mention that the monster was running late and had places to be. It therefore decided to call it quits for the day and return to maintaining its public persona as an apprentice Ranger. The Job itself was more than just a cover, of course, as Boxxy legitimately thought it would be a great asset to its toolkit. Unlike that other Job its Cadaver Absorption picked up a few weeks ago, or the thoroughly useless Divine Attunement Skill it got off a Priest. Well, the former turned out to be a bit convenient in some unexpected ways, while the latter unlocked the advanced Faith (FTH) Attribute, so it did get some minor use out of them. 
 
    The spider-chest leapt over to the edge of the plateau it stood on and clung onto the far wall. It used a combination of Terrain Sculpting and Dungeon Expansion to make a tunnel into the side of the tree that led straight to the outside. The narrow passage opened up into the side of the hylt tree’s trunk, with nothing immediately around it. The city of Azurvale stretched out underneath, dyed a vibrant shade of red by the setting sun. It would appear the monster’s new lair was at a much higher altitude than it had initially imagined. 
 
    After getting its bearings and making sure to memorize this entrance’s position, Boxxy sealed the tunnel behind it, turning it into a very shallow cave that was still technically part of the dungeon. In the future, it would just need to enter this tight space and transport itself into the dungeon proper through Nexus Access. That way, even if this hole-in-the-tree was discovered, nobody could gain entry through it. Realizing that the rectangular hole it made in the side of the tree was clearly unnatural on its own, it decided to camouflage it with a special door courtesy of the Trap Construction module. 
 
    Satisfied that its secret entrance was now complete, it changed its coloration to dark brown, matching the bark behind it, then climbed down the tree. On second thought, it might have to revise this entrance’s location as it felt exposed, but it was probably good enough for the time being. It passed by the tallest branch with people living on it, and kept going down until it reached a lonely, cheap-looking house built into the side of the hylt tree. 
 
    Standing in front of the shack-like home, it actually found itself looking forward to getting some actual rest instead of pretending to sleep while working on its Meditation Skill. It had the effect of passively increasing its automatic MP recovery, so it was well worth the effort. Still, these past few days had been slightly more mentally draining than usual, so it decided to take its bi-weekly dose of sleep a bit earlier than usual. It quickly ducked behind the house and changed into its fabricated persona; the same one it had adopted ever since it first came to Azurvale. Once it was sure its form was complete, it opened its Storage and deftly took out some clothes and chainmail armor, and put it all on immediately. After making itself decent, it walked around the house while equipping a set of three high-grade magic rings it acquired on the way to the capital. 
 
    [Your mass has been reduced by 40%.]
[Your weight has been reduced by 40%.]
[Your resistance to lightning has increased by 15%.] 
 
    Satisfied with the array of plain-looking jewelry on its slender right hand, it started releasing lust-inducing pheromones, put on its ‘game face’ and opened the front door boldly. 
 
    “Honey, I’m home!” it called out in a cheerful, feminine voice. 
 
    “Welcome back, Keira,” Rowana answered with a wide smile.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    [General Information]
Boxxy T. Morningwood
Doppelganger (Juvenile), 5 months old
Member of Hidden Arrow
Level 13.44 Doppelganger
Level 50.00 Mimic (MAX)
Level 5.00 Cat (MAX)
Level 38.35 Warlock
Level 17.21 Artificer
Level 14.61 Ranger
3199/3199 HP (+11.7/sec)
2544/2544 MP (+2.6/sec) 
 
    [Attributes]
STR 384, DEX 420, AGI 434, END 563, INT 494, WIS 363, LCK 186, MNT 288, CHR 166, PER 177, FTH 16 
 
    [Mimic Skills]
Assassination – Lvl 10.00 (MAX)
Storage – Lvl 10.00 (MAX)
Cadaver Absorption – Lvl 8.42
Biomass – Lvl 11.23
Natural Armor – Lvl 10.00 (MAX)
Metal Mimicry – Lvl 9.57
Mend Flesh – Lvl 10.00 (MAX)
Adaptive Defense – Lvl 5.34
[Absorbed Skills]
Acid Spray – Lvl 10.00 (MAX)
Divine Attunement – Lvl 4.10
[Cat Skills]
Feline Agility – Lvl 6.95
[Doppelganger Skills]
Mirror Image – Lvl 5.63
Pheromone Control – Lvl 2.74
[Warlock Skills]
Summon Familiar – 10.00 (MAX)
Power Overwhelming – Lvl 9.13
Demonology – Lvl 7.83
Crystallize Magic – Lvl 8.44
Chant Reduction – Lvl 2.52
Demonic Insight – Lvl 3.79
[Artificer Skills]
Clockwork Expertise – Lvl 5.54
Explosives Handling – Lvl 3.72
Deconstruction – Lvl 3.21
[Ranger Skills]
Tracking – Lvl 2.53
Marksman – Lvl 3.51
[Hero Skills]
Chaotic Disposition – Lvl 1.00 (MAX)
Agent of Chaos – Lvl 1.00 (MAX)
Essence Concealment – Lvl 1.00 (MAX)
[Other Skills]
Shapeshift – Lvl 10.84
Stealth – Lvl 10.00 (MAX)
Lockpick – Lvl 3.55
Sword Mastery – Lvl 7.53
Meditation – Lvl 4.41
Projectile Mastery – Lvl 8.52
Dagger Mastery – Lvl 10.00 (MAX)
Ruin Mastery – Lvl 11.15
Domination Mastery – Lvl 7.51
Shield Mastery – Lvl 7.83
Staff Mastery – Lvl 5.32
Bow Mastery – Lvl 4.74
[Spell and Martial Arts]
Ruin Spells – Shadowbolt, Ebonfire, Frostbite, Dark Explosion, Shadowbind, Singularity, True Darkness, Massive Rejection
Domination Spells – Mass Panic, Delirium, Dark Infusion, Mind Blast
Other Spells – Implosion, Transfamiliar
Marksman Arts – Power Shot, Guided Arrow, Multishot 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Interlude
Good News Travels Slowly, Bad News Has Wings 
 
    A group of three seasoned adventurers were having a little get together at a small pub. They just saw three rather invigorating fights earlier that afternoon, and their blood still boiled excitement, despite being of a rather advanced age. Which, as one might expect, made them rather rowdy. 
 
    “Look! Ah’m tellin’ ye, ye cannae take down a cyclops just by aimin’ fer the eye!” Hilda insisted, slamming her fist into the table. 
 
    “And I’m telling you, that teaching your students to ‘go for the dick’ will just get them flattened under its feet!” Faehorn argued. 
 
    The dwarf warrior and the elven archer always seemed to find something to argue about. The topic of tonight’s heated discussion was what constituted ‘proper takedown procedures’ for a cyclops. The monster in question was a six-meter-tall, one-eyed mountain of muscle that would easily stomp any adventurer under Level 60 or so. Lichter, the seasoned Paladin trainer and the other elf in the group besides Faehorn, just watched and listened to the debate with a knowing smile on his face. 
 
    The three of them had been working together for many years, and this sort of bickering was nothing new. The loud and muscular dwarf woman had been the party’s front-liner and preferred a direct ‘mace-to-face’ approach. The pointy-eared Ranger, on the other hand, insisted that discretion was the better part of valor and preferred more careful tactics. Lichter had acted as the group’s magical support and de-facto leader, meaning it was often his responsibility to put a stop to their quarreling and decide on a course of action. Once that had been settled, Hilda and Faehorn would put aside their differences and work together without question. At least until the next time they butted heads over their conflicting views and opinions. 
 
    That was all in the past, though. The three aging veterans had collectively decided to retire from active adventuring more than a decade ago, and acted as teachers and mentors ever since. It was a far less stressful line of work, to say the least. However, Hilda and Faehorn’s habit of having heated arguments with one another had not died down in the slightest, despite the fact that they all had much more peaceful lives at this point. 
 
    “As if! Ye just need to slice his cock off and he’ll be down fer the count!” 
 
    Well, relatively peaceful. 
 
    “Hilda,” Lichter said calmly. 
 
    “Wot?!” she snapped back at him. 
 
    “Please refrain from screaming about slicing cocks at the top of your lungs.” 
 
    “Huh?! Oh. Right.” 
 
    The dwarf had just realized they were in a public space, and that the other patrons were throwing curious glances their way. She gave the onlookers a curt, “Sorry ‘bout that,” before turning her attention back to the drink in her mug. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    “Honestly,” Paladin sighed, “I wish you’d consider your position already. How is that the behavior of a stonekin?” 
 
    “I am a stonekin, so anythin’ I do is the behavior of a stonekin,” the dwarf argued indignantly. “Besides, it’s not like ye’re one to act all angel-y all the time yerself.” 
 
    Though not immediately apparent, Hilda, Faehorn and Lichter were among the small number of enlightened that had reached Level 100 in a Job. This not only gave each of them powerful and unique Ultimate Skills, but also allowed them to Rank Up into a slightly higher state of being. Hilda, for instance, became a stonekin dwarf, while Faehorn was now a high elf. This had not only tremendously increased their innate strength, speed and endurance, but had also rejuvenated their bodies and nearly doubled their lifespans. Not to mention the special racial Skills that accompanied the transition. 
 
    In short, though achieving a Rank Up as an enlightened being was significantly more difficult than as a monster, it was also far more impactful. Unlike monsters, the people of Terrania couldn’t choose what they would Rank Up into. Dwarves always became stonekin and elves always turned into high elves. Unless one happened to be like Lichter and earned their Rank Up through a Level 100 religious Job, such as Monk, Priest, or, in this man’s case, Paladin. 
 
    Such enlightened would eschew their normal evolution to instead become angels, quasi-divine beings said to have been granted a tiny fragment of their chosen deity’s power. This manifested itself in a few ways, but the most obvious one was the Divine Flight Skill. This ability allowed its user to manifest a pair of gigantic, phantasmal, bird-like wings from their backs at will. These phantasmal limbs could be used to soar majestically and effortlessly through the air, though they constantly drained the angel’s MP while active. This was in exchange for whatever racial Skill one would normally obtain from their advanced race. 
 
    However, even though angels were granted extended lifespans and heightened physical abilities of other enlightened rankers, they were still very much mortal and susceptible to dying of old age. It wouldn’t be until they somehow managed to Rank Up a second time and become archangels that they would obtain eternal youth, though they could still be slain in combat. This applied to all enlightened, not just those with religious inclinations. The third and final Rank Up was speculated to grant one true immortality, but those details were nothing more than the realm of legends, myths, rumors, and speculation. 
 
    That idea seemed glorious and tempting at first glance, but few comprehended just how much violence, bloodshed, and loss one had to endure to reach such a summit. Hilda, Lichter, and Faehorn were all too familiar with the sacrifices required to reach their current state of being. Each of them had suffered more than a few mentally and emotionally scarring events over their long and storied careers. These were the type of horrors that chipped away at one’s soul until the only thing left of them was an empty, unfeeling husk. Assuming they survived, of course. 
 
    This weariness had been the main reason why these three had hung up their adventuring backpacks in favor of teaching. Passing on their mountains of accumulated experience to future generations and seeing promising youngsters grow into capable adventurers had been, in essence, a form of therapy. It ‘recharged’ them, allowed them to keep in touch with where they came from and reminded them of why they did the things they did. 
 
    That said, this was all a temporary arrangement. Like any true adventurers, Hilda, Faehorn and Lichter were determined to grow even stronger and aim for that elusive second Rank Up. In order to do that, they had to find and kill creatures that were still worth XP to their secondary combat Jobs. The opportunity to do so would arrive within a few short years, and the three of them were already planning and preparing to challenge it, fully aware that this adventure was likely to be their last. 
 
    But that was still a long ways away. For the moment, they were perfectly content to enjoy each other’s company for as long as these peaceful and laid-back times lasted. 
 
    “… Think the Empire’s gonna be comin’ fer us?” Hilda asked with a grim look.  
 
    Although a dwarf, she genuinely considered Azurvale and the Republic to be her home. The students and ‘those two pansies’ she shared a drink with were her family. If push came to shove, she’d defend them all without a second thought, regardless of who the enemy was. 
 
    “It’s practically guaranteed,” Faehorn answered with a sigh. “A friend in the military had been analyzing the probability of a war with the Empire and how well we’d fare in it. She’s not supposed to talk about it, but she gave me some rather sound advice on the matter.” 
 
    “Oh?” Lichter leaned in curiously. “Let’s hear it, then.” 
 
    “She said to stock up on lubricant and burn medicine,” Faehorn grinned wryly, “because we’re about to get F’d up the A without the sweet talk.” 
 
    Hilda gave a hearty laugh while the Paladin covered his face with his palms. 
 
    “Seriously though,” the Ranger continued, “it’s been a long time coming. Those humans will always be like that. I mean, we all know Jennifer, right?” 
 
    He was referring to the human Monk that had been a part of their troupe in their glory days, several decades ago. They had to eventually part ways with her years back due to how ruthless and merciless she was. She also lacked anything resembling a code of honor, making it a wonder she managed to remain a Disciple of War without being disowned by her patron deity. 
 
    “Knew Jennifer,” Lichter corrected him. “I heard that problem child’s bad attitude earned her the ire of some bad people and she got herself executed.” 
 
    “Ah… That’s a shame,” Hilda lamented. “I liked her, she was funny.” 
 
    “Yeah, you muscle-heads were always on the same wavelength,” Faehorn glared at her. “I mean, violence was the only thing you agreed on, but then again that was, and still is, your answer to everything.” 
 
    “Now see, I know yer tryin’ to insult me, Shoestrap, but I ain’t gonna fall fer it, not when I’ve had a few drinks in me.” 
 
    “Still, her skill in combat was quite promising,” the Paladin tried to change the topic. “Compared to her, my students are a little… lacking. You saw them yourself, right?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Lichter, I think that guy with the buzz cut and the scar on his cheek was quite good. He actually recognized that ‘Juggernaut’ as the superior fighter and was far more cautious than the others.” 
 
    “Hah! Still got his ass handed to him,” the dwarf pointed out with a chuckle. “My lot fared no better though.” 
 
    It wasn’t just the Ranger and Rogue students that sparred against the so-called Rustblood Juggernaut earlier that day. The Warriors, Berserkers, Paladins and Monks had also had a go at her, though unsurprisingly, none had come close to even scratching her. Still, it meant the trio were able to see all of their respective pupils in action, which was more or less the point of the whole affair. 
 
    “There’s sumfin’ about the way she moves,” she continued. “I swear she could see the blows comin’ before they even took a swing at her.” 
 
    “You still gave her a good few dents, though,” Lichter smirked. 
 
    “Well, yeh. Don’t matter who or what it belongs to, all armor is naturally weak in certain places. Golems ain’t no different ye know! What sorta teacher would I be if I didn’t show my lot how to fight a well-armored target like that?” 
 
    She gave an accusing glare at Faehorn, who returned it with a sharp stare of his own. 
 
    “Any Ranger that tries to fight that thing head on is already a failure in my book.” 
 
    “Bullshit! Ye could take her easy!” 
 
    “I’m not so sure about that. I mean I could definitely do it if she were an ordinary steel or iron golem, but a mithril one? And a Paladin to boot? I’m not saying I can’t beat her if push came to shove, but it certainly wouldn’t be easy.” 
 
    “Ye about that, how in the blazes did a golem become a Paladin?” 
 
    “Well, Hilda, as it turns out she used to be a gnome,” Lichter informed her. 
 
    “Get out!” 
 
    “No, I’m serious. I was one of the people the authorities consulted regarding her strange condition. I won’t divulge her circumstances beyond that though. It would be rude to her as a person.” 
 
    “Betcha you woulda loved to make her yer student, huh?” 
 
    “Oh, immensely so. Unfortunately, she already follows another path, different from that of Nyrie.” 
 
    “Lemme guess. She follows the good ol’ God of Probability, right?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “Figures. She fits right in with the rest of those nutjobs.” 
 
    The three of them had come across dozens of the God of Chance’s followers over the years. There did not seem to be many of them, but one or two always turned up whenever big things went down. Whether they were involved in said events directly or just happened to be there was unclear, but it didn’t matter. Any adventurer that traveled the world for long enough eventually learned that the appearance of the faithful of the Goddess of Uncertainty heralded great and sudden change. Sometimes violent, sometimes not, but always troublesome. 
 
    “No wonder she’s so fecking random,” Hilda continued. “I mean, that muffin song? Seriously?!” 
 
    “You didn’t seem to complain when you sang along with the students,” Faehorn pointed out. 
 
    “… It’s a fun song, okay?” 
 
    “I suppose spreading that jingle is her way of worshipping her God,” Lichter mused. “I suspect that Brendan is who she’s referring to when she sings of the muffin man that lives inside her head.” 
 
    If nothing else, using a nickname or an alias was far better than trying to write out the deity’s ever-changing name with pig entrails like that weirdo they had encountered years ago. 
 
    “That or she’s completely bonkers,” said the dwarf. “That sort of viciousness she showed in the arena? That’s not something a sane person would do.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” agreed the Paladin, “but she knows enough to hold back outside the ring and obeys the same laws as everyone else. She even applied for an Artificer Mentor permit with the Hammers. Even if turbulent, her way of life still seems like a respectable one.” 
 
    “I’m actually with the old bat on this one,” the Ranger said sternly. “The way her attitude changes in the blink of an eye is downright terrifying. I don’t care what she used to be or how well she behaves herself, I’d never trust a monster with my life.” 
 
    An entirely reasonable stance, especially considering Fizzy’s civilized side was little more than an act. 
 
    “Anyway, I think we’ve gotten a bit off topic,” Lichter realized. “Tell me Faehorn, do any of your students show promise?” 
 
    “Hmm… there’s none that are completely hopeless and all of them should graduate the way things are going. Only three of the bunch show any real promise though.” 
 
    “Ah, that’d be the green-haired lass, the black-haired lad and the red kitty, right?” Hilda asked. 
 
    “Yeah them. Miller, shows a lot of promise, despite being an Empire-born elf and a power-leveler. I wish more people like him took time to study the basics rather than blindly rely on their ill-gotten Levels.” 
 
    “Isn’t the green-haired one Lia Torlee?” said the angelic elf, cupping his chin in thought. “The innkeeper’s daughter?” 
 
    “That’s her. She has great aim and superb judgement. I expect her to go far if she specializes as a sharpshooter.” 
 
    “What’s the deal with the kitty though?” 
 
    “Please don’t call her that,” Faehorn pleaded with Hilda. “She’s my precious student, and I’d prefer if you didn’t belittle her.” 
 
    “Bah, ye know I mean nothin’ by it! Go on, then! Out with it!” 
 
    “She’s… strange. I don’t mean the way she looks or acts, but the way she uses a bow. It’s like—both her stance and draw are good while her hands and eyes are steady, right? Yet I could swear she shifts her aim at the very last moment. As if she misses her targets on purpose, like she doesn’t want to stand out because of her ability.” 
 
    “Her Appraisal showed she’s a normal girl, right?” the dwarf hazarded a guess. 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “Think she’s a Hero?” Lichter asked in a hushed tone. 
 
    It was a little-known secret that those chosen by the Gods could hide their strength from an Appraisal so as to not attract the wrong kind of attention. The only reason these three knew about it was because they worked with the Hero of Rain for a time. He was a raptor, a reptilian species of enlightened that had far more pronounced animalistic features than the various types of beastkin. Rather than a man with scales and a tail, he looked more like a crocodile that had learned to walk on its two hind legs. His kind oftentimes got mistaken for monsters by ignorant ‘smoothskins,’ which was why they rarely visited this continent. The one Lichter referred to was a special case since Heroes of Rain were known as wanderers and travelers first and foremost. 
 
    This particular one was also rather touched in the head, but that was beside the point. 
 
    “That’s what I thought too, so I tried to confirm it,” Faehorn explained in a whisper. “I tried attacking her from her blind spot, directing all my bloodlust towards her as I swung a dagger at the nape of her neck. I figured if she’s hiding her strength, then she’d avoid or catch it.” 
 
    “Oh my Goddess…” 
 
    “Sweet fuck, Faehorn!” shout-whispered the dwarf. “What if ye were wrong and the poor lass was just a messed up kid?!” 
 
    “I wasn’t actually going to hurt her, okay?! I was planning on stopping short, maybe giving her a small cut at most, you know!” 
 
    They exchanged some difficult looks. All three of them knew what he did was a terrible idea that could have gone horribly wrong. That clearly didn’t happen though, considering how the girl was alive and healthy just a few hours ago. But even if they didn’t exactly approve of the man’s actions, Lichter and Hilda still wanted to know the outcome. 
 
    “So?” the dwarf urged. 
 
    “So, nothing. She didn’t even notice my presence until my dagger pressed against her skin, at which point she leapt in shock and cut herself on it. I managed to play it off as a training exercise, but…” 
 
    He shook his head in remorse before continuing. 
 
    “I feel really terrible for pulling that on her. I was probably just imagining things since I expect too much from her.” 
 
    Only truly exceptional individuals got chosen as Heroes—people who already had the potential to become legends. It was only natural a teacher would yearn to have such a promising individual under his or her wing. 
 
    “She’s honestly the most promising one of the bunch, even if her stamina is terrible,” he added. 
 
    “Wasn’t she the one that turned tail and ran like her life depended on her the instant the spar started?” Hilda raised an eyebrow. “Well, she still got caught in the end though, despite being a scaredy cat.” 
 
    “That’s exactly why she has potential. You know, I asked my students to think up of countermeasures against that golem ahead of time? Morgana’s the only one that had the right answer.” 
 
    ‘It’s okay to run away,’ was the lesson Faehorn had been trying to teach today. Rangers often worked separate from others, as it was their duty to scout out the enemy, look for traps or ambushes, and locate targets of high importance. The ability to know when to withdraw and when to fight was a vital skill that could mean the difference between life and death for the whole party, not just the scout. 
 
    “Heh, she’s a scaredy cat! Hee hee hee!” Hilda laughed into her mug, clearly not paying attention to Faehorn’s words. 
 
    “Still better than that moron who just kept mindlessly swinging at the Juggernaut until her weapon broke,” mumbled the clearly irritated Ranger. 
 
    “Hey! Lola had the right idea, okay?” the dwarf snapped. “Mithril is stubborn, so it doesn’t crumble unless you really put yer back into it! She would’ve done better if her weapon was dwarven-made or Empire forged! Not this shitty Republic pig iron! No wonder you elves got your asses handed to you in the last war!” 
 
    The dwarf’s sudden outburst reminded the rowdy group that a war indeed loomed over them, and they grew quiet once more. 
 
    “Those kids will probably be sent off to fight, won’t they?” Faehorn lamented. 
 
    “Yes,” Lichter nodded. “Best we can do is prepare them for the worst, and hope they survive. Think we ought to start teaching mixed unit tactics ahead of schedule?” 
 
    “Aye, that might be for the best…” the dwarf grumbled. “I’m thinking of pulling some favors from my days in Horkensaft. Try and get me lot geared up in the good shit on the down-low. Enchanted Azurite, probably.” 
 
    “Don’t suppose you can spare a few of those armor sets for mine, Hilda?” asked the Paladin. 
 
    “I’ll try. Cannae promise anything though. Faehorn, any idea when it’ll start?” 
 
    “My contact in the government said they’ll likely hit us in a month or two.” 
 
    “What? Right before winter?” 
 
    Common sense dictated that forced marches during the cold season were tantamount to suicide, especially this far up north where the winters were harsher. Azurvale was still more or less comfortable due to the blessed hylt trees, but long-distance travel across the Republic would be halted until spring. 
 
    “Something about occupying a bunch of land and using the season to consolidate their power while the armies are unable to move freely,” the elf explained. “My contact’s an Underwood that owes me one, so I’m sure she’d never tell me anything she wasn’t absolutely sure of.” 
 
    He took a sip of his drink and gave the dwarf a humorless smile. 
 
    “Well, she does sometimes say ridiculous things, though.” 
 
    “Like what?” asked Hilda. 
 
    “That there was a ‘non-zero chance’ of the Sandman moving in to single-handedly repel the imperials.” 
 
    “Hah! Ye, right,” the dwarf snorted with laughter. “There’s also a ‘non-zero chance’ that a bloody meteorite was the cause of that hylt fire last night.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two
All That Glitters 
 
   


  
 

 Part One 
 
    “Aaah!” 
 
    Keira suddenly started flailing and screaming, waking both herself and the elf she was sharing a bed with. 
 
    “Wha? Keira?! Are you okay?” Rowana asked in a blind panic. 
 
    The platinum-blonde elf rubbed the sleep from her eyes and saw that red-haired beastkin breathing roughly, looking around in a distressed state and drenched in sweat. She calmed down a few moments later, then laid back down and curled up in the fetal position. 
 
    “More night terrors?” her girlfriend asked while gently rubbing her back. 
 
    “Uh-huh…” 
 
    “It’s okay, love. I’m here.” 
 
    She hugged the frightened catgirl around her waist and buried her face in that shoulder-length crimson hair, nuzzling against her neck. She didn’t know the exact reason, but this sort of thing seemed to happen every two or three nights. The beastkin had told her that she suffered from sporadically recurring nightmares, but couldn’t remember them after screaming herself awake. Being understanding and trusting, Rowana didn’t pry and merely tried to comfort her lover every time this happened. 
 
    Of course, that whole ‘night terror’ excuse had been just that—an excuse. In truth, Keira did not have dreams. She wasn’t even a real person, but a shapeshifting monster in disguise. One that was still learning to wake up without causing a ruckus. Although it had gotten better at controlling those outbursts as of late, it was still one of the things it hadn’t quite mastered. Hence why Xera told it to use the vague excuse about bad dreams. Boxxy initially questioned the efficacy of such a dubious cover story, so it was quite surprised how well it had worked out. 
 
    Rowana, as the succubus had determined, was a person of outstanding moral fiber. She was the sort of idiot that went out of her way to help those in need. Finding out that her new ‘girlfriend’ suffered from frequent nightmares had only drawn her deeper into the lie that was Boxxy’s public persona. Indeed ‘lie’ was the most accurate word to describe the character of Keira Morgana, as she had been invented almost entirely from scratch. Her name, appearance, past, and supposed personality were all fabricated. Admittedly some of those aspects were still works in progress, but Xera felt that she and her master had put together quite the convincing character. 
 
    There were a few reasons why the devious pair had decided against impersonating an elf. The main one had been Boxxy’s need to excuse any bizarre and awkward behavior while it settled into its role. Appearing as a destitute foreigner who was largely ignorant of elven culture accomplished that beautifully. Settling on a cat-eared beastkin in particular had more to do with Boxxy’s recent acquisition of the Cat Job via thoughtless application of Cadaver Absorption on an alley cat it had randomly stumbled upon. It was the shapeshifter’s way of convincing itself that the recent and permanent addition to its Status had not, in fact, been entirely worthless. 
 
    That aside, Keira Morgana’s profile had been decided on long before her appearance had been finalized. She was to be observant, bold, energetic, good natured, and rather blunt with her words, yet surprisingly shy and lacking in confidence when it came to intimate relationships. She smelled nice, had a pretty face with a cute smile, was a bit of a glutton, and was eager to learn more about elven culture and society. She came here to escape some traumatic event and forge a new life for herself. Her body was lithe, agile and quick. She had a sensitive butt and ears, and got tired pretty easily. 
 
    This mixed bag of half-truths and outright fabrications made it easy for Boxxy to assume the fictitious identity. Any quirky behavior was just explained away as ‘Keira being Keira’ and any deeper inquiries into her past were met with a rude, angry, or gloomy refusal to answer. There was a lot more to deal with than the occasional social gaffe, however. The monster had to constantly keep track of a mental checklist of dos and don’ts, as well as making sure to properly restrain its strength, speed and endurance to levels appropriate for its public persona. 
 
    Also, its weight had been a difficult thing to hide. Being a doppelganger with a high Level of Biomass made the creature much heavier than it looked, and there was simply no such thing as a two-hundred-kilogram teenager. At least not one that looked as thin, short, and fit as Keira. It was the sort of thing people seemed to notice just by the way the floorboards creaked ominously under Boxxy’s feet. Thankfully, the shapeshifter had been able to come up with a solution—use an enchanted trinket that magically reduced its weight. 
 
    Unfortunately, the most potent one it could have made on short notice was a Steel Ring of Greater Featherweight. It reduced the weight of the creature’s body by 40%, which wasn’t enough for its needs. It couldn’t just wear two Featherweight rings either since enchantments of the same type did not stack. That would have been the end of that if Fizzy hadn’t suggested that Boxxy pair its new item with a Steel Ring of Greater Matter Disruption. The enchantment’s name was a bit suspect, but its effects had been to reduce the wearer’s mass by 40%. 
 
    The golem’s Artificer Job was a high enough Level to give her access to the Physics Skill. This ability gave its user a thorough understanding of gravity, inertia, thermodynamics, sound, and other such natural laws and phenomena. This was why Fizzy was not only aware of the subtle difference between mass and weight, but also knew how magic could screw with both of those parameters. As a result of her insight, Boxxy was able to overlap the two technically different enchantments, resulting in its overall body weight being reduced to about a third of its original value. 
 
    The shapeshifter had no idea why or how it worked that way, but that didn’t stop it from abusing the ‘loophole.’ That said, using both the Steel Ring of Greater Matter Disruption and the Steel Ring of Greater Featherweight took some getting used to. It was shockingly easy for the thrice-lighter Boxxy to accidentally launch itself into the air if it put too much energy in its step. The ‘floaty’ feeling it felt was both irritating and uncomfortable, but nothing a creature with the patience of a dungeon mimic couldn’t handle. Though not ideal, this solution was necessary if it hoped to mask its abnormal weight during the more… physically involved aspects of its daily routine. 
 
    As Boxxy lay there and silently allowed Rowana to have her fill of cuddling, it realized something. Doppelgangers had supposedly been more common in the past, at least according to what that beholder mentioned at the border town shortly before it crossed the border. How did they deal with issues like these? Surely not all of them had to resort to moderately expensive magic items, right? Did they avoid forging fake relationships because of that? 
 
    Thinking it could learn something from their mistakes, Boxxy decided it would do some research on the subject. It knew just the place too. There was a shared library in the Central Consortium building that all associated guilds had access to, and that was bound to have some good information. The shapeshifter had only recently gotten the hang of reading, and was rather eager to put its newly-acquired literacy to the test. 
 
    Filled with motivation, it tried to get out of bed, but Rowana pulled it back in. 
 
    “Nuh-uh!” the elf said indignantly. “You’re not going anywhere until I’ve given you enough cuddles to chase away the bad dreams.” 
 
    It could easily break out of her grasp of course, but doing so would not be in Keira’s character. 
 
    “But Rowie! I have things to dooo!” it whined in a rather childish tone. 
 
    “Not today, you don’t. You told me your class was taking a break, remember?” 
 
    “Right. I did do that,” the catgirl admitted somewhat bitterly. “What about you? Don’t you have work soon?” 
 
    Despite Boxxy’s turbulent awakening, it was still late enough in the morning to be about a half hour before Rowana’s shift at the clinic was supposed to start. 
 
    “Nope. Took the day off.” 
 
    “Uh… Okay. Why?” 
 
    “Because I want today to be all about us, and nobody else,” the elf tightened her hug. 
 
    Her behavior made Boxxy consider whether it had overdone it with the Pheromone Control Skill it had unlocked at Level 10 of its Doppelganger Job. It used the ability to cloud Rowana’s judgement by subtly and constantly subjecting her to a mild airborne aphrodisiac. The goal was to use lust and sex as substitutions for genuine romantic feelings, at least until the monster learned to fully emulate them. At least this had been Xera’s intent when she wholeheartedly suggested this method. 
 
    This supposedly temporary measure seemed to have an unforeseen side effect—making Rowana lewder and clingier with each passing day. Only now did Boxxy consider the possibility that prolonged exposure to a doppelganger’s emotion-influencing pheromones could have had a profound impact on the elf’s psyche. Neither it nor its Snack had any idea how to handle this, so it decided to lower the dosage for the time being. 
 
    It wasn’t going to stop, though. Its Doppelganger Job gained Levels not through killing or crafting, but infiltration. In more practical terms, this meant the creature needed to ‘harvest’ feelings of trust, love, companionship and other such silly emotions from unsuspecting people. Having Rowana both fawning over and lusting after Keira had been a major contributor in that regard, and Boxxy couldn’t care less if the unsuspecting woman turned into a gibbering wreck in the process. The only thing it cared about was increasing its Level, even if that meant playing along with the elf’s bothersome requests. 
 
    The shapeshifter therefore decided to do just that and twisted around within Rowana’s embrace so the two of them were face-to-face. 
 
    “Alright, I guess I’ll keep you company for the day,” the redhead said with a small smile. 
 
    “You don’t have to indulge me, you know,” the elf stated firmly. “If you don’t want to, then-” 
 
    “No, no, nothing like that,” Keira reassured her. “I was just a bit surprised. I’m… not used to someone caring about me so much. That’s all.” 
 
    “Well, for what it’s worth, this is a bit new to me, too.” 
 
    “Waaaait a minute. Didn’t you say you’ve had other girlfriends before?” 
 
    “Yeah, but none of them could make my heart race quite like you do.” 
 
    Admittedly that was mostly due to her heightened libido reacting to Keira’s engineered attractiveness, but Boxxy wasn’t about to point that out. 
 
    “… You mean that?” the redhead asked in a more somber tone. 
 
    “Of course, I do.” 
 
    “But you barely even know me.” 
 
    “Maybe, but that’s just how I feel.” 
 
    “But what if I do something stupid? Like if I break another law, or get you fired, or-” 
 
    The elf pressed her forehead against her lover’s and looked her straight in the eyes. 
 
    “Let me put this as simply as possible. You complete me, Keira Morgana. Nothing’s gonna change that.” 
 
    The girl’s face flushed with embarrassment, making her bronze cheeks grow a few shades darker. 
 
    “Got that, love?” 
 
    “Y-yeah…” 
 
    Though it looked too flustered for words on the outside, Boxxy cackled gleefully in its mind. Just how dumb could this elf possibly be? Stumbling onto her had been a tremendous stroke of luck. Frankly speaking, it would’ve tried to bamboozle some lonely sucker regardless of who they were. Rowana Slyth just happened to be the first one it had caught in its fuzzy-eared trap. It hadn’t expected her to so eagerly eat up this ‘Keira’ bullshit, but it wasn’t about to look a gift chest in the hinges. 
 
    Unfortunately, the shapeshifter realized too late that this mockery of a relationship had a downside to it. According to what that girl Lia said, a considerable number of elves viewed same-sex couples as unnatural and borderline heretical. The thought that such an opinion could exist hadn’t even crossed Boxxy’s mind. After all, its familiars ‘got along’ quite well and both of them were technically female, so it failed to see how Keira and Rowana becoming lovers could be an issue. The risk of being ostracized by society at large because of something silly like that was, put simply, not tasty. 
 
    That oversight was hardly a deal-breaker though. Rowana was far too convenient an XP farm for Boxxy to just dump her. Besides, this situation could potentially be turned into an advantage. Masquerading as ‘the girl fighting for her forbidden love’ would serve as Keira’s excuse to seek fame and fortune as an adventurer. Establishing its public persona as a reliable Ranger would help it gain influence and connections, which translated into powerful items and valuable information. Not only that, but the gold and Levels earned while ‘on the job’ would be quite shiny and tasty. 
 
    And to that end, it thought it was perhaps time to take things a step further. 
 
    “Say Rowie… will you go out on a date with me?” 
 
    In other words, if others were to believe Keira truly cared about the elf, then the two of them would need to be seen in public together. Plus, it seriously didn’t want to spend the whole day cooped up in a tiny house, even if just to appease this woman. 
 
    “A date? But what about… you know…” she hesitated. 
 
    “I don’t care what people think. If you want to spend the day being romantic, then do it right.” 
 
    The elf looked troubled by this proposal, but it was rare for Keira to be so assertive and she found it nigh-impossible to refuse without a good reason. 
 
    “Okay,” she consented after a pause. 
 
    “Yay!” 
 
    “But no kissing in public!” the elf quickly added. 
 
    “Aw… What about nuzzles?” 
 
    “Excuse me, what?” 
 
    Keira smiled, pulled Rowana closer, and affectionately rubbed her cheek against hers. 
 
    “Okay! N-none of that either!” the elf stammered in surprise. 
 
    “Meanie,” the catgirl pulled away with a pout. 
 
    “Look, this is just how things are, so bear with it, okay?” 
 
    “I know, I know,” Keira reassured her. “Honestly, I don’t think I’d have the courage to do that stuff in front of others even if it were… er… accepted.” 
 
    “I can’t say the same, though,” Rowana smirked while gently rubbing her lover’s lower back. “It’s really hard for me to keep my hands off you.” 
 
    “R-Rowie? What are you- Ahn!” 
 
    “Hehe, I’m just getting it out of my system!” 
 
    After a quick morning romp, the two of them got up and got dressed. Rowana cleaned up and prepared breakfast with Keira lending a hand. Boxxy didn’t usually find ‘people food’ to be particularly tasty unless there was meat involved, so it made sure to establish Keira’s character as a voracious meat eater. As it turned out, meat was rather expensive, meaning it would often have to make do without. After all, Keira was supposed to have been extremely poor before arriving to Azurvale, with barely enough money to pay for her Ranger training and equipment. Someone like that couldn’t afford eating meat every meal, and Rowana was far too frugal to spend her entire apothecary’s salary on such ‘frivolities.’ 
 
    Boxxy was therefore forced to endure the elf’s cooking. It wasn’t as if the dishes she prepared tasted bad. In fact, it they were pretty good when compared to other ‘people food’ the shapeshifter had sampled. However, none of it could compare to the flavor and sensation of ripping freshly killed human flesh off the bone. 
 
    After a hearty breakfast of eggs, toast, jam and porridge, the two of them put on their town clothes and went out into the city. Rowana wore a modest, long, navy blue dress while Keira wore her guild-issued green tunic and custom-tailored leather pants with a special opening in the back for her tail. She would have put on her chainmail armor as well if Rowana hadn’t reminded her not to. 
 
    “We really need to get you some new clothes,” the elf declared. “You only have two outfits, and both of them are so… bland.” 
 
    “Uh… I’d like to, but I don’t have much money left over from that pest control expedition a few days back.” 
 
    Even if they were trainees, the guild still paid Keira and her class for their assistance with termite control. The hylt tree farm was a source of timber and fruit for the city as well as the surrounding area, so it was important to look after it. Unfortunately for the students, their pay wasn’t much since part of it went towards their training fees. While their earnings were enough to secure food, water, and simple clothing, they were still expected to do menial Quests around town if they hoped to earn enough for rent or better equipment. Things like fashionable outfits were considered luxury goods as far as trainee adventurers were concerned. 
 
    “Who said you’d be paying for them?” Rowana raised an eyebrow. “I’m the one that wants to see you in cute clothes, so I’ll handle the bill.” 
 
    “You, uh, sure you can afford it?” 
 
    “Really, Keira? I may be living humbly, but that doesn’t mean I’m some pauper who’s struggling to survive.” 
 
    “I know; I just think there are better things to spend money on.” 
 
    Like meat, the shapeshifter added internally. 
 
    “Just shut up and let me buy my girlfriend a gift.” 
 
    “Alright, alright. Today will be your treat. Happy?” 
 
    “Very,” the elf beamed. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Boxxy followed her out of the small house, mildly satisfied that it didn’t need to spend any of its funds on this outing. Admittedly, it did hoard enough valuables inside its Storage to buy an entire mansion, but it didn’t accumulate so much wealth by spending it on something as un-shiny as fancy clothes. Wait, could clothes be shiny? Just because it hadn’t looked for any didn’t mean they didn’t exist. Now that it thought about it, it vaguely remembered hearing something about gold-threaded fabrics. And if gold could be incorporated, what about mithril? Or gems? Or both?! 
 
    Needless to say, the shapeshifter suddenly felt a lot more motivated to go on this ‘date.’ 
 
    [Ambrosia: Milord, we hath finished establishing milady Fizzy’s workshop.] 
 
    An update from Boxxy’s new ‘employee’ interrupted it while it was in the middle of imagining a wildly unrealistic cloak made entirely out of diamonds. The shapeshifter changed mental gears and processed the news. Its orders had been carried out in a relatively short time span, which was good. However, something struck it as rather odd. 
 
    [Boxxy: How come you’re the one telling me this and not Snack or Arms?] 
 
    Its familiars were the only ones with the authority and ability to carry out the task in question, yet neither of them mentioned anything. 
 
    [Ambrosia: We had a friendly competition to see which one of us would relay the good news.]
[Ambrosia: I won.]
[Boxxy: Is it really that big a deal?]
[Ambrosia: Indubitably. We art all eager for milord’s favor.]
[Boxxy: Okay, if you say so.]
[Boxxy: What about Fizzy? Does she have everything she needs?]
[Ambrosia: No, milord. She claims she requires additional materials and specialized tools.]
[Boxxy: Can she get those on her own?]
[Ambrosia: Verily. She is currently on her way to secure them.]
[Boxxy: Very good. I’ll come back to check on the workshop later tonight.] 
 
    There was a brief pause before the next message came through. 
 
    [Ambrosia: Milord, forgive mine insolence, but I feel I must protest.]
[Boxxy: About what?]
[Ambrosia: I find thy mechanical servant’s very existence to be offensive.]
[Boxxy: What? Why?]
[Ambrosia: She is most unnatural, an affront to all that lives and grows.]
[Boxxy: I see.] 
 
    It would appear that trees and golems did not mix. It made sense, in a way. 
 
    [Boxxy: Will this be a problem?]
[Ambrosia: Tis a vexing circumstance to be sure.]
[Boxxy: Vexing or not, she’s one of my valuable belongings.]
[Ambrosia: I am aware, milord. Tis why I hath not yet ejected her from the dungeon.]
[Boxxy: Can’t you just ignore her or something?]
[Ambrosia: Of course, I can.]
[Boxxy: Then why mention all the ‘unnatural’ stuff?
[Ambrosia: I simply wished to inform milord of-] 
 
    “Keira?” 
 
    Rowana’s voice startled Boxxy, momentarily pulling it away from its chat with the dryad. 
 
    “What is it, Rowie?” it asked dumbly. 
 
    “Are you alright? You seemed worried about something. Not to mention awfully silent.” 
 
    It would appear the shapeshifter was so preoccupied with its internal conversation that it had neglected its role as Keira, which the elf immediately picked up on. 
 
    “No, no, I’m fine. I just spaced out for a bit. You were saying?” 
 
    “I asked what sort of colors you liked. You know, for your outfit?” 
 
    “Oh. Huh. Never thought about it, actually. Hmm…” 
 
    Keira furrowed her brows and cupped her chin in thought while Boxxy finished its conversation with the dryad. 
 
    [Ambrosia: I simply wished to inform milord of mine honest opinion.]
[Boxxy: Okay. Will it help if I tell her to be as quiet as possible and stay out of your way?]
[Ambrosia: It would be most appreciated.]
[Boxxy: I’ll do that, then.] 
 
    With that settled, the shapeshifter turned its attention back to Rowana and her thoroughly trivial question. It was such an inconsequential inquiry that it saw no reason to bother with a lie and would, for once, give her an honest answer. The only issue was that the monster didn’t exactly have a favorite colour, so it instead listed the colors of its favorite things. 
 
    “Royal yellow, I guess? Or maybe pure white. Deep crimson is also good.” 
 
    Namely gold, mithril, and blood. 
 
    “Hm, I figured you’d like warm and vibrant colors like those,” the elf nodded sagely. “Alright, I think I know just the place!” 
 
    She grabbed Keira by the hand and dragged her up the long set of stairs they had been climbing for the past few minutes. This wooden staircase had been built directly into the side of the titanic hylt tree, and served to connect Rowana’s house to the street-sized branch that loomed over it. 
 
    ‘Street-sized’ was a very apt descriptor, as the elves had turned the gigantic limb, and many more like it, into a literal boulevard. A constant stream of pedestrians walked the paved middle portion of the branch, ducking in and out of the various shops, restaurants and markets lining its edges. A long and wide layer of canopy stretched overhead, giving the impression that the entire thing had been built in a green tunnel. 
 
    The beastkin-elf couple walked casually down the road, and it wasn’t before long that Boxxy noticed something… odd. 
 
    “Is it me, or is the ground moving?” it asked as Keira. 
 
    “Hm? Oh, that’s just the sway. Don’t worry, you’ll get used to it,” Rowana reassured it. 
 
    “… Sway?” 
 
    “Yeah. We’re on a branch. Those tend to sway in the wind.” 
 
    “But I don’t feel any wind.” 
 
    “Because the leaves, bark, and buildings absorb it all.” 
 
    “Uh-huh… Say, Rowie?” 
 
    “No, it’s not going to suddenly fall off.” 
 
    The elf went on to explain that Keira’s concerns were understandable, but entirely unnecessary. Yes, a residential branch snapping off would have catastrophic consequences for everyone living on and beneath it. That was why the city had a dedicated group of specialists regularly inspect the integrity of all major hylt branches since time immemorial. It had been thanks to their collective and ongoing efforts that Azurvale has never experienced a ‘catastrophic collapse scenario,’ as Rowana put it. 
 
    “And anyway, these are the oldest hylt trees in the world,” the elf chuckled as she rounded off her explanation. “I doubt anything other than an elder dragon could break these branches.” 
 
    A statement Boxxy was inclined to believe after personally meeting one of the dryads that resided within these colossal plants. 
 
    “You sure seem to know a lot about this swaying stuff,” Keira commented. 
 
    “It’s common knowledge around these parts,” Rowana shrugged. “Most people really don’t worry about it, and neither should you.” 
 
    The shapeshifter was most likely going to do so anyway. Mostly because it was the Hero of Chaos, whose patron deity would no doubt love to see one of these street-sized limbs randomly pop off its tree. Thankfully, Mallory didn’t seem too keen to create such catastrophes herself, but there was no telling what Boxxy’s Agent of Chaos Skill might do. It was therefore a very good thing that the mysterious ability hadn’t activated ever since its wielder had crossed the border. 
 
    “Oh, this is the place!” 
 
    Rowana led Keira to a small boutique, manned by a kind-looking, gray-haired old woman. Unfortunately, the proprietor in question was human, which made her susceptible to Boxxy’s Butcher of Humanity Perk. The shapeshifter wasn’t worried though, as it had already figured out a way to counteract the instinctive fear its presence instilled in all humans. 
 
    For starters, Keira’s non-threatening appearance and cheerful disposition greatly dampened the Perk’s initial impact. It was why the old woman simply eyed the catgirl suspiciously rather than having a heart attack or something equally incriminating. She probably wouldn’t have noticed something was amiss if she just passed the beastkin on the street. And since Boxxy’s Pheromone Control Skill allowed it to literally radiate calmness, it only took a few seconds to completely erase that troublesome Perk’s effects from the old woman’s mind. 
 
    The best part about this approach was that it could be applied to an entire room of humans without any problems, though Boxxy naturally did its best to avoid such scenarios. 
 
    After overcoming what she believed to be a mild surprise at seeing a beastkin in Azurvale, the aged woman proceeded to measure the redheaded tomboy. She showed the couple a number of clothing designs to choose from. Rowana ended up placing an order for four outfits in total—a formal dress, a casual dress, a light blouse-and-skirt combo, and a set of rather risqué nightwear. The old tailor gave the elf a knowing look at that last one, prompting Rowana to claim that she was merely showing her ‘roommate’ how to best make use of her ‘feminine charms.’ 
 
    That slightly awkward encounter over with, the couple spent about half an hour just walking around, window shopping, and chatting. They eventually got on one of the floating platforms that served as public transportation and rode it down to the ground. They sat quietly in a park, discreetly holding hands until it was time for lunch. Rowana said she knew a place that served great food at a reasonable price, though it wasn’t a restaurant. 
 
    The establishment just so happened to be a certain inn that was situated on the ground almost directly beneath the elf’s cozy little treehouse. 
 
    “Well, well, well,” said the old innkeeper when he saw Keira enter his place of business. “If it isn’t the hooligan who won’t stop jumping on my roof?” 
 
    “The roof!?” 
 
    Rowana took a deep breath following her outburst, then turned to face the guilty-looking beastkin. 
 
    “Keira, is there something you want to tell me?” 
 
    “Uhm. I may have… leapt down onto this building… a few times…” she answered sheepishly. 
 
    “Leapt down?! What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “Well…” 
 
    “You know this girl, miss?” the innkeeper interjected. 
 
    “Yeah. We’re roommates,” Rowana answered without looking away from Keira. 
 
    “Well, please tell her that vine-swinging is dangerous, and I won’t be held responsible if she hurts herself.” 
 
    “Oh-hoh!” the elf crossed her arms. “Vine-swinging, huh? You mean that superbly dangerous thing I told you to stop doing? The one I explicitly forbade on account of how unimaginably stupid it was?” 
 
    “It’s not like that!” the redhead insisted. “I was just, uh, practicing! Yeah, that’s it! Rangers need to be able to traverse all kinds of difficult terrain!” 
 
    This was a blatant lie. The real reason Boxxy swung from vines was because it helped build proficiency for its Feline Agility Skill, the only one derived from its Cat Job. Plus, it was genuinely faster than using the ‘proper’ way. Also, it wouldn’t die even if it fell. It already tested that by tying Snack up and pushing her off the edge. Granted, the impact with the ground had broken almost every bone in the succubus’s body and she expired shortly afterwards from a punctured lung, but she technically survived the initial impact. 
 
    “Bullshit!” the old innkeeper snapped. “My daughter’s never had to do things like that! Isn’t that right, Lia?” he yelled towards the back of the inn. 
 
    “What is it now, dad?” a green-haired elf poked her head out of the kitchen. “Oh, Keira!” 
 
    Her pained expression became pleasantly surprised when she saw her classmate. She ducked back inside the kitchen, shouted something about taking a break, and went out to give her friend a proper greeting. 
 
    “Hey, didn’t expect to see you here!” she said happily, completely ignoring her father’s shocked look. 
 
    “Lia! What are you doing here?!” Keira asked in genuine surprise. 
 
    “I’m helping my parents out with the family business.” 
 
    “In the kitchen?” 
 
    “Mhm. I know, I know, I’m not exactly the domestic type, but I can still make a killer croquette,” she boasted. 
 
    “How do you know this hooligan!?” her father interjected. 
 
    “She’s no hooligan, dad,” Lia rolled her eyes. “This is Keira, the one I was telling you about earlier.” 
 
    “What? That’s her?” 
 
    “Of course it is. How many catkin girls do you think there are in this city?” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    His daughter had described her classmate as kind-hearted, polite, awkward, determined, and hard-working, none of which were traits he’d associated with the ‘hooligan.’ 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure. Now stop bellyaching about your dumb roof and go help mom in the kitchen before you embarrass me to death.” 
 
    Lia grabbed her mildly-protesting father by the shoulders and pushed him into the back while Keira, Rowana, and most of the customers looked on in a sort of bemused stupor. The patrons lost interest by the time the daughter returned, thankfully by herself. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” she apologized. “My dad likes to yell a lot, but he means well.” 
 
    “That would explain a lot,” Rowana nodded lightly. 
 
    “Ah, hello there. I’ve seen you around before, but I don’t believe we’ve met. I’m Lia Torlee, one of Keira’s classmates. And you… must be ‘Rowie.’” 
 
    “I am Rowana Slyth, yes.” 
 
    “I heard a lot about you.” 
 
    “Well, you have me at a disadvantage. I had no idea you existed.” 
 
    Boxxy was momentarily stumped. Rowana’s tone of voice was subtly different. Harsher, accusatory even. While the shapeshifter couldn’t figure out what the matter was, the apprentice Ranger seemed to have realized what was going on almost immediately. 
 
    “I assure you, Keira is not my type,” she said in a hushed voice. “I have no intention of stealing her from you so please stop looking at me like that.” 
 
    “R-right. Of course. Sorry, it’s just that… I don’t get a lot of chances at finding lo- love, so I got a bit… jealous,” Rowana stammered in embarrassment. 
 
    Oh, so that’s what jealousy looks like! Boxxy exclaimed internally. 
 
    It hadn’t seen that emotion up close before, so it made sure to memorize it for later reference. This was probably a good time for a response from Keira, but what kind? If Rowana was jealous, that meant she suspected her lover might be seeing someone else behind her back. This implied she didn’t trust her girlfriend completely. Of course, Boxxy had no intention of ‘cheating’ on her. According to her made-up profile, Keira was the devoted and faithful type, so that would not happen, even if Lia did smell rather delicious. Therefore, the appropriate response in this situation was to vehemently deny there was anything between them. 
 
    “Rowie! You should know better!” it stated in a harsh whisper. “I’m not gonna go after any woman I see just because her boobs are bigger.” 
 
    “Hey!” both elves responded in unison, crossing their arms over their chests. They then looked at each other, realized they had the same reaction and shared a small, awkward giggle. 
 
    “Come on, you two. Let’s get you a table.” 
 
    Lia guided the couple to some quiet seats in the corner. She joined them for lunch and said it was on the house. They chatted while they ate, and the two elves got along quite well, which was only to be expected considering they had a common topic in Keira. Boxxy didn’t know how to respond to them poking fun at its public persona’s quirks and habits, but the mood seemed jovial and light-hearted, so it decided to just go with it. The conversation shifted to more personal topics soon enough, anyway. 
 
    “Say Lia, you wanna join us on our girls’ day out?” Rowana suggested. 
 
    “Wait, are you serious?” the other elf responded. 
 
    “Why wouldn’t I be?” 
 
    “Well, didn’t you two say you were, y’know, on a date,” Lia practically whispered that last part. 
 
    “We are, but… Haah,” she sighed. “Honestly, I could really use a friend. Like, a real friend.” 
 
    Though Rowana had no difficulty making a good first impression, maintaining meaningful relationships was another story entirely. Her paranoia regarding her sexuality made her keep people at arm’s length. She would be hard pressed to find someone in her life that she considered to be anything more significant than an acquaintance or coworker. Lia, however, was different. She already knew of Rowana and Keira’s naughty little secret, and her support of their relationship was quite refreshing. 
 
    In short, Rowana just wanted someone other than her girlfriend to share her troubles with. 
 
    “I mean, it’s not like I can’t,” Lia said hesitantly. “The lunch rush is already over and it’ll be a few hours before dinner prep starts, but is it really okay? With both of you?” 
 
    Though she didn’t want to be the third wheel, she’d be lying if she said she didn’t enjoy the odd couple’s company. 
 
    “The more the merrier!” Keira declared. 
 
    Boxxy had already resigned itself to entertaining one moronic elf for the day, so why not bump that up to two? After all, more people to socialize with meant more XP for its Doppelganger Job. In fact, if things kept going this way it would probably hit Level 14 before nightfall. 
 
    “Alright then, I’ll keep you company for a while. Just let me know if I’m a bother and I’ll make myself scarce.” 
 
    Lia excused herself to change out of her stained apron and came out in a casual dress similar to Rowana’s, though this one was a pale green rather than navy blue. The three of them then set out in a random direction. 
 
    “Keira really needs some cuter clothes,” Lia commented while they were walking down the street. 
 
    “I know, right?” Rowana exclaimed. “Don’t worry, though. I already placed an order for some this morning. The blouse and skirt I picked out would look positively adorable on her!” 
 
    “Wow, she has it bad, huh?” the younger elf mumbled. 
 
    Rowana squirmed and squealed almost exactly like how Keira behaved whenever the catgirl talked about her girlfriend. That sort of behavior fit the youthful beastkin perfectly, but seeing a grown and mature elf act that way was a bit weird. Then again, Lia had never been in a romantic relationship before, so she had no idea if this was normal behavior. Or at least as far as ‘normal’ could be applied to these two. 
 
    “Hmm? Keira, what’s wrong?” 
 
    The catgirl had stopped in her tracks to stare into the window of a pawn. She leaned in closer and looked through the glass, but couldn’t tell which of the myriad of items lined up on the windowsill had caught her interest. Rowana was still daydreaming, so it took her a few moments to notice what the other two were doing. 
 
    “What’s going on over there?” she asked. 
 
    “Dunno,” Lia shrugged. “Keira?” 
 
    “I just need to check something out,” the beastkin replied. “Be right back.” 
 
    The redhead pushed the door open and walked into the shop, ringing a small bell dangling above the entrance as she did so. It was a decently-sized place, slightly bigger than Fizzy’s old store back in Erosa. Numerous curious objects of all types lined the shelves along the walls or were on display inside the glass counters. Books, bells, weapons, jewelry, jugs, jars, board games, dolls, statues, flutes, lutes, hammers, cutlery, even the odd potion—this place seemed to have it all. 
 
    There was another ring at the door as the elf girls piled in behind Keira, mostly out of curiosity. 
 
    “Good afternoon, ladies,” a balding elf greeted them jovially from behind the counter. “Welcome to Orym’s Pawn Shop.” 
 
    The man didn’t bat an eye at the peculiarity of his visitors, even if one of them was a beastkin. The type of business he ran tended to attract all manner of odd individuals looking to buy or sell equally odd merchandise. Compared to his usual clientele, three pretty young girls randomly showing up in his shop was almost a godsend. 
 
    “So, what can old Orym do for you?” he asked in a jovial tone. 
 
    “Ask her,” Rowana and Lia simultaneously pointed at the redhead. 
 
    “Heh. Alrighty then, what’ll be little missy?” he turned to Keira. “I can tell by the way you were staring through the window you already have your eye on something.” 
 
    “Uh, yeah. Hi. I was just wondering, where did mister Orym get this?” 
 
    She stepped over to the display in the windowsill and pointed at an ornate jewelry box in the corner. It was rather small and cube-shaped, each side measuring somewhere between fifteen and twenty centimeters. It appeared to be made of wood, with some faint and worn out vine-like patterns carved on the sides, and stood on four very short and stubby legs. The rectangular lid was also wooden, with a single, circular red gem faceted right into the middle of it. All of the corners, edges and legs were gilded, giving the small box the undeniable feel of a miniature treasure chest. 
 
    “That, huh?” Orym mumbled while staring at it. 
 
    He blinked a few times trying to jog his memory, but couldn’t recall where exactly it came from. It had been sitting there for quite a while though, six months at the least. Nobody had shown even the smallest bit of interest in it before this fuzzy-eared kid showed up, so it was only natural he’d forget about it. It didn’t matter, anyway. He felt fairly confident it was his to sell, even if he couldn’t remember its origin. Wouldn’t be the first time it had happened. 
 
    “I can’t divulge that information.” 
 
    “You don’t know, do you?” the girl said in an accusatory tone. 
 
    “Don’t be silly,” he brushed her off. “Of course, I know. It’s in my shop, so I should obviously know how it got there, right?” 
 
    “Do you even know what that is?” 
 
    “It’s just an antique jewelry box,” he shrugged. “Collector’s item, really.” 
 
    The catgirl shook her head. 
 
    “Can I pick it up for a moment? I want to show you something.” 
 
    “Okay, but if you break it, you buy it.” 
 
    “Keira,” Rowana whispered. “Are you sure about this? We don’t really have the money to afford that thing in the first place.” 
 
    Splurging on some outfits and a day out on the town was one thing, but that an ‘antique collector’s item’ was completely out of the question. 
 
    “It’s okay, I got this,” Keira assured her. 
 
    The disguised doppelganger reached over, took the shiny box off the shelf and placed it on the counter in front of the pawnbroker. It then smiled at him, looked down at the box, let out enough murderous intent to make even Orym twitch, then firmly knocked on its lid. 
 
    “Yap!” 
 
    All three elves in the room jumped in surprise when the jewelry box gave out a high-pitched yell. It sprang to life and moved along its small legs towards the edge of the counter, trying to get away from the terrifying creature that had caught onto its identity. Keira’s hands deftly grabbed it by the sides and put an end to its daring escape attempt before it got past her arm’s reach. The others stared in silent disbelief as the catgirl nonchalantly dragged the living jewelry box back in front of her and held it down. She forced its lid open to reveal a red and wide tongue, a tiny throat letting out a pathetic whine, and a perfect set of short, flat, white teeth. 
 
    “I’m sure you won’t mind if I take this mimic off your hands, right?” 
 
    The shopkeeper gave a few short nods of his head. 
 
    “Thanks, Mr. Orym. I really appreciate it.” 
 
    Keira hugged the miniature chest against her underdeveloped chest and left the shop with a huge smile. 
 
    “What… just happened?” Rowana finally found her voice. 
 
    “I think you two just got a new pet,” Lia responded. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Part Two 
 
    “C’mon Keira, you can’t be serious!” Rowana protested. “That thing’s a monster, isn’t it?” 
 
    Of course she was upset. Her girlfriend had just picked up a rather outrageous creature from a random pawn shop and seemed like Keira had the intention of looking after it. Rowana wasn’t an adventurer herself, so she wasn’t a hundred percent sure what the small animate box really was, but it certainly didn’t look like a puppy. 
 
    “But, look at it. It’s so tiny and cute,” the catgirl argued. 
 
    Boxxy’s actual reason for wanting to look after this thing was a deep, nagging curiosity. Whatever this thing was, its internal structure was much different from the shapeshifter’s own. It was undoubtedly a type of mimic, but what kind was a mystery. It certainly wasn’t a Lesser or Greater variant of its old species, which meant it was likely a completely different being. Also, looking after this thing was the perfect excuse to look up research materials regarding shapeshifters. 
 
    It certainly wasn’t because the thing was moderately shiny or anything. 
 
    “Rowana! Keira! Wait up!” Lia shouted from further back.  
 
    She stayed behind for a few seconds to see if the distressed pawnbroker was going to be alright, as that little stunt had left him a bit pale. Orym insisted he would be fine after he sat down and had a nap, so Lia left him to it and pursued Keira and Rowana. Luckily, they’d only taken a few steps by the time she got out of the shop. 
 
    “Lia! Help me out here!” said both of the lovebirds at once. 
 
    “Okay! Let’s take a deep breath, calm down, and think this through. First of all, Keira, how in the blazes did you actually spot that creature?” 
 
    The masquerading monster paused for a moment while it threw together a less incriminating response than, ‘I spotted its fleshy insides with my Mana Locator Gland.’ 
 
    “… I thought I saw it twitch outside the corner of my eye. When I went into the shop, it realized it had this weird smell about it. That’s how I knew it wasn’t a simple box.” 
 
    According to Snack’s lessons on common sense, beastkin had sharper senses than elves, so this sort of excuse seemed believable. Okay, maybe it wasn’t airtight, but it was certainly more plausible than saying something like, ‘I just knew’ or, ‘It winked at me.’ 
 
    “Wait, does it?” 
 
    Rowana leaned in and took a sniff of the mini-mimic that Keira pressed against her chest. Although that thing did have a scent of its own, it was overpowered by the catgirl’s slightly sensual ‘musk.’ The elf absentmindedly took a few more sniffs before noticing Lia looking at her weirdly. She forced out an embarrassed cough and straightened herself out. 
 
    “So, uh, yeah,” Rowana stammered for a moment. “I’d say ‘weird smell’ sums it up nicely. It’s like this bizarre mix of… dead rat and… hylt fruit?” 
 
    Boxxy had to try really hard not to let its relief show on its face, as it had failed to check its odor before blurting out that lie. 
 
    “Uh-huh… Anyway, Keira, do you know what that actually is?” Lia inquired. 
 
    “It’s a type of mimic, obviously. But it’s different from what I heard they were like.” 
 
    “Yeah, you do have a point.” 
 
    “What’s a mimic?” asked Rowana, who was clearly out of the loop. 
 
    “They’re dungeon-born monsters that usually look like treasure chests,” the other elf explained. “Pretty much all the dungeons in the Republic have them, so they warn us trainees about these things in advance.” 
 
    “So, it’s a monster after all, isn’t it? Like, not the sort of thing Keira should adopt as a pet?” 
 
    “Errr, maybe?” Lia scratched her cheek. “I mean, the ones I know of are supposed to be big enough to swallow a person whole and have these sharp and jagged teeth. This one seems… a lot less dangerous.” 
 
    “How about dropping by the CC to check it out?” Keira suggested. “Surely mister Faehorn or one of the other veterans would know about it.” 
 
    “You sure it won’t just attack you?” Rowana kept worrying. 
 
    “It’ll be fine,” claimed the green-haired elf. “Keira clearly has a handle on it.” 
 
    That was an understatement. While the tiny creature did indeed struggle a bit in Keira’s grip, it was so pathetically weak that even a child would be able to hold it down. Boxxy’s monstrous strength wasn’t even a factor in the situation. Besides, even if it were to somehow slip out and try to bite something, those flat teeth wouldn’t even be able to break the skin. The only way this miniature mimic would kill anyone would be if it fell on them from a great height. 
 
    “Well… okay… I’m coming with, though,” Rowana insisted. “If, uh, that’s even allowed. I’m not really sure how things work over there.” 
 
    “It’ll be fine, Rowie,” Keira assured her. “We’ll just get you a visitor’s badge, it’ll be fine.” 
 
    The trio proceeded towards the Central Consortium building, which was about a twenty-minute walk, much to Lia’s dismay. She wasn’t sure how those two managed it, but they flirted the entire way despite everything that had happened. Being the dreaded third wheel made the junior Ranger feel more than a little uncomfortable, but she was far too curious about that creature’s identity to slip away. 
 
    Thankfully, the two lovebirds ceased their cooing when they entered the communal guild headquarters. Inside, they walked into a grand hallway with a staircase at either end of it. Each of the four floors was divided into a north and a south wing, with each of the eight major guilds getting a wing of its own. There were also a few common areas like the library, the cafeteria, and a number of meeting rooms, but the vast majority of each floor belonged to one guild or another. 
 
    The trio stopped by the front desk to get Rowana a visitor’s badge, then went up the Hidden Arrow guild’s offices on north wing of the second floor. Unfortunately, none of the high-ranking members, including instructors, were in since some big meeting or conference demanded their attention. This was also why Keira and Lia’s Ranger classes had been called off today. 
 
    Not to be discouraged, they visited the guild on the opposite side of the same floor—the Children of the Wild. Rangers and Rogues meshed well with nature-oriented Jobs, so the two organizations usually got along well. The Blessed of Nyrie and the Maleficum on the third floor, however, had a bit of a strained relationship to say the least. Given their respective specialties, it was like having an underground thieves’ guild taking up residence opposite a courthouse. Nobody was sure how this arrangement had come to be, but everyone agreed that the person responsible for it was probably fired. 
 
    Regardless of inter-guild politics, Keira’s group lucked out with their visit to the Children of the Wild, as a Level 63 Monster Tamer was available for a consultation right away. They all pitched in for the 40 GP consultation fee and the guild’s clerk directed them to one of the shared meeting rooms. The girls found the room to be a bit bare, but spacious and comfortable. The walls were a soothing cream color and lacked decoration beyond the curtains. Three tall windows allowed plenty of natural light, while a large rectangular table sat in the middle with nearly twenty seats lined up around. 
 
    The three girls waited rather nervously, with Keira still hanging onto the mini-mimic. The creature seemed to realize it wasn’t about to get squished and it was already aware it wouldn’t be able to get away, so it had stopped squirming. At least that was what Boxxy assumed. It tried to slacken its grip on it, as if daring the creature to escape. The animate box did not take the bait, opting instead to just sit motionless and dead silent. Now, this thing didn’t have a face to read, but the shapeshifter got the odd sensation that the thing wasn’t sitting still because of fear, but awe. 
 
    The door swung open, and a bald gnome wearing a bushy black beard and a dark brown tunic walked in. He introduced himself as Jeremy Rizzlecrank, the Monster Tamer they asked for. The girls gave him their names in kind. 
 
    “Now, then,” he said, clapping his hands together expectantly. “Let’s see this peculiar beastie you found.” 
 
    Keira got off her seat and placed the ‘beastie’ on the ground. The box continued to remain motionless, even after it was freed from its captor’s grasp. Rather than ask questions, Jeremy grabbed onto it and forced its lid open. The creature finally started squirming and whining as it had before, but didn’t resist or make trouble while the gnome inspected its mouth cavity. It wouldn’t have been able to stop the guy even if it tried anything, anyway. 
 
    “Hmm, teeth like that of an herbivore, tongue similar to a frog’s…” 
 
    Jeremy let go of the box, which closed its jaws and shuffled around a bit, making some mild yipping sounds in the process. The gnome took off his leather glove and poked at its mouth and teeth with an unprotected finger, seemingly trying to provoke it. Tt didn’t bite or attack the gnome, though it gave his finger a few licks before backing off while making retching sounds. 
 
    “Doesn’t seem particularly aggressive either,” the Monster Tamer mumbled. 
 
    He reached into a pouch on his waist and pulled out a jar that looked far too big to fit into it. That pouch was a Bag of Holding, a popular Superior-quality magic item. It could be anywhere between ten and fifty times bigger on the inside, and items stored within would feel up to four times lighter than they normally were. Boxxy had encountered these magic items before, but it wasn’t all that interested in them. They were expensive, un-shiny, and it already had access to a superior storage method. 
 
    The gnome twisted open the lid of the jar and took out what appeared to be a dried piece of peach, then presented it to the strangely docile mimic. The creature immediately stretched its tongue out, snatched the tasty treat out of his hand, and happily munched on it. It let out an excited, ‘Yip!’ which prompted the gnome to feed it two more pieces of dried fruit. 
 
    “What you folks have here is a house mimic,” he declared with a smile on his face. “Quite the rare thing you’ve found there. Not many of them left.” 
 
    “So… it’s not dangerous?” asked Rowana with a bit of apprehension. 
 
    “Nah, no more dangerous than a puppy or kitty. It’s not even a monster, not in the truest sense of the word.” 
 
    He lightly patted the jewelry box on the lid as it happily munched on its snacks to prove a point. The house mimic didn’t shrink back or flinch this time. 
 
    “It’s actually pretty cute, if you ask me.” 
 
    “Yeah, guess it is.” 
 
    Though Rowana was apprehensive at first, she had to admit it was strangely endearing. 
 
    “So, can we keep it?” Keira asked with a face full of expectation. 
 
    “I don’t know… How would we even care for that thing?” 
 
    “Ah, that’s easy really,” said Jeremy. “These buggers mostly care for themselves. They don’t poop or shed, and will eat pretty much anything, so long as it’s a fruit or vegetable. They’ll sometimes hunt bugs, rats, or other small vermin if they get really hungry. They like hylt fruits the most. Fresh ones are best, but dried works too.” 
 
    “You sure seem to know a lot about them,” Lia pointed out. 
 
    “Truth be told, I got one of my own back home, although mine’s in the shape of a cookie jar. Found it three years ago while looking into some missing rations. Been keeping each other company ever since. As for this little guy, seems he was a bit starved and was trying to conserve energy by hibernating.” 
 
    He fed the decidedly-more-energetic box a few more pieces of fruit before putting away the jar. 
 
    “So yeah, they make for interesting pets, but they’re kinda stupid. Don’t expect them to learn any tricks or something, and definitely don’t count on them for home security. Not only are they all cowards, but their jaws are so weak they won’t even draw blood if they tried to bite a burglar. Which they won’t. The most they’d do is make a whole lot of noise.” 
 
    He then gently picked the animate box and tickled its underside, which caused it to let out an odd purr-like noise. 
 
    “Oh, and their bottoms are sensitive, so while they like having them stroked, they’ll get mad if you overdo it.” 
 
    “Oh look, sweetie. Something you two have in common,” said Rowana with a coy smile. 
 
    “Rowie!” 
 
    “Sweet Nyrie. Not this again,” Lia grumbled, exasperated. 
 
    “So yeah, if you guys don’t wanna keep it, I’ll gladly take it off your hands,” offered Jeremy, who graciously ignored the couple’s exchange. 
 
    “We’ll keep it! Definitely keeping it! Right, Rowie?!” Keira enthusiastically asked. 
 
    “Jeremy, can you promise me it’s safe?” 
 
    “I swear on my life, miss Slyth.” 
 
    “… Okay then. I’ll trust your judgment on this.” 
 
    “Alright! Thanks, Rowie! You’re the best!” 
 
    Following Keira’s excitable character, Boxxy threw its arms around the elf and gave her a wet smack on the lips. This was much to Lia’s discomfort and Jeremy’s shock. 
 
    “Keira!” Rowana pushed the catgirl off. 
 
    “Ah… sorry… I got carried away…” 
 
    “So um, Jeremy, please don’t… I mean-” 
 
    “Fret not, miss Slyth. I’m a professional, and what happens in this room is strictly confidential. Besides, I’m not in the business of spreading salacious rumors.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “Anyway, I suggest you folks get the little guy tagged and have him registered. You can do both of those at my guild’s office.” 
 
    “Uhm, mister Rizzlecrank? Can you recommend some books on mimics? Or just shapeshifters in general?” 
 
    “Oh ho, good attitude, miss Morgana! Knowing everything one’s pet is rather crucial if you wanna take care of them, especially in the case of magical critters like your square pal here.” 
 
    Well, that wasn’t actually the reason Boxxy asked for those. If anything, it was already an expert on the matter of mimics. It just that it wanted to know what the world at large knew about its kind, lest it reveal too much information in the future. 
 
    “Check the library for volume three of Riften’s Monster Encyclopedia. It should have the info you need. Word of warning though, there’s some dark history attached to the whole mimic thing,” the gnome added. 
 
    “Okay, thanks!” 
 
    “Sure thing. Do drop by if you have any more questions. I’ll answer them free of charge, of course.” 
 
    “We’ll take you up on that offer when the time comes,” said Rowana with a business-like smile. 
 
    The former mimic picked up its smaller ‘cousin’ and the three girls parted ways with the gnome. 
 
    “So, what are you guys gonna call it?” Lia asked on the way to get it registered. 
 
    “… How about… Goldie?” Rowana suggested. 
 
    “I don’t know that’s a little… common?” the other elf shrugged. 
 
    “… Shiny?” 
 
    “That’s just puerile, Rowana.” 
 
    “Maybe… Oh, I know! Red Eye!” 
 
    “What, after the gem in its lid? Is that real, by the way?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but it’s rather pretty.” 
 
    “Anyway, ‘Red Eye’ isn’t bad, but makes it sound a lot more vicious than it appears.” 
 
    “Minic,” Keira confidently declared. 
 
    “… I’m sorry?” Lia asked dumbly. 
 
    “It’s a mini-mimic, so I’m gonna call it Minic!” 
 
    “That… I’m not sure if that’s genius or idiotic,” the younger elf shook her head. 
 
    “I think Minic sounds cute. Let’s go with that,” offered the older one. 
 
    The catgirl held the living jewelry box up above her head and gave it a wide smile. 
 
    “Pleasure to meet you, Minic!” 
 
    “Yap yap!” 
 
    The house mimic had perked up considerably after its meal. It let out a few high-pitched, almost bark-like sounds in response. Its soon-to-be-owners took it into the Children of the Wild’s office and, with Jeremy’s assistance, made its name official. A Scribe performed some kind of naming ceremony, engraving the critter’s name onto its Status. She then gave the couple a set of tags on a string meant to identify their pet’s owner as Keira Morgana. The girls thanked the clerk and then dropped by the library to check out the book their gnomish consultant had suggested. Eager to learn more, they all gathered around a table inside and looked up the entry on house mimics. 
 
    According to volume three of Riften’s Monster Encyclopedia, house mimics were the original mimics, predating their more violent dungeon-born counterparts by several decades. House mimics had apparently been created roughly four and a half centuries ago by Ivran Tol-Saroth, one of the greatest scholars to have ever lived. An exceptionally gifted Enchanter, Alchemist, Druid, and Warlock, he had used some unknown combination of eldritch and natural magic to breathe life into his furniture. A man of extreme solitude, he had created hundreds of house mimics to be his companions, assistants, and servants. 
 
    These critters had been born of good intentions and were innocent in their purpose. In fact, they had a powerful aversion to violence that prevented them from ever harming another sentient being, barring the occasional annoying vermin. Though that gnome called them cowards, it was far more accurate to say there were hardcore pacifists—creatures that would not attack another even if their lives depended on it. They were so far removed from the dungeon mimics of today, that both Keira and Lia couldn’t help but start digging around the library to figure out how those violent boxes had come into existence. 
 
    That was how and why they learned of the dark history Jeremy had warned them about. 
 
    The Elven Dominion—the Ishigar Republic’s predecessor at the time of Tol-Saroth—had been to blame for the violent ‘deviation’ of house mimics. Apparently, Queen Vasya the Last had made the phenomenal mistake of ordering the great sage to assist in her country’s fight against the then-fledgling Lodrak Empire. This was a demand Tol-Saroth had refused outright. He had been an old and feeble man at the time, and had decided that spending his twilight years in peace and comfort was more important than appeasing the whims of some pompous monarch. 
 
    The queen had not taken this response lightly, and had retaliated by unleashing the power of a Phantasmal-grade magic item known as the Authority of the Crown. This immensely powerful, orb-shaped relic had been passed down from one member of the royal bloodline to the next. It bestowed upon its royal wielder ultimate power over any citizen of the Dominion. Queen Vasya had used this arcane relic to place a geas on Tol-Saroth that compelled him to obey her commands. 
 
    His free will stripped away, the once-great sage had been reduced to a mindless drone that slaved away to turn his peace-loving pets into tools of war. Dubbing them ‘war mimics’ (the old man had apparently been terrible at naming things) these alchemically-engineered monstrosities were designed to be merciless killing machines that craved human flesh. The thoughtless creatures would hibernate for extended periods of time, during which they would have the appearance of sturdy-yet-plain furniture. 
 
    The elf queen’s spies would then smuggle these dormant killers into Imperial settlements. Once they had awoken from their slumbers, these war mimics would indiscriminately kill civilians. They had apparently been such formidable fighters a single one reportedly caused casualties in the hundreds, sometimes thousands, before they were finally killed or driven off. The whole thing had been a heartless campaign of terror that the queen hoped would crush the Empire’s will to fight. 
 
    This clearly did not pan out as she had hoped, for the regent did not down in history as ‘Queen Vasya the Last’ without reason. Unbeknownst to her, Tol-Saroth had worked within the confines of his geas to sabotage the power-mad tyrant, much like a resentful familiar that had an easily-misinterpreted order. In her arrogance, Queen Vasya had used the Authority of the Crown to command Tol-Saroth to ‘assist her in wiping out the enemies of the elven people.’ The ruler had failed to consider that the great sage wholeheartedly believed the biggest threat to his people’s wellbeing had been the Dominion itself. 
 
    This had allowed him to work behind the scenes to quietly replace the vast majority of the royal palace’s furniture with camouflaged war mimics. Hundreds of these creatures had woken up almost simultaneously one evening, resulting in the total annihilation of the royal bloodline, along with their advisors, retainers, concubines, and elite guard. It was not known what had become of the Authority of the Crown, as the Phantasmal relic had disappeared seemingly without a trace during the fall of the palace. 
 
    The power vacuum left in the wake of Tol-Saroth’s vengeance eventually lead to the authoritarian monarchy’s total collapse. The once-great sage had, for better or for worse, not survived to see this happen. Numerous historical accounts state that, on the eve of the mimic-assisted coup, he had caused a devastating explosion that had gone down in history as ‘The Calamity of Tol-Saroth.’ The blast had scarred the land and poisoned the air in a manner eerily similar to what Boxxy had done at Monotal, though on a smaller scale. The original Calamity had resulted in the total obliteration of Tol-Saroth’s war mimic breeding facility, his research on the subject, and, depressingly enough, the great sage himself. 
 
    As for the war mimics left in his wake, they had continued to terrorize the countryside of both the Empire and the crumbling Dominion, though this hadn’t lasted long. While superbly durable and deadly, war mimics had shockingly low lifespans. This, combined with their inability to reproduce, led to the species going completely extinct within a few years. 
 
    It was a widely held belief by the modern academic community that these flaws were intentional rather than accidental. Tol-Saroth had gone down in history as a man possessing both a brilliant mind and inscrutable morals. A person whose life’s work had been focused on the betterment of society as a whole, never at the expense of an individual’s life or personal freedom. It was not a tremendous leap of logic to assume that such a person had added planned obsolescence to the living weapons he had been forced to create. It certainly hadn’t been accidental, as many of his original mimics were still alive to this day, over four centuries later. 
 
    Yet despite Tol-Saroth’s measures and precautions, dungeon-born mimics like Boxxy still existed. Its particular subspecies began to appear in the decades following the sage’s death. Officially known as ‘Lesser’ and ‘Greater’ Mimics, their kind seemed to be a halfway point between the docile house mimics and the relentlessly savage war mimics. Though the exact reasons behind this turn of events remained a mystery to this day, none could argue that the world would be a better place without this lasting mockery of a great man’s legacy. 
 
    Lia closed the book in front of her with a glum expression, while Keira and Rowana looked on in disbelief. This simple, curious inquiry into Minic’s origins had brought to light a somewhat obscure but nevertheless tragic piece of history. One could argue they could’ve quit while they were ahead, but a certain shapeshifter’s insistence had them see this inquiry to its bitter end. Admittedly the story was full of holes, speculation, and assumptions, but it also was a miracle that even this much had survived those turbulent times. 
 
    “Our ancestors did some terrible things,” the elf Ranger sighed. 
 
    “This is… unbelievable. Are we sure these books are accurate?” Rowana asked with desperate hope that this had all been a big lie. 
 
    “Please don’t even suggest that. This library is normally exclusive to members of the Consortium,” Lia frowned. “Adventurers live and die based on the accuracy of information they receive, so I have no doubt these materials are genuine. There’s even some books here that are not publicly available and require special authorization to access, likely due to the sensitive information they hold.” 
 
    “The humans are not entirely blameless, either,” Keira interjected. “If not for their warlike attitude, none of that would’ve happened.” 
 
    Those were just empty words to move the conversation along. As the one who was the most concerned with these revelations, Boxxy didn’t know what to think. Learning about its origins was harder to stomach than it had expected. It suddenly made sense why it craved human flesh. Granted, it would not turn down the odd elf or dwarf, but humanity was the ultimate delicacy, the race it wanted to devour the most. This was also probably the reason Lia smelled tastier than other elves, as she had stated that her mother was born of a human father and an elf mother. Although the resulting children of such couplings were always the same race as the mother, they still carried some of the father's genes and traits. Boxxy’s preferences were so pronounced that it could quite literally smell the traces of humanity that were passed down to Lia from her grandfather. 
 
    Honestly, the idea that some ancient elf was the source of its instincts was more than a little infuriating. Having grown up in a dungeon, the then-mimic had sworn to itself that it would not let anything or anyone control it like that ever again. As it turned out, it had been influenced by some long-dead, pointy-eared asshole from hundreds of years ago this whole time. 
 
    “Yip?” 
 
    Minic, who sat idly on the table the entire time, was apparently a remnant of Tol-Saroth’s original legacy. Boxxy had the sudden urge to crush this creature there and then, but that whim subsided almost as quickly as it came. This creature wasn’t to blame. If anything, it was a victim. The wannabe-catgirl stretched its hands out and hugged the small creature. Not to restrain it, as it had done initially, but as it out of some bizarre feeling bordering empathy. Rowana embraced her solemn-looking girlfriend from the side in an effort to comfort her. Lia had the same intention, though she felt awkward about touching the couple and instead stroked Minic’s lid. 
 
    “Those poor creatures,” Rowana mumbled. “Mimics, I mean. Bred to know nothing but violence and made to kill others until they expire. I can’t even imagine what horrible fate had-” 
 
    “Rowana, don’t get the wrong idea,” Lia interrupted her. “Mimics are monsters. Regardless of their origins, they are vile, vicious, and delight in the suffering of elves and humans alike. They have no loyalty, no compassion and would not hesitate to eat you on sight without a single shred of remorse. Do not spare them any pity, they’re not worth it.” 
 
    “I see… yes, you’re right.” 
 
    “If you’re still going to feel bad about any of them, then be sure to make yourself feel better by spoiling this little guy rotten.” 
 
    “Yeah!” 
 
    “Thanks, Lia,” Keira said in a low voice. “I really needed to hear that.” 
 
    These were Boxxy’s honest feelings. Although her words were meant to be a cautionary speech for Rowana not to ever feel sympathy for a monster, they also became a surprisingly effective pep-talk for the doppelganger. Boxxy realized that it didn’t need to doubt itself or try to change its homicidal ways. It knew who and what it was, and it wasn’t going to let some centuries-old story change that. Besides, it was now intelligent enough to suppress any and all instincts that Tol-Saroth fellow had given it and its predecessors. Therefore, rather than feel conflicted about its past, it chose to focus on its future and redouble its efforts in the acquisition of both tasty and shiny things. 
 
    “C’mon, let’s get out of here,” it offered, and the other two agreed. The three of them returned all the books they had borrowed to their shelves and went their separate ways. The couple’s day out on the town had taken an unexpected turn, but it was hardly the waste of time Boxxy had expected it to be. 
 
    There had been one more point of interest in Tol-Saroth’s story. It was a piece of trivia the shapeshifter was quite surprised to learn, but one that made sense in retrospect. That elf had had many Jobs, but the main one had been that of a Warlock. Although his exact Levels had been lost to history, his biography stated that he was known for having three different familiars under his command, a clear sign of a nearly maxed-out Demonology Skill. This meant the ‘Warlock magic’ stated in the history books likely referred to the reality-warping energies of the Beyond. In other words, all mimics, Boxxy included, likely had a quasi-demonic origin. Perhaps that had been why it got along with its contracted familiars so well, and also why the Goddess of Impossibilities had such an interest in the creature. 
 
    That hadn’t been the surprising thing, though. The tidbit that piqued Boxxy’s interest had been the recorded descriptions of the ancient elf’s demonic familiars. Although their names weren’t known, their appearances and actions were. The first two had been a beholder and a fiend, which he had used as a research assistant and bodyguard, respectively. They were ultimately unimportant, as it was the third and final one that caught Boxxy’s attention. She was described as a succubus with the expected nubile proportions. One that had light-blue skin, glowing pink eyes, waist-long hair the color of the night sky, two golden curved horns on either side of her head, and a pair of large red bat-like wings sprouting from her back. These traits were typical for thousands of cerulean succubi, and if it was just for these, Boxxy would not have given this matter a second thought. 
 
    However, it couldn’t help but notice the accounts of this particular demon’s exploits suggested she had a manic tendency for burning things to the ground whenever the opportunity presented itself. 
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 Part Three 
 
    “Oh, yeah! There was a guy who had furniture like that!” exclaimed Xera. 
 
    “Really? That’s all you can say about him?” asked Boxxy. 
 
    “Forgive me, Master. It’s just that I really did not care about my masters before I met you, so they all sort of blur together.” 
 
    The succubus had a point. Typically speaking, demons didn’t exactly hold mortals in high regard. Even if she was contracted to Tol-Saroth, it didn’t mean she paid much attention to the man. 
 
    “Can you at least tell me what he was like?” 
 
    “Let’s see… He was insane, the boring kind. He would obsess over one project or another and lock himself in his workshop. He’d usually leave us familiars in the Beyond and only call us out to guard the house and look after his pets. He was also super gay. Never got so much as a semi no matter how many times I thrust my breasts in his face or sensually caressed his back.” 
 
    “What about after the Dominion got in his head and forced him to breed living weapons?” 
 
    “Did that happen?” 
 
    “You tell me.” 
 
    “Hmm, he did move to some gloomy mega-tower or something with a whole bunch of other old, boring, scholarly types. I really didn’t pay much attention, but it was fun to see him rip his hair out from all the stress and frustration. It was fun up until he detonated that dungeon core he was experimenting on.” 
 
    So it would seem this was what Snack had alluded to when she said she knew what a ‘catastrophic meltdown’ was all those months ago. 
 
    “What about the creation of mimics?” 
 
    “No idea, Master. Like I said, he did all his research and experiments cooped up in his lab. All I know is his furniture suddenly started moving around and trying to bite me at some point.” 
 
    “And your personal opinion on him?” 
 
    “Well, I suppose he knew how to ruin someone’s day with Ruin magic. That was fun to watch. I think he’s also where I picked up my staff-twirling habits from, actually. They don’t really do anything, but they’re kinda fun. Huh, I guess he wasn’t too bad a master, all things considered. Not nearly as great as you, though.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    Her words weren’t particularly helpful or insightful, but they were somewhat informative. The only reason the doppelganger questioned her about its ancestors’ creator was out of curiosity rather than necessity, so this much was enough. 
 
    “I’ll be coming by the dungeon later. Stand by the core until then.” 
 
    “Understood, Master.” 
 
    Boxxy cut off the telepathic communication and walked out of the restroom. 
 
    “All done, Keira?” asked Rowana with an idle smile. 
 
    “Yup!” 
 
    The shapeshifter had found out the hard way just how difficult it was to maintain its cover while talking to its minions, Ambrosia included. Splitting its attention between physical and mental conversations was difficult, so it decided it was better to excuse itself for a while rather than space out in the middle of a conversation. 
 
    “Where’s Lia?” it asked while looking around. 
 
    “Ah, she said she had to run, something about helping her father in the inn.” 
 
    “Oh, right. She did say she wasn’t going to stick around long. How’s Minic?”  
 
    “Mmm, hugging it like this is a bit uncomfortable, but the little guy seems happy enough so I don’t mind.” 
 
    “Yip!” 
 
    The mini-mimic gave a small happy-sounding yelp from in between the elf’s arms. She held it against her well-shaped breasts as if it were a precious book, and the tiny creature seemed to thoroughly enjoy the soft sensation pressing against its underside. Boxxy’s own undercarriage had been relatively sensitive during its mimic days, so it understood where Minic was coming from. It also made a mental note to get the little guy a soft pillow to sit on in the future. A cheap one. 
 
    “Well, I think that’s enough excitement for one day. Shall we get home, sweetie?” offered Rowana. 
 
    “Sure,” Keira agreed. 
 
    The two of them proceeded to walk down the road while chatting away happily about inconsequential stuff. Boxxy just smiled and nodded for the most part. It realized that Keira really did not have any hobbies beyond being a Ranger, which was perhaps a flaw in her character. It was common for adventurers to pick up a secondary Job, typically a craft-focused one that synergized with their combat-oriented profession. Perhaps this was a good opportunity to make Keira’s Artificer Job public. 
 
    Actually no, it was still too early for that. Faehorn told all his students to put off on acquiring a second Job until they surpassed Level 25 of their Ranger Job. After that, he recommended they look into Alchemist, Rogue, or Monster Tamer, as those had high compatibility with the bow-wielding Ranger. It made Boxxy giggle a bit on the inside. A monster with the Monster Tamer Job sounded so ironic that it almost wanted to give that a try for the fun of it. That would be a waste of time though, as the former mimic’s ability and willingness to look after living creatures was quite non-existent.  
 
    Besides, Keira would definitely go after the Artificer Job when the time came, and would be aided by a very capable teacher she happened to meet and become friends with after a certain joint training lesson. Speaking of which, Boxxy considered it had to be very careful in regards to what Jobs it got in the future. This wariness stemmed from something it learned quite recently as part of its adventuring studies. Namely, the unwritten rule that an individual could only hold a limited number of Jobs at any time. 
 
    This number seemed to vary between various races. Elves, for example, could have as many as eight, while dwarves and gnomes were a bit lower at seven. Humans, on the other hand, could get all the way up to ten and beastkin were limited to six. It was normally hard to find a person who held more than four or five different jobs, so it wasn’t much of an issue for most people. It was, however, an issue for Boxxy. The Consortium’s library had no information regarding the maximum number of Jobs a monster could possess, but records showed Appraisals of creatures that had at least as many as humans. After all, a monster could Rank Up many times during its lifespan, and every new Rank Up could come with a new Job. It seemed logical that they would have more Job slots available every time they evolved into a different species. 
 
    The take-away from that was that each creature had a hard Job limit. Even if Boxxy didn’t presently know its own cap, that still meant the garbage-tier Cat Job was taking up a valuable slot. Both the Attribute bonuses this Job and the effects of its single Skill, Feline Agility, were extremely lackluster. It was also impossible to advance beyond Level 5, likely because Boxxy was not of a feline species. 
 
    Boxxy had already looked into whether a Scribe could clean up its Status, but that seemed impossible. The monster would need to find someone who was both capable of Appraising Cat Job and wouldn’t ask questions about how an adventurer would have such a thing. It was also out of the question to try and learn the Scribe Job for itself because doing so involved subjecting itself to regular an anti-shapeshifter shock test as a precaution against doppelgangers. Additionally, judging from what it had heard about it, trying to Level Up the Scribe Job was a maddeningly slow and boring process. 
 
    Therefore, Boxxy was stuck with being part cat, at least for the time being. It would need to be very careful regarding Job acquisition in the future, lest it accidentally ruin its chances at Ranking Up into an even more powerful species. The shapeshifter had also been more selective with its Cadaver Absorption targets, as it was wary of being stranded with another subpar Job. 
 
    “Keira? You’re spacing out again.” 
 
    “Oh, sorry Rowie. I was just thinking about the future,” the redhead replied. “Our future.” 
 
    “Oh! Oh my! I-I-I’m flattered, but I- Uhm, I mean… I think it’s a bit too early to be thinking about m-m-marr- Oof!” 
 
    Just then, someone bumped into Rowana with a lot of force in a move that Boxxy realized was clearly on purpose. It deftly moved as Keira to catch the platinum-blonde elf before she hit the ground. The man that knocked her over just kept running away at a dead sprint. 
 
    “Hey, watch it, pal!” Keira yelled after him, before turning her attention back to Rowana. “Huh? Wait, where’s Minic?” 
 
    “Ah! I must’ve dropped him in the- Oh, no. That guy stole him!” 
 
    Oh! It’s the fabled ‘hit-and-run’ pickpocket! Boxxy exclaimed internally. So that’s how that works, eh? 
 
    The monster was rather impressed with the thief’s technique. It was almost a shame that the stupid piece of meat thought that it could steal one of Boxxy T. Morningwood’s belongings. 
 
    “Wait here.” 
 
    “K-Keira?” 
 
    Rowana stared up at her girlfriend, slightly taken aback by the cold hatred in her voice and eyes. Boxxy noticed her reaction and realized that its animosity had momentarily slipped through its facade, prompting it to try and cover up for the mistake. 
 
    “Look, I’m sorry. I have to go get it back. I won’t let anyone take something precious from me ever again.” 
 
    There was more truth in those words than Boxxy intended, but they had the right effect. 
 
    “Oh-okay,” the elf stammered. “I get it, just go. And be careful!” 
 
    “I always am.” 
 
    The woman felt a bit relieved when she saw the same reassuring smile Keira always gave her, and watched the beastkin take off into the crowd on all fours. Having somehow salvaged the situation, Boxxy turned its attention towards the cloaked figure that attempted to rob it. It had already moved beyond its magical perception range and blended into the crowd, but it wasn’t a problem. The apprentice Ranger already had the scent of its target, and the Tracking Skill highlighted the man’s trail, illuminating his footprints in a soft glow that only Boxxy could see. 
 
    The beastkin ran through the crowds with reckless abandon as per usual, going in between legs, through stalls and over carts. Eventually, she turned into a side alley, which had some old crates and jars strewn about. 
 
    “Shit. What the fuck is this?” an agitated voice came from behind a pile of trash. 
 
    “Yap! Yap!” a squeaky voice protested in response. 
 
    It would appear the thief had just realized that the an expensive-looking ornate jewelry box he had stolen was, in fact, a living being. 
 
    “Ah, whatever. That jewel should be worth something at least.” 
 
    He reached behind his belt and took out a small knife, clearly intending to carve the expensive-looking thing out of the struggling house mimic. 
 
    “Hands off, asshole!” 
 
    The still-in-character catgirl ran up to him while he was distracted and slashed his forearm with her retractable claws. 
 
    “Gah! The fuck?!” 
 
    It didn’t do a lot of damage and the cut was rather shallow, but it still caused the hooded elf to stagger backwards and drop the panicking box. Having obtained its freedom, Minic quickly ran away from the scary person and hid behind its far more ferocious ‘cousin.’ 
 
    “You got some nerve trying to steal other people’s pets!” Keira accused the man. 
 
    “You’ll regret that, you little tramp!” 
 
    The man swung at the catgirl with more speed than she was expecting. Judging from his movements, he must have been around a Level 30 or 35 Job holder. Most likely a Rogue, which was unsurprisingly common among pickpockets, thieves, burglars, and other ne'er-do-wells. He was hardly a threat to a monster of Boxxy’s caliber, but the shapeshifter was currently undercover. Objectively speaking, there was no way a Level 14 Ranger would be able to defeat a Level 30-something Rogue in close quarters. Especially when the former was an unarmed teenager and the latter was an adult male holding a rather big knife. 
 
    Of course, none of that would matter so long as the beastkin hadn’t been the one to fight this hoodlum. 
 
    A shadowy figure suddenly dropped down in the path of the advancing Rogue, hiding Keira from the thug’s view. The interloper’s long, flowing cloak obscured his body and a face wrap concealed his face and head. He appeared to be a man with naturally wide shoulders and slightly over two meters in height. Armored boots skidded across the ground and a pair of metal-clad hands burst out of the billowing garment, grabbing hold of the startled thief’s arm and collar. The stranger then slammed the elf against the nearby wall and pressed the edge of his own blade against the thief’s throat. The poor sod looked into his attacker’s unnaturally yellow eyes, which seemed to glow from inside his mask. 
 
    The street thug proceeded to liberally soil his undergarments as a wave of terror unlike anything he had ever experienced washed over his entire being. 
 
    “Huehaahaaehaeeheaaeheaaa!” 
 
    The much-larger man let out a disjointed, inhuman laugh that sounded like an entire pack of hyenas choking to death. 
 
    “What’s going on here?!” 
 
    A loud, commanding voice came in from the entrance to the alley. A group of eight people approached in matching silver-plated armor with an eagle-wing motif decorating their shoulder plates and helmets. They were part of Azurvale’s city guard, most likely a patrol that had come to investigate who could be raising such a ruckus in this dingy little alley. The cloaked figure threw a glance at them over his shoulder, then clambered up the side of the building and disappeared over the rooftops in a formidable display of agility. As for the Rogue, he was left behind curled up on the ground. 
 
    Well, most of him, anyway. 
 
    “Aarrgh! My arrrm! Grrraaaar!” 
 
    He screamed and roared as blood flowed out of the stump on his right hand, which was ripped clean off his wrist when his assailant retreated. 
 
    “Medic, quickly!” the man in the fanciest-looking helmet bellowed orders. “Jammie, watch the girl! The rest of you, up those rooftops!” 
 
    The patrol flew into a frenzy as they complied. The leader and medic attended to the wounded thief, while a third one told Keira to sit by and not make any sudden moves. The other five deftly clambered up the walls, despite their heavy-looking armor. They returned a few minutes later, carrying only the stranger’s discarded cloak and mask, claiming he vanished into thin air just when they thought they had caught up to him. 
 
    The would-be-thief, the catgirl, and her pet box with teeth were then taken into custody and questioned. Keira merely told the truth—she was walking home with her ‘roommate’ when that guy tried to rob them. She chased after him using her natural agility and Ranger Skills, then foolishly confronted him in the alley. She then realized she was outmatched and would’ve been stabbed for sure if that mysterious fellow hadn’t intervened. 
 
    “So, you did not know the supposed thief?” the guard continued interrogating her. 
 
    “No. I’ve never seen him before in my life.” 
 
    “Hmm… Alright, what about the man who intervened?” 
 
    “Same. He just dropped in out of nowhere. If it wasn’t for him…” 
 
    The shapeshifter pretended to regret its own recklessness, hence why Keira made that ‘it’s all my fault’ face while looking at the ground. 
 
    “Indeed, you’re lucky he showed up. Otherwise you could have been seriously hurt.” 
 
    “I know. Do you have any idea who that was?” 
 
    “None of your business, miss.” 
 
    “Please? I just want to know who I have to thank for saving me from my own stupidity.” 
 
    The adorable catgirl’s sincere demeanor made the soldier’s eyes swim for a bit. The effects of Boxxy’s unseen Charisma (CHR) Attribute coupled with its attractive outward appearance meant that it was easy to lull people into a false sense of security with the right attitude. This again was something that Snack had demonstrated many times over the past month or so. 
 
    “… Look, officially we’re told not to deny his existence,” said the guard in a hushed tone, “but I think that was the Sandman from the rumors.” 
 
    “Wait, he’s real?” 
 
    “Shh! Keep your voice down, girl.” 
 
    “Oh. Right, sorry.” 
 
    “Anyway, yeah, he’s real. They say he’s been dismantling gangs and cartels throughout the city, but it also seems he’s not above stomping a few street thugs along the way.” 
 
    “… But?” she asked pointedly. 
 
    “But, he’s still a criminal. There’s no telling how many innocents were caught up in his... business, so I urge you to stay away from him.” 
 
    “I see. Okay, I’ll keep that in mind. Thanks a lot for sharing this with me, mister guard.” 
 
    Keira flashed a radiant smile reminiscent of a sunflower in full bloom. It made the middle-aged elf cough lightly with embarrassment. The catgirl in front of him was so adorable that he found himself wanting to hug her, pat her head, and scratch her fuzzy ears, though not in a lecherous way. She just seemed like the sort of cute daughter that any father would be proud of. However, the guard recognized such behavior as inappropriate and unbecoming of an older man, especially a public servant and peacekeeper.  
 
    “You’re welcome, missy. Just keep it between us, okay? My boss will yell at me if I he learned I went around saying stuff like that. What I said was just hearsay and speculation, nothing more.” 
 
    “You got it, mister guard. It’ll be our little secret.” 
 
    She gave the guard a small wink with a finger against her thin lips, making him almost unable to bear it. This girl was downright dangerous, almost as if someone had tried to weaponize cuteness itself. Which was, more or less, the case. 
 
    As for the guard’s guess regarding the beastkin’s ‘savior,’ he had been only partially correct. That particular ‘Sandman’ had been a Mirror Image prepared by Boxxy. The shapeshifter had noticed the armed patrol and their shiny armor just before it had followed the thief into the alleyway. It seemed likely they would interfere, so it chose to remain in character while letting its body double take all the ‘credit’ for thwarting the theft. Not only did this divert attention and suspicion away from Keira, but it was also the first time that the rumored vigilante had left so many witnesses behind. Even if the office of the city guard wanted to keep the Sandman’s existence under wraps, they would be unable to stop so many people from blabbing about him now. 
 
    Then, once Boxxy’s darker alter ego had obtained a certain amount of notoriety and reputation, it would offer its services to the right people. Preferably those with few scruples, lots of money, and a good amount of influence. It was only natural there would be some government official or affluent individual who required something taken care of quickly and quietly… for a nominal fee, of course. The shapeshifter had no issue providing its services to the highest bidder, but it had to build up the Sandman as a meticulous and brutally efficient professional. 
 
    With the interview over, the guard escorted Keira out of the building. Rowana had been patiently waiting for her in the lobby with Minic, both of whom seemed relieved she was alright. The elf scolded her a bit for being reckless while the animate box excitedly bumped against her ankles. It would appear that, even though it had the intelligence of a rusty doorknob, the house mimic understood that the redhead had saved it from a dangerous situation. 
 
    [Congratulations, you are now a Level 14 Doppelganger! All Attributes +2.] 
 
    Boxxy cheered internally at the Level Up as the couple and their new pet proceeded happily towards their love nest. They got home without further incident, had a modest dinner of vegetable soup and performed their nightly dose of lovemaking and cuddling before Rowana fell asleep in Keira’s arms. The catgirl waited a bit to make sure she was completely out of it, before wriggling out of bed and exchanging places with Xera through use of the Transfamiliar Spell. The succubus would keep an eye on Rowana and make sure she didn’t wake up and notice Keira’s absence. Xera was under orders to only use the Sleep Spell, and to avoid activating the Dreamweaver Skill unless absolutely necessary. Repeated use of the Skill made it unreliable, and Boxxy didn’t want a repeat of what had happened with Fizzy prior to their capture by Edward, the Empire’s Spymaster. 
 
    “‘Tis good to see thee again, milord.” 
 
    Upon returning to the dungeon, Ambrosia greeted Boxxy with an overjoyed smile. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s good to be back,” it replied as it transformed from its true doppelganger shape into a spider-legged chest. 
 
    Boxxy still wasn’t sure why or how, but the Transfamiliar Spell forcefully undid its shapeshifting. If other teleportation-type Spells had the same effect, then that might prove to be a big problem. Especially since the people of the Republic relied on those gigantic circular Forest Gates to transport goods and people across large distances in an instant. It was highly likely that Boxxy would need to use them at some point. The fact that the use of those Gates use was strictly regulated and supervised meant it couldn’t just test it out at its leisure, either. Then again, the Transfamiliar Spell supposedly functioned using different principles from standard spatial magic, so it was likely this shapeshifting thing was a quirk unique to that particular incantation. 
 
    Putting its worries aside for the moment, the box began inspecting the workshop that Fizzy had set up with the dungeon core’s functions. A large, rectangular room had been carved into the side of the tree’s inner wall through Terrain Sculpting, and was easily accessible from the platform where the dungeon core resided. It had only three walls, meaning there was no doorway or anything to separate the workshop from the rest of the open space. 
 
    Inside was a large stone furnace, as well as three anvils of different make and material. A myriad of tools lined the walls alongside a plethora of shelves, boxes and display cases. These containers stood vacant, ready to be filled with all kinds of components, parts and mechanisms. There was also a long wooden table attached to the left wall, opposite the furnace. This would probably serve as Fizzy’s workstation. In fact, she seemed to have already started working on something if the lump of casings, screws and wires on the table was any indication. 
 
    “Was all of this made through Item Allocation and Terrain Sculpting?” 
 
    “‘Tis so, milord. These tools and facilities were created and maintained through the core, although they require a small amount of upkeep to keep them operational.” 
 
    “Hmm, I suppose that much is fine then. What about using dungeon-created materials to Level Up the Job? Did Fizzy try that?” 
 
    “Indeed she did, milord. Unfortunately, it did not seem to be sufficient. ‘Tis the reason she is currently away procuring materials at this time.” 
 
    “Well, that was to be expected.” 
 
    Temporary things born of pure mana did not provide a permanent boost to one’s Job or Skill Levels. It was an unwritten rule of this world. Using magically-created tools was probably okay though, just so long as the materials used came from outside the dungeon. 
 
    “Oh! That reminds me, I hath some more good news regarding milady Fizzy’s position, milord,” Ambrosia declared enthusiastically. “Thine servant hath discovered the dungeon is capable of creating a Bracelet of Allegiance, a magical item that identifies anyone who wears it as a friend to the dungeon. I hath taken the liberty of preparing one for milady Fizzy upon her return.” 
 
    The dryad pointed towards a small pedestal that stood just outside the magically-created Artificer workshop. On it was a thin steel bangle with a tiny, glowing gem embedded into it. Boxxy couldn’t help but notice that this precious stone looked a lot like a miniature version of the dungeon core. Unfortunately, as shiny as it was, this thing would most likely vanish into thin air if it were taken outside the dungeon’s sphere of influence. On the upside, if what Ambrosia said was true, then the Dryad’s Domain would finally stop treating Fizzy as a hostile invader. 
 
    “I see. Very convenient,” the shapeshifter declared sagely. “Hm? Where’s Arms?” 
 
    “Thy many-limbed servant is currently assisting this one,” the tree spirit informed it. “I hath found a new nest of pests that hath burrowed themselves into mine bark, and she is currently evicting them.” 
 
    “… These ‘pests’ are termites and not elves, right?” 
 
    “Of course, milord. This one would rather not harm the favored of Nyrie if it could be avoided. They art responsible for carrying this one’s fruits and seeds throughout the land and raising mine offspring in safety. In return I provide them with shelter and nourishment. ‘Tis a mutually beneficial relationship, though I do wish they would refrain from peeling at mine bark so much.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s good.” 
 
    The last thing Boxxy needed right now was to worry about authorities investigating this tree’s interior because some people went missing. 
 
    “What if they came into the dungeon portion of your body?” 
 
    “Then this one would ask them to leave. Or force them to if they refused.” 
 
    “That’s naive, Ambrosia!” it reprimanded her. 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Dungeons are known to hold valuables and treasures. If word got out that your body had become home to one, it would lead to all sorts of greedy individuals attacking the dungeon in an attempt to plunder its riches! You wouldn’t want that, right?” 
 
    “Heavens no, milord! Just the thought of that happening is… extremely unpleasant. Then, what doth milord suggest I do with such miscreants?” 
 
    “Capture them alive and prevent them from leaving here. You should be able to do that much without relying on Prison Management, yes?” 
 
    “‘Tis so, milord. I can imprison them in cages made of mine roots and branches and sustain them with mine fruits for as long as need be. But, what would that accomplish? Surely ‘tis better to just kill them and use them as fertilizer, no?” 
 
    “That is also naive! The absence of certain people is sure to be noticed, which would mean those elves would send even more people to investigate their disappearance. The end result would be no different than simply letting them go.” 
 
    “Ah! Thou speaketh truly!” 
 
    “But worry not, for Snack and I are on your side. We’ll be sure to handle those intruders in a way that will not draw attention to this place! If they’re unimportant and will not be missed, they will be eaten. If they are regular citizens or people of importance, then we can tamper with their memory or cover up this place’s existence in some other way.” 
 
    “I see! Milord’s wisdom belies thy age! I shalt engrave thy words unto mine heartwood.” 
 
    Ambrosia took a deep bow while her emerald-green eyes shone with respect. As expected, she was completely oblivious to the relationships between dungeons and adventurers, so Boxxy wanted to make a good impression on her. It was insurance should the dungeon core’s influence weaken in the future. If the dryad were to somehow reclaim her wits, then she will have memories of being treated as a partner rather than a slave. This would hopefully be enough to douse her ire when and if this occurred. 
 
    Now that Boxxy thought about it, why did dungeons exist in the first place? There were honestly very little benefits to the owner beyond making it a safe place to live. How come dungeons seemed to invite and tempt others into them? Was it because the vast majority of these places were apparently under the control of one God or another?  
 
    Thinking back to the Litigar Dungeon Complex, that place was definitely made for the enjoyment of the Goddess of Improbabilities. The fact that she immediately contacted Boxxy and offered to make it the dungeon master showed she actively kept an eye on things through the Surveillance Net. And yet, the Spire of the Jade King was far less responsive, suggesting the place had not been of significant importance to its owner. It was therefore logical that owning a dungeon was not vital for those deities. Perhaps dungeons were simply a means to test the resolve and mettle of mortals? Something like ‘prove you are worthy and claim the power you deserve’ type of thing? It certainly seemed like the sort of thing a god or goddess would do. 
 
    Well, one thing was for sure—Boxxy would definitely not reward any invaders for breaking into its lair with the intent of robbing it blind. In fact, now that Fizzy would be seen as the dungeon’s ally, it could fill the place with even more traps. It particularly looked forward to testing out those booby-trapped treasure chests it could build through Trap Management. Not to mention the anti-flight countermeasures it had installed all over this chasm last night. 
 
    “Arms, are you still busy cleaning out that termite nest?” it called out telepathically. 
 
    “Hey, Boss, and yeah, I am. It’s taking longer than I thought, but I’m almost done.” 
 
    Kora lacked Xera’s wide-area fire magic, so she was probably doing it by hand. Both her Berserker and Fiend Jobs made her extremely well suited to crushing little things in rapid succession. She was probably having a blast, especially since her Violent Meditation Skill restored a tiny bit of her MP whenever she hit something, which allowed her to use her Skills and Martial Arts a lot more often.  
 
    And while she was scarily effective against many squishy targets, she was no less capable of taking down tough, armored opponents since she got her Resonating Blows Skill. Using that, she could send destructive shockwaves that penetrated an opponent’s defenses and ripped their insides to shreds. They were strong enough to rattle even Fizzy’s highly durable mithril frame provided she actually got a good hit on her. That golem had gotten even better at avoiding, blocking, and parrying attacks than she was prior to becoming a golem. Her mithril frame was highly resistant to damage, but neither the Paladin nor the shapeshifter wanted to see it scratched up, stained, or dented. 
 
    On the whole, Boxxy was superbly pleased with the progress of all of its minions, and its mood only soared further in anticipation of the evening’s main event. 
 
    “Meet me at the highest point of dungeon with Nexus Access when you’re done,” it commanded. 
 
    “You got it, boss!” the fiend hollered back. “We’re doing the thing, tonight, right?!” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    Tonight was the night of a Lunar Convergence, during which all three of Terrania’s moons would be visible in the sky. It was time to see whether this Unholy Wealth thing was all that it was cracked up to be. Not only was the result of the ritual of immense interest to the greedy monster, but performing it was also highly likely to earn Boxxy the last chunk of Demonology Proficiency needed to hit Level 8. This would, in turn, allow it to contract a third familiar. All in all, if things worked out as intended, Boxxy’s hoard and  
 
    “Yip yip!” 
 
    But first, it would have to do something about the yipping jewelry box currently running frantically between its legs. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Part Four 
 
    Boxxy stared inquisitively at the slightly hyperactive house mimic. The little guy had no idea what was going on, and seemed genuinely excited about its new owner’s current chesty disposition. As for how it had gotten here, the shapeshifter remembered vaguely feeling something bump into its leg just as it had finished invoking the Transfamiliar Spell. It now realized that must have been Minic, who had somehow hitched a ride, as it were. It then must have spent a few moments recovering from the Spell’s mildly disorienting effects before it started running around like an overstimulated puppy. 
 
    This sequence of events baffled Boxxy quite a bit, mostly because it had no idea that Transfamiliar could be used to transport multiple living things at the same time. The thought had crossed its mind, but it had avoided testing it out for fear of what might happen to one or both parties. Still, it now had confirmation that using the Spell in such a way was both possible and safe, which was sure to prove useful should such a thing become necessary in the future. 
 
    A much more troubling thought crept into Boxxy’s mind. Both the monster and the dryad had completely failed to detect Minic’s presence. Admittedly it had temporarily disabled the intruder alarm because of Fizzy, but surely the dungeon master would have seen it before it started yapping and running around. Even if not, she could clearly both see and hear it now, yet the dryad showed no reaction whatsoever. 
 
    “Ambrosia,” it decided to ask, “why haven’t you said anything about this creature?” 
 
    “What doth thy mean, milord?” the dumbfounded tree spirit replied. “‘Tis one of thy servants, is it not?” 
 
    “Well, it is, but shouldn’t you be more concerned with a new intruder?” 
 
    “Hmm… Thou art correct. ‘Tis most bizarre now that I think of it. While this creature is undoubtedly an invader, I find myself unwilling to harm it. Almost as if… No, I am certain.” 
 
    Ambrosia knelt down in front of Boxxy and patted her thighs, prompting Minic to stop whatever it was doing and leap into her lap with a few high-pitched yelps. 
 
    “This creature was definitely carved from mine timber,” the dryad said with a gentle smile. 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” she insisted. “‘Tis difficult to put mine feelings into words, but I know for certain.” 
 
    That would certainly explain her lack of animosity. Though the dungeon core exerted some amount of influence over the dryad, it did not control her most basic instincts. If Ambrosia saw Minic as part of herself, or maybe even as an offspring of sorts, then it was only natural she would not want to hurt it. More importantly, her words also revealed the fact that the small mimic had a shell made out of actual wood rather than flesh disguised as wood. This seemed obvious now that Ambrosia pointed this out, yet Boxxy had glossed over this despite having examined the critter’s insides multiple times with its MLG. 
 
    This bothered the shapeshifter. It felt as if it should have already noticed the fact that, now that it thought about it, Minic seemed more like a box that had been brought to life rather than a lifeform disguised as a box. Admittedly, Boxxy had more important things to worry about than its new pet’s biology, but it couldn’t shake the feeling that something was off. Perhaps the house mimic had some kind of Skill that made it easier for the creature to avoid one’s notice? 
 
    The chest-shaped doppelganger then realized this was a good opportunity to test out a certain feature of the core’s Surveillance Net. The module in question could perform an Invader Analysis, which seemed to be halfway between a Basic Appraisal and a full one. Though it wouldn’t reveal Skills or Perks, it was still enough to gauge a living being’s strength. Boxxy hastily brought up the relevant screens and menus, and activated the function in question. Minic sensed something was going on and jumped out of Ambrosia’s lap with a surprised “Yip!” It calmed down a few seconds later. 
 
    Once that was over, Boxxy was left looking at a truly bizarre Status screen. 
 
    [General Information]
Minic
House Mimic, 462 years old
Servant of the Household of Tol-Saroth
Level 2.00 Doppelganger (MAX)
Level 2.00 Mimic (MAX)
Level 5.00 Demonspawn (MAX)
275/275 HP (+0.5/sec)
0/0 MP 
 
    [Attributes]
STR 25, DEX 25, AGI 25, END 50, LCK 2048 
 
    One thing was abundantly clear—there was now zero doubt that this creature was one of Tol-Saroth’s original house mimics. Judging from this Status, it had been created through some sort of fusion between a doppelganger and a demon. It was also quite a bit tougher than its appearance would suggest. However, the lack of INT and WIS and that truly outrageous LCK Attribute hinted at an untellable tale of hardship. The fact this creature had survived for four-and-a-half centuries while being the living embodiment of dumb luck was… incredible. The demonic energies that were used in its creation were also likely the cause of its unnatural longevity. Familiars’ physical forms did not age, after all. 
 
    Another thing that was obvious, Minic truly lacked the capacity of comprehending its surroundings as anything more complex than ‘good things’ and ‘bad things.’ This meant it was not actually a threat to its operation. Even if it somehow understood that Keira had a secret identity, it completely lacked the ability to communicate such a thing. It was physically incapable of spilling the beans. Not to mention that its bright red gem and lustrous golden trim made it uniquely shiny, which appealed greatly to Boxxy’s tastes. 
 
    Ultimately the doppelganger decided to keep the amusing little box, at least for the time being. 
 
    “Ambrosia, can you keep Minic here company for a while?” 
 
    “It would be mine pleasure, milord.” 
 
    She bent down and picked up the animate jewelry box, which immediately nuzzled itself between her breasts. Come to think of it, it did that a lot with Rowana and Lia, but not so much with Keira. This trend suggested that Minic, for whatever reason, seemed to prefer bustier women. Admittedly, it wasn’t Boxxy’s place to fault another for their love of large chests, but that was clearly the wrong type of chest the former mimic had in mind. That aside, the important part was that Minic seemed content to sit tight rather than run around and interfere with Boxxy’s plans. 
 
    Using Nexus Access, Boxxy instantly transported itself to the highest point of the dungeon. It was still within the tree, so it used Terrain Sculpting to make its way out of it, much like before. It broke through the bark and found itself standing in the lush canopy of the hylt tree. The outrageously sized branches and leaves blocked out the view of the night sky. This was an issue, since the ritual Boxxy wanted to perform required an unobstructed line of sight to all three moons. 
 
    It therefore started climbing upwards, looking through the sea of branches and leaves for a suitable ritual site. It took several minutes until it found a relatively flat branch with a clear view of the night sky. Yoitis, Laopra and Tascuna—the three moons orbiting the world of Terrania—were the only things visible overhead. The moons’ combined light was so intense that it completely drowned out the stars, as if they were intentionally hogging the celestial stage. 
 
    “Boss, I’m done with the termites,” came Kora’s timely report. “I’m on my way to... Ah, you’re out of the dungeon. I can’t get to you with Nexus Access.” 
 
    “That’s okay, I’ll just re-summon you.” 
 
    Yes, this would cost a sizeable chunk of MP, but it wasn’t as if it had anything else to spend in on. After dismissing and recalling Kora to its side, it started recalling the steps and materials it would need to perform the long-anticipated Unholy Wealth ritual. It did so with a bit of apprehension, however, as it was once again reminded that it didn’t know what the outcome would be. Yes, the Demonology Skill taught it all it needed to know to perform the ceremony, but that was it. Neither Arms nor Snack knew anything about it either, and Boxxy hadn’t been able to figure out how to research the topic as Keira without raising eyebrows. 
 
    The only thing it could determine was that the Ritual of Unholy Wealth would produce a magic item of some kind. How much harm could an inanimate object truly do? 
 
    Its mind made up, Boxxy opened its Storage and started pulling out all of the ingredients and tools necessary for the ceremony. The more mundane materials consisted of: a standard silver-plated mortar and pestle set, a small hammer, five gold coins, and a plain wooden goblet carved out of oak. The rarer and subsequently more expensive ingredients included an Elixir of Avarice, a six-centimeter-long mithril nail, an unprocessed Midnight Ruby, and a Pure Pearl that had been tainted by demonic essence.  
 
    There was a bit of an issue with that last one, however. Boxxy had obtained the component during its stay in Erosa, but the magical gemstone had reverted to its pure state over the long months it had sat inside the monster’s Storage. The shapeshifter was aware of this, which was why it needed Kora’s assistance. It handed her the gemstone, and told her to infuse it with her essence. 
 
    “Do what now?” the fiend asked incredulously. 
 
    “Infuse it with your essence,” it repeated. 
 
    “How do I do that?” 
 
    “It’s like pumping mana into it as you would into a magic item.” 
 
    “Oh…” 
 
    “You don’t know how to do that either, do you?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    Boxxy was briefly taken aback by this. Arms might not have been the shiniest coin in the purse, but it assumed she would know how to do something so basic. It realized now that was perhaps expecting too much from her, given how her only interaction she’d had with magic items thus far had been to break them. Still, it really wasn’t that complex a technique, and if Boxxy could pick it up as a mimic, then so could Arms. It just needed to think of a way to describe the process to her. 
 
    “Try to put it in your mouth, roll it around on your tongue, and think about it really hard. Oh, and careful not to bite down on it.” 
 
    “… Why does that sound like a blowjob?” 
 
    “Just do it.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” 
 
    Kora took the snow-white pearl and did as instructed for several seconds before spitting it back out. She held the drool-covered gem up between her fingers, which was slightly darker in coloration than it used to be. 
 
    “This good enough?” she asked expectantly. 
 
    “No, but it’s a start. Keep going until I say otherwise.” 
 
    While Arms got busy with that, Boxxy grabbed the Midnight Ruby and started crushing it into dust using the mortar and pestle. The specially designed tool had some sort of effect on the gem and allowed the monster to grind up the dark red gemstone without any real difficulty. It was almost as if the precious stone crumbled on its own with the slightest push of the pestle. It still took fifteen minutes to reduce it into the right consistency necessary for the ritual, though this was mostly because the monster was inexperienced with the tools it was using. 
 
    Once it was satisfied with its handiwork, it carefully dumped the sparkling powder into the goblet, making extra sure the shiny dust didn’t scatter in the wind. 
 
    “Arms, how are things going on your end?” 
 
    “Dunno, lemme see.” 
 
    Kora spat out the once-white Pure Pearl again, revealing that it was now completely black. 
 
    “This is good,” declared Boxxy just before taking it from her. 
 
    It briefly thought back on when it first obtained this reagent, wondering exactly why Snack had used her genitals to perform the act. Surely it was unnecessary, right? Well, it was an unimportant detail, so the monster brushed it off as ‘Snack being Snack.’ Now that it had the re-corrupted pearl in its tentacles, it wiped off the spit, set it down on the wooden branch, and pressed the tip of the mithril nail into it. It then gripped the hammer with a third appendage and firmly tapped the nail’s head several times. 
 
    The pitch-black pearl was pierced and cracks spread through it. However, rather than fall apart like glass, it actually held itself together quite well. This was because this peculiar gemstone had a viscous goo-like substance within its tough outer shell. It was more like an egg of some kind, rather than a crystal bead. After confirming everything was going as expected, Boxxy drove the mithril nail clean through the magical gemstone, puncturing it completely and causing the unidentifiable black liquid to drip out. Boxxy hurriedly put the skewered pearl into the wooden goblet, where its juices slowly began mixing with the pulverized Midnight Ruby.  
 
    The monster then arranged the five gold coins into a small pentagon and placed the simple cup in the middle of it. Finally, it reached over and grabbed the bottle of Elixir of Avarice it had bought off an alchemist back in Erosa. This orange-colored magic potion supposedly allowed its user to literally sniff out any and all gold within fifteen meters, and its effects lasted for a full day. Boxxy didn’t need this silly thing for itself since its magical perception was already more than capable of doing that, so it poured the contents of the bottle into the wooden goblet without hesitation. 
 
    The orange-tinted liquid was quickly dyed blood-red by the powdered Midnight Ruby and started hissing ominously. The punctured pearl floated just beneath the surface of the concoction, despite it being way too heavy to do so under normal circumstances. Boxxy shifted back into its ‘Chester Underwood’ persona for a moment, as the ritual required a humanoid appearance to complete successfully. It wasn’t sure why it chose this shape in particular, though it didn’t really care either way. 
 
    Once the ritual site was set up, it deftly grabbed the mithril nail sticking out of the floating pearl and began slowly stirring the mixture and chanting. 
 
    “Suspendisse vitae maximus augue, eget porta ante. Nulla eget justo facilisis, sagittis massa in, euismod leo.” 
 
    The fraudulent elf’s voice carried clearly through the otherwise-quiet night. It was a good thing there was nobody who lived within almost a kilometer of its current position, otherwise they would have surely noticed what was about to happen. 
 
    “Curabitur hendrerit libero quis mi finibus, a venenatis neque tincidunt. Pellentesque eleifend efficitur pulvinar.” 
 
    The pure-white metal nail and pitch-black pearl both turned a deep crimson as they soaked up part of the liquid they floated in. 
 
    “Aenean hendrerit dictum maximus.” 
 
    Boxxy let go of the skewered jewel, which continued to make circular motions as if guided by an invisible hand, and then stood up from its kneeling position. 
 
    “Suspendisse potenti Yoitis! Suspendisse potenti Laopra! Suspendisse potenti Tascuna!” 
 
    It lifted its head and arms towards the sky while shouting, as if begging each of the moons for a favor in turn. 
 
    “Cras eget mauris vulputate, bibendum sem sit amet, elementum felis!” 
 
    The five gold coins started vibrating and glowing with a bright yellow light while the skewered pearl levitated a few centimeters into the air. It had absorbed all of the liquid from the goblet and glowed an intense bright red. 
 
    “Unc metus ullamcorper libero! Quis bibendum tortor urna nec orci!” 
 
    Boxxy felt the hair on its head stand on end along with an odd sense of dread. The monster yelled out the last two words of the chant before it could process the significance of this peculiar sensation. 
 
    “Divitias eligo!” 
 
    *KRAKAKOOOOOM* 
 
    “Herpaglurgen!” 
 
    A bolt of golden lightning struck the wooden goblet despite the total absence of clouds. The unexpected occurrence made blurt out a weird noise while reflexively backing away. The shapeshifter nearly fell of the branch in its panic and had to shift back into its spider-legged chesty form to cling onto it. 
 
    “Boss, you okay down there?!” Kora shouted from somewhere above. 
 
    “Nobody told me there would be lightning involved!” Boxxy yelled in frustration. “I’ll die for sure if I get hit by that! Seriously, what the crap?! Why do these stupid rituals always try to kill me?!” 
 
    The monster let off a rather uncharacteristic string of complaints as it climbed up the side of the branch, back to where it was mere moments prior.  
 
    “I think that’s sort of the point, boss,” Kora smirked mockingly. 
 
    Her master graciously ignored her unflattering tone and directed its attention towards the place that mystical bolt of lightning had struck. The sturdy Ironbark-covered branch was charred black, a testament to that thunderbolt’s power. The wooden goblet, gold coins and thoroughly expensive mixture had fused together into a solid-gold cup that was shiny beyond belief.  
 
    A row of glowing red runes was etched alongside its rim, while intricate golden carvings covered the rest of the vessel. The patterns swirled, swiveled and wrapped around its surface seemingly at random with no beginning or end. A total of twelve red, opal-shaped gems were evenly spaced out around its shining surface. The inside of the goblet was coated by an off-white metal with a slight green hue to it. It held a dark-red liquid oddly reminiscent of blood in its coloration and consistency. 
 
    This item’s name, although unknown to Boxxy at the time, was Profanus Gloria. 
 
    “…” 
 
    The shapeshifter stared intently, feeling a rather ominous aura coming from the object. 
 
    “Arms, does that shiny thing look cursed to you?” 
 
    Kora took a few steps forward and crouched down to get a better look, her face slowly twisting in confusion. 
 
    “No idea. Sorry, boss. This mystical stuff is more the cock-gobbler’s thing.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    Boxxy was more or less convinced there was a curse, as the magic oozing from it was foul and thoroughly un-tasty. It was very similar to how Fizzy’s gauntlet used to be prior to her fusing with it. Although the curse had weakened severely since then, the sensation it gave off at the time was almost identical to the one coming from the goblet. It was the ‘almost’ part that gave Boxxy pause. Looking closer, it appeared that the source of the curse was not the goblet itself, but the strange liquid it held. As the creature got closer, it found itself overcome with a very peculiar urge to drink the stuff in one go. That was clearly a bad idea, and yet part of it still wanted to do it. It craved it. 
 
    “Uhm, boss?” Kora piped, then swallowed audibly. “Can I get a sip of that?” 
 
    It would appear that the fiend was no less influenced by this thing. This was a good opportunity to test its effects, so the monster would allow her to- 
 
    “No! It’s mine!” it shouted. 
 
    The fiend’s face grew twisted with rage when she heard that. It was a good thing the contract was in place, otherwise Boxxy would definitely have been attacked right now. The worst part of this scenario, however, was that those words were not its own. 
 
    “This delicious thing is all mine I tell you!” 
 
    It was extremely strange. No matter how much it tried to speak its mind, the wrong words kept coming out. Almost as if someone or something else put those sentences into its mouth. It was probably some strange effect of the curse, which demanded it be consumed post-haste. Quite the powerful effect considering both Boxxy and Kora had formidable MNT Attributes. The shapeshifter had no intention of actually giving into those urges, of course. This was obviously a trap no matter how one looked at it. It wanted Kora to drink up first and serve as a test subject, but it had no idea how to tell her. Ah, perhaps the telepathic link might work? 
 
    “Ignore what I said earlier and drink up.” 
 
    This appeared to have been the right call. 
 
    “Oh, yeaaaah!” 
 
    The fiend let out a rather rude-sounding cheer as she eagerly picked up the small gilded cup with both hands. It was quite hot to the touch—unsurprising considering this object had been created in a flash of lightning less than a minute ago. She placed the rim of the goblet against her mouth and tilted it so that the blood-like liquid flowed into it.  
 
    The strange substance sprang to life the instant it touched her lips, and every last drop of it forced itself down her throat in an instant. She coughed violently at the sudden oral invasion and instinctively grabbed her throat, letting the goblet fall to the ground with a metallic clatter in the process. Her entire consciousness was suddenly enveloped by a searing pain that flared up across her entire body all at once. It overtook her in a flash, snuffing her life out before she got a chance to scream. 
 
    [Your familiar has been banished.] 
 
    Boxxy stared curiously at the upright body of its familiar. The fact this cursed liquid was hazardous was hardly surprising considering the ‘Unholy’ part of the ritual, but it wondered how any of this could be considered ‘Wealth.’ That was when the demon’s flesh started crumbling away, falling off her body in small bits and disappearing into nothingness before it even hit the ground. Several seconds later, Boxxy witnessed the true effects of this curse. 
 
    For when all of Kora’s skin and muscle had fallen off, all that was left of her was a glittering, golden skeleton. Boxxy stared reverently at the macabre sculpture, captivated by its esoteric beauty. But alas, as something born of mana, the transformed skeleton faded away into nothingness. Not even a second later, the only thing left of it was a fleeting memory. 
 
    “NOOOOOO!” 
 
    The monster let out a cry of frustration. It was really starting to get sick of all these disappearing shinies. First there was that wonderful treasure chest and now this strangely alluring golden skeleton. It understood why it had happened, but that didn’t make the event any less unpleasant. Deciding it wanted a permanent golden skeleton, the monster turned its attention to the shiny cup Arms dropped earlier. The curse-carrying object thankfully hadn’t rolled off the branch, either because it had either landed upright or because it had stood up on its own after it had been dropped. It had also already refilled itself with the same cursed liquid that killed Arms. 
 
    Boxxy went up to the goblet and carefully picked it up. It felt an even stronger urge to chug the clearly deadly substance, but managed to resist long enough to safely tuck it away inside its Storage. It then checked its Demonology Skill, noting with some disappointment that it was currently 96% of the way to Level 8. The shapeshifter had clearly overestimated the amount of Skill Proficiency it would gain from the Unholy Wealth ritual. It then thought back on how the ability progressed fastest not by simply performing rituals, but by putting them to practical use. The implication was that utilizing the cursed cup, which was a byproduct of the Demonology Skill, could give it the final push it needed to reach the next Level. 
 
    Deciding that this endeavor was worth a try, Boxxy rapidly made its way down the titanic tree to Azurvale’s ground level. Once again disguised as a ginger-haired elf, it stalked the streets until it reached a part of the city known as Dirt Town. This was the run-down and disreputable part of the Republic’s capital, filled with slums, gambling dens, whorehouses, and positively overflowing with unsavory individuals. Once here, it made its way towards a certain abandoned warehouse tucked under the shadow of one of the dozens of oversized roots dominating the area. 
 
    The building was one of the places groups of homeless bums typically liked to squat in. Even if the Republic was much better at taking care of its poor and downtrodden than, for instance, the Empire, it was inevitable that some people would fall through the cracks. Nobody of real consequence would notice if three or four of these unfortunate souls were to disappear. This made them excellent candidates for a midnight snack. Alternatively, they could also be used as unwitting test subjects for magical experiments with cursed items of demonic origin. Which, as luck would have it, was just the sort of thing that Boxxy was looking for. 
 
    The monster quietly climbed atop the sloped roof and peeked inside through a hole. Sure enough, it saw a trio of sleeping elves huddled around a small indoor campfire. Boxxy moved in silently and relieved two of them of their worthless lives, then held the third one down under its deceptively heavy mass. The old man struggled and tried to scream, but his protests were expertly muffled by the experienced man-handler. 
 
    The pauper ceased his struggling the instant Boxxy showed him the gilded goblet. His one good eye shone with a dangerous, almost lustful light as he beheld its glory. As expected, those with a low or non-existent MNT Attribute were supremely more susceptible to this thing’s influence than Boxxy or Kora. The homeless man was proof enough of that, as he was obviously more interested in drinking from the shiny cup than preserving his own life. The former was the whole reason Boxxy came down here, so not only did it let him drink, it practically force-fed him the contents of that cursed vessel. 
 
    The man let out a gurgled scream, as his entire body tensed up, then stopped moving entirely. The molten gold tears that poured out of his unmoving eyes and the shining teeth in his mouth revealed that the Unholy Wealth had taken effect. Looking inside his body with its MLG, Boxxy confirmed that his bones had turned into the same metal it coveted. 
 
    [Proficiency level increased. Demonology is now Level 8. WIS +2. MNT +2.] 
 
    Finally! Not only did Boxxy obtain a way to get more shiny things, but it had also... 
 
    [You have violated the taboo of Goroth and incurred the wrath of the gods!]
[A special action has been performed. FTH -20.]
[Proficiency level increased. Taboo is now Level 1.]
[Feat of strength performed! You have unlocked a new Perk: Blasphemous Hero.] 
 
    ...royally screwed itself. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Part Five 
 
    “Crap! Crap! Crap! Crap! Crap! Crap! Crap! Crap!” 
 
    Boxxy let off a non-stop torrent of swearing as it ran around in a circle like a chicken with its head cut off. After about half a minute of this, it realized this behavior wasn’t particularly constructive and stopped to assess the situation. If there was ever a time to lose its cool and freak out, this was most definitely it. However, this was most definitely not the place for it. It was still inside an abandoned warehouse, next to three corpses, where a night patrol might come to investigate.  
 
    It hurriedly tossed the one with the golden skeleton inside its storage, gobbled up the other two and thoroughly cleaned the crime scene. Afterwards, it stealthily left the building and slinked off into the night. It climbed up the side of the adjacent hylt tree until it reached a small, uninhabited branch far from prying eyes. It was as good a spot as any to stop and figure out what had just happened, so it did just that. 
 
    First of all, the Taboo Skill. Boxxy had heard much about it and its ill effects, so it knew it would throw a major wrench in its plans to blend in with the local adventuring community. Enlightened beings could sense anyone with the Taboo Skill, and treated them with a general sense of distrust and disgust, if not outright hostility. Such individuals were among the Maleficium guild, usually Warlocks and Necromancers, who had tapped into some forbidden power or another. Such people were tolerated at best, but generally shunned and ostracized by the community. It was not a position Boxxy wanted to be in, but it was the reality its public persona faced. 
 
    For the moment, since it had acquired the Taboo Skill anyway, it decided it might as well personally check out its effects. 
 
    [Taboo]
The mark of those who have committed grave sins or have willingly gone against the will of the Gods.
Requirements: Negative FTH
Type: Passive
Range: Self
[Effects]
You will be shunned by the pious.
Increases the effectiveness of all forbidden practices and Spells by 10% per Level of this Skill.
Beware the wrath of the gods! 
 
    Boxxy had more or less expected something like this. The fact it seemed to have a ‘benefit’ was a bit surprising though. It now made sense why certain individuals willingly went further into Taboo. The reason Nasty’s undead creatures and hexes were so potent might have been because she claimed her Taboo was at Level 7. In hindsight, it was probably a good thing she wasn’t around anymore, as a blasphemous existence of that magnitude was bound to be a trouble magnet. 
 
    The real question was how would one get rid of this stigma. Boxxy already had an idea of how it could happen. Skills would be disabled and rendered unusable should their owner cease to meet their Requirements. Therefore, if it no longer had ‘Negative FTH,’ then this Skill should lose its effects. Come to think of it, the Skill itself did not inflict an Attribute change, but was a direct result of one. More specifically, the FTH penalty caused by whatever blasphemous act Boxxy had performed, which changed the spiritual Attribute from 18 to -2. In other words, it only needed to gain two, possibly three points of FTH in order to rid itself of the Taboo. 
 
    Boxxy was suddenly immensely thankful it absorbed that Divine Attunement Skill earlier, otherwise this might have been a much more difficult thing to overcome. Snack could cover for its absence for a while, but it was still best if it could get this over with before dawn. It just needed to think of how to do that. 
 
    Leveling up Doppelganger or any of the related Skills that boosted All Attributes was an obvious solution, but there was no way it could accomplish that before dawn. Perhaps seeking out a Priest or Paladin trainer would be good? That Job would definitely provide an increase in FTH and could easily be removed once the Doppelganger Job gained a few Levels. Boxxy honestly did not want another Job to worry about though, as it was already spending every waking moment training one aspect of its Status or another. Therefore, it would maliciously abuse its position as Hero and- 
 
    Wait, wasn’t there something else it got alongside Taboo? 
 
    [Blasphemous Hero]
One who has betrayed the trust of their divine patron.
Requirements: Hero, Taboo
[Effects]
Hero Skills are disabled and cannot be used. 
 
    “RRAAAAAAGH!” 
 
    Boxxy let out a roar of frustration. This was bad. Really, really bad. So bad it almost made the shapeshifter want to vomit up those homeless people. The main lynchpin of its infiltration operation, the sole thing that allowed it to integrate fully into civilized society, was gone. People trusted Appraisals to an almost outlandish degree. Why wouldn’t they? It was a reliable magic that revealed one’s true identity and abilities, so Boxxy’s ability to subvert that had been like a free pass to do whatever it pleased. Within reason of course. As expected of a Skill granted by the gods, having Essence Concealment truly felt like cheating. 
 
    That said, the ability wasn’t foolproof. Faehorn seemed to catch on that Keira was more than she seemed, seeing as how he pulled that laughable ‘test’ of his. If his mock ambush truly came out of nowhere, then Boxxy might have reacted as expected. However, the ex-mimic’s magical perception had easily spotted the old elf’s approach and intent, so it had been ready. After all, it wasn’t like it would die, even if Keira’s head was separated from the rest of her. A doppelganger’s brain was inside their spinal column, so bisection was actually deadlier to Boxxy than decapitation. 
 
    The shapeshifter realized it had gone off on a mental tangent, likely a subconscious effort to escape the reality in which it was royally screwed. Without being able to bypass Appraisal, it would be incredibly difficult to maintain its fake life as an aspiring adventurer. Worst case scenario, it would have to abandon civilization altogether, which would eliminate its main source of Doppelganger XP. This was where it started to envy that golem, as she had somehow gotten the locals to accept her and lived among them even with her monstrous features. 
 
    Wait, that’s it! it exclaimed internally. 
 
    [Boxxy: Ambrosia, is Fizzy back at the dungeon yet?]
[Ambrosia: Indeed, milord. She hath just arrived.]
[Boxxy: Great! Show her to the emergency exit I installed yesterday.]
[Ambrosia: Right away, milord.] 
 
    Surely the Paladin would have some sort of solution. The Taboo Skill would put a momentary strain on their relationship, but she had already pledged herself to Boxxy’s service, so it would probably be fine. 
 
    Come to think of it, wasn’t that dryad some kind of a quasi-divine being? Wouldn’t she be the one most disgusted with the Taboo Skill? It seemed logical, but then how come she was acting as if nothing had happened? Was it the core’s influence at work? Or, did she simply not realize because the two hadn’t met box-to-face yet? Boxxy decided it would be wise to ask her, though in a slightly roundabout way. 
 
    [Boxxy: Ambrosia, what do you think of me?]
[Ambrosia: … What hath come over thee, milord?]
[Boxxy: What do you mean?]
[Ambrosia: ‘Tis the first time thou hath enquired after mine opinion.]
[Boxxy: There’s a first time for everything, right? So please, answer me as truthfully as you can.]
[Ambrosia: If milord insists, then I shall oblige.] 
 
    There was a brief pause, as the dryad presumably gathered her thoughts. 
 
    [Ambrosia: This one believes milord Morningwood is an outstanding individual with potential the likes of which I hath never seen.]
[Ambrosia: Thy insight and adaptability concerning the world at large are truly worthy of praise.]
[Ambrosia: Milord also takes great care so as not to disrespect or harm mine body in any way, for which this one is truly grateful.]
[Ambrosia: Thy generosity and kindness hath touched this old soul deeply, and I find myself wishing to spend more time in thy company.]
[Ambrosia: ‘Tis also a rare opportunity for me to care for a youngling, which I find to be most fulfilling.] 
 
    That was… not quite what Boxxy expected. Or rather, wasn’t that way too high an opinion considering they only met a few days ago? Not to mention that the shapeshifter was pretty sure it hadn’t done anything nearly as great or benevolent as the things the dryad was describing. Then again, this attitude was likely due to the dungeon core’s influence twisting her perception of events. This was still good news, however, as the dryad seemed oblivious to Boxxy’s Taboo, at least for the moment. The doppelganger really didn’t want to test the limits of the dungeon core’s ability to keep an ancient being like Ambrosia in check. Hence why it wanted to keep its heretical inclinations a secret from her as much as possible. 
 
    To that end, the monster stealthily made its way over to the tree housing both its new lair and Keira’s home. It climbed up to the hidden dungeon entrance, where it waited patiently for Fizzy’s arrival. She couldn’t abuse Nexus Access, which meant she had to climb up via the stairs. A minute or so passed before the disguised door swung open from the inside, and the mithril golem shone brilliantly under the triple moonlight poking through the tree’s vast canopy. 
 
    “Hey, Boxxy!” she said in her usual, cheerful tone. “What did- Ugh! Oh my God!” 
 
    Well, that didn’t last long. Her face twisted into a scowl, as if she was staring at a disgusting cockroach she wanted to squish at all costs. It was the same look she kept giving Nasty back when the lich was still around, though slightly more subdued. 
 
    “I… accidentally committed a Taboo,” Boxxy informed her. 
 
    “Ugh. Yeah, I can feel that,” she cringed. “What in Ricardo’s holy doughnut did you do, Boxxy?!” 
 
    The shapeshifter explained the evening’s events, starting with the ritual and ending with it obtaining the Taboo Skill. Fizzy did her best to listen, but it was obvious, she was having a hard time even looking at Boxxy. The way she made the juvenile doppelganger feel could best be summed up as, ‘not tasty.’ 
 
    “Yeah, I think I understand what happened,” she said, averting her gaze. “You transmuted something into gold, a valuable metal. Goroth hates that sort of thing. He’s the God of Artists and Artisans, someone who values perseverance and hard work above all else. Having people create expensive minerals for quick and easy profit really grinds his gears.” 
 
    She then threw Boxxy a brief, disgusted look before turning away again. 
 
    “Also, it’s impossible to ‘accidentally’ commit a Taboo. You knew full well that hobo’s bones would turn to gold when you did the deed, and you intentionally made him drink the cursed stuff.” 
 
    “I didn’t know Goroth would hate it, though,” it argued. 
 
    “Not knowing a law doesn’t mean you’re exempt from it!” she shot back. 
 
    “Well, what about Arms? That guy was clearly okay with me shining her up, so what’s up with that?” 
 
    “She’s a demon though. I mean, it’s not like her skeleton stuck around after you made her drink, right?” 
 
    “Okay, yeah, I see your point,” it conceded. “Look, I need your help getting rid of it this Taboo thing right away. It should be possible, right?” 
 
    “Depends. How much in the negative are you? Your Faith Attribute, I mean” 
 
    “Minus two.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s good. So long as it doesn’t go beyond negative ten then it’s a relatively easy fix. Just to make it clear, you do regret doing what you did, right?” 
 
    “Kind of. Mostly because of the Taboo Skill though…” 
 
    “Well, that’s better than nothing. So, kneel down, bow your head, and stand still so I can take care of it.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    The elf-shaped monster assumed the position without protest, allowing the golem to easily place her hands on its shoulders. She hated having to, though. The way her fingers twitched despite her mechanical constitution made that abundantly clear, as did the near bone-crushing grip her digits eventually settled into. She then closed her eyes and spoke in a soft voice. Or at least as soft a voice as a mechanical throat and metal mouth could produce. 
 
    “Oh, merciful Gods! Behold this poor child who ignored Your will! It has ventured into sin out of ignorance and curiosity, and has unwittingly violated Your most sacred decrees. It has expressed the desire to repent in both mind and body, and solemnly swears to uphold Your values forever more! Your servant begs you, forgive this lost soul for its heretical actions!” 
 
    A soft, white radiance flowed out from the gnome’s body, ran across her arms and flowed into Boxxy’s faux-wood frame. 
 
    “Absolution!” 
 
    [A pious servant of the Gods has absolved you of your grievous sins.]
[A special action has been performed. FTH +5.]
[Proficiency level decreased. Taboo is no longer available.]
[Feat of strength performed! You have unlocked a new Perk: Seeker of Redemption.]
[The Blasphemous Hero Perk has been removed since you no longer meet the required conditions.] 
 
    The golem let out a small sigh and opened her eyes. Her face instantly slackened to her regular smiling expression. 
 
    “All done,” she declared. 
 
    Boxxy quickly checked its Status, just in case. It was relieved to find that all of the offensive entries were gone, and its FTH Attribute was at a healthy plus three. 
 
    “Wow, that was easy!” it exclaimed in surprise. 
 
    That brief ceremony was much more convenient than temporarily picking up the Paladin Job from Fizzy or scrambling to get Level Ups. As for Seeker of Redemption, the Perk had absolutely no effects whatsoever, and merely served as a ‘badge of honor’ for those who turned their backs on Taboo. Honestly speaking, Boxxy preferred it doing nothing. It was rapidly learning that Perks were sometimes more trouble than they were worth. 
 
    “Thanks, Fizzy,” it said, clearly in a good mood. “I’ll be counting on you the next time, too.” 
 
    “Oh no! No, no, no, no, no!” Fizzy waved her hands around angrily. “Don’t even think about using that Unholy Wealth thing again. Absolution is not a ceremony that can be used lightly. It drains away my own FTH Attribute to cast it, you know! Not to mention it will only work two or three times per person, and that’s only if they’re lucky. That might as well have been your only pardon.” 
 
    Forgiveness, it would seem, was a very finite resource. 
 
    “I see. I guess it can’t be helped then.” 
 
    The monster regretfully conceded that the cursed goblet in its Storage would have to be put away for the foreseeable future. 
 
    “What about the guy I already transmuted?” it asked a moment later. 
 
    “… I don’t know to be honest. Trying to profit off his golden bones might trigger another Taboo violation.” 
 
    “I’m not going to sell them though. I just want to add his skeleton to my collection.” 
 
    “Right, hmm… I’ll have to ask the guys at the guild later, so don’t do anything rash before that, okay?” 
 
    “Alright. Wait, guild? You joined one?” 
 
    “Yeah, the Hammers of Horkensaft. Many people in that artisan’s guild worship Goroth, so there’s a good chance someone there has the answers you’re looking for.” 
 
    “And you have no problems blending in with those guys?” 
 
    “None at all. They love me over there,” she proudly puffed out her chest. “They’ve never had an Arclight Artificer before, so they’re really interested in my work. They’re also a bunch of dwarves and gnomes so they’re not too bothered by having a golem around. Well, I guess it’s a bit annoying to have those lowly meatbags asking to examine my mithril frame, but for the most part they seem content to just admire my flawless construction from afar.” 
 
    Boxxy completely understood that attitude. Fizzy’s shininess was truly breathtaking at times, so their behavior was only to be expected. Come to think of it, dwarves seemed to enjoy shiny things almost as much as Boxxy did. The shapeshifter realized it might be a good idea to get better acquainted with them, mostly to see if they had anything especially shiny worth stealing. Having a bunch of coins and gemstones was well and good, but it really wanted to get its tentacles on some purely decorate stuff like statuettes or ceremonial armor. 
 
    Variety was, after all, the spice of life. 
 
    With the Taboo crisis swiftly averted, Boxxy went back into the dungeon and moved to the dungeon core platform with Fizzy in tow. Ambrosia had been patiently waiting for Boxxy’s return, while still hanging onto Minic. Now that she had the chance, she presented the golem with the Bracelet of Allegiance she had prepared in advance, which was graciously accepted. The dryad’s expression became slightly more relaxed the instant Fizzy put the simple-looking bracelet on her right wrist. As expected, Ambrosia did feel a bit uneasy around invaders in her dungeon, even if they were ‘milord’s servants.’ Boxxy, on the other hand, made sure to turn on the Surveillance Net’s intruder alerts, just in case. 
 
    Then came the moment that the shapeshifter had been looking forward to for literally the entire latter half of its life. 
 
    1-800-7355-9687-7685 
 
    *Beep … Beep* 
 
    *Click* 
 
    “You have reached Demons ‘R’ Us.” 
 
    Boxxy got the usual textbook greeting, although that smooth, silky, almost sensual voice was not one it had heard before.  
 
    “My name is Janet and I will be your liaison today.” 
 
    Yeah okay, that definitely wasn’t who it expected. 
 
    “Hello?” Janet asked after a few seconds of silence. 
 
    “Where’s Carl?” 
 
    “I’m sorry sir, but- Oh. OH!? Oh my god! Is this Boxxy?!” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “The Boxxy T. Morningwood?!” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Oh, wow! This! Is! So! Cool! I am a huge fan of your work!” 
 
    “Uh… okay?” 
 
    “I mean it! I loved every single thing I’ve seen you do! I think my personal favorite was the way you smashed that Jade King fellow or whatever his face was! Like, he didn’t even get a chance to show off before you annihilated him! It was amazing! Oh damn, the girls are never going to believe I got to speak with the Hero of Chaos!” 
 
    “…. So, where’s Carl?” asked Boxxy, making sure to make the irritation clear in its tone. 
 
    “Oh, who cares about Carl,” she scoffed. “Let’s talk about you!” 
 
    “I’m hanging up now.” 
 
    “No! Mister Morningwood, sir! Please wait!” 
 
    *Click* 
 
    Okay. That was weird. This entire day was just one surprise after the other. Admittedly a little excitement every now and then wasn’t a bad thing, but this was too much. Whoever that woman was, it didn’t seem like- 
 
    *Ring-ring* 
 
    Demons ‘R’ Us called Boxxy back a few seconds later, prompting it to immediately answer. 
 
    *Click* 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Hey, buddy.” 
 
    “Carl! Finally! You would not believe how unprofessional that Janet person was.” 
 
    The shapeshifter had a few opinions regarding the demonic agency, but chief among them was that it expected employees to conduct themselves in an appropriate manner. 
 
    “Yeah, tell me about it. Look, I’m sorry you had to hear that. It’s just that we’re a bit swamped right now, what with the Lunar Convergence going on. The system’s overloaded, so some folks get redirected to the wrong devils, some of whom are kinda new. Jarogib- I mean, Janet’s one of those rookies and her conduct was completely unacceptable. I give you my personal guarantee you won’t be connected to anyone other than me ever again.” 
 
    “Good enough for me.” 
 
    “So, what can I help you with today, Boxxy?” 
 
    Well, the original purpose was to obtain its third demonic contract as a result of reaching Level 8 of its Demonology Skill. However, a more pressing question was on Boxxy’s mind right now. 
 
    “Before that I would like to clarify something.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best to answer any and all concerns you may have, so long as they fall within the scope of your contract.” 
 
    “How come Janet knew everything I was doing?” 
 
    It sounded like she’d been made privy to Boxxy’s entire life. It wasn’t just her, either. Carl had hinted at knowing a lot more about the shapeshifter’s exploits during previous conversations. Overlord Liusolra’s note was also strangely casual and familiar, almost as if she had been familiar with the creature prior to being summoned. 
 
    “That’s probably your familiars’ fault. They brag incessantly, you know.” 
 
    “Carl. You’re bullshitting me right now. Either tell me what’s going on, or I’m going to personally complain to Tracy. You wouldn’t want that now, would you?” 
 
    Admittedly Boxxy had no idea how to contact the Goddess of Discord, but Carl hopefully didn’t know that. 
 
    “Yeah… Okay,” the otherworldly entity conceded with a sigh. “You’re bound to find out eventually, so I might as well tell you. You know how the big boss upstairs keeps a very close eye on everything you’re doing, purely for entertainment?” 
 
    “I’m aware, yes. What of it?” 
 
    “So… He’s been… sort of… sharing your adventures with the rest of us.” 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    “Blessed if I know. He probably thought it would be fun.” 
 
    “Can he even do that?” 
 
    “Yes. Remember those broadcasts I mentioned a while back?” 
 
    “Right. That. So, he’s been showing what I do to everyone at Demons ‘R’ Us?” 
 
    “… That’s one way of putting it,” Carl said evasively. 
 
    “It’s not just those who work at Demons ‘R’ Us, is it?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Boxxy took a deep breath. 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    “Well, it’s hard to get an accurate number on account of-” 
 
    “How many demons, Carl?!” 
 
    “… All of them.” 
 
    “All of them?! You’re saying every single demon out there knows what I’ve been up to?!” 
 
    “Pretty much.” 
 
    “Since when?!” 
 
    “Ever since you became a Hero. Although, there are reruns while you sleep so… we’ve seen pretty much everything since the Monotal thing.” 
 
    “Well… Do you guys have to watch me?” 
 
    “No, not really. We can tune out the Progenitor’s broadcasts of the Boxxy Show if we wish. It’s just that we have literally nothing better to do over here.” 
 
    “… Can they see me right now?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. You’re in the corner of my mind as we speak, just sort of sitting there in the tree, doing nothing in particular.” 
 
    “What about this conversation?” 
 
    “Demons ‘R’ Us considers contracts a private matter, so you can be assured this call isn’t part of the broadcast. Same goes for most forms of telepathic communication, but audio and visual stuff comes through loud and clear.” 
 
    “You could’ve told me about this sooner, you know.” 
 
    “What, and ruin the fun?” 
 
    Boxxy took a few moments to process the demon’s words. It analyzed their implications and decided on a course of action. 
 
    “At least I’m popular, right?” 
 
    Janet’s reaction would suggest as much, but getting some actual confirmation seemed like a good idea. 
 
    “Oh, immensely so. A recent survey said all but 4% of demons tuned into the Boxxy Show on a daily basis,” Carl explained. “We’ve had a bunch of other similar broadcasts with Abraham’s previous Heroes, but yours is by far the biggest hit we’ve seen.” 
 
    “Then it’s okay if I take a few minutes to address my audience, right?” 
 
    “Uhh, I guess? It’s your show, you can do whatever you damn well please. And you usually do. That’s what makes this whole thing so interesting in the first place.” 
 
    “Good. That’s good. Can you hold for a few minutes?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Boxxy told Ambrosia and Fizzy to go about their business, then used Nexus Access to return to the highest point in the dungeon. It climbed back up to the site where the Unholy Wealth ritual took place and reverted into its base doppelganger form. It stared intently at a random point in the horizon for a few seconds, and then its featureless face split open like a fleshy book filled with teeth. 
 
    “Hello, demons and demonettes,” it stated in a clear, commanding voice. “In case some of you have not realized, there is currently an opening for the position of my third contracted familiar. I will be finalizing said contract in three hours’ time. If any of you think you have what it takes to fulfill that role, then please contact Carl from Demons ‘R’ Us with your application. I will only accept the most motivated of applicants, so make sure you demand to be picked while entering this little contest.” 
 
    It tilted its head slightly and showed a toothy, sideways smile. 
 
    “I trust the best of you will not back down in the face of your clearly inferior competitors.” 
 
    Of course, there was nobody around in the dead of night to actually answer Boxxy’s provocative words, except for a certain devil that was still on the other end of the trans-dimensional call. 
 
    “What was that about?!” 
 
    “What?” Boxxy asked innocently. 
 
    “You know how much of a massive pain in the ass this will be to deal with!?” Carl complained. “I’ve already got like forty demons lined up outside my office screaming over each other! Why not just make a contract the usual way?!” 
 
    “Oh, dear. That simply won’t do,” it responded sarcastically. “I suppose doing things the usual way might be for the best, after all.” 
 
    “Then tell that to the rest of them before this gets out of hand!” 
 
    “What?” the shapeshifter smirked internally. “And ruin the fun?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three
Claws 
 
   


  
 

 Part One 
 
    “Gotta admit, Boxxy, you got balls,” Carl grumbled over the line. “Very few Warlocks would even think of pulling a prank like that.” 
 
    It was now the promised three hours after Boxxy’s ‘familiar competition.’ While the shapeshifter spent that time alternating between Artificer practice with Fizzy and having fun with its collection of shinies, Carl had to deal with hundreds, possibly thousands of calls from selfish demons. That said, it was likely none of them were actually all that serious, and they just played along with the doppelganger’s scheme for shits and giggles. 
 
    “Just getting a bit of payback for that ‘Boxxy Show’ thing,” it stated plainly. 
 
    “What, on me?” 
 
    “Who else?” 
 
    The monster really did not take kindly to having an untold number of demons watching its every move. While the main perpetrator was the God of Impossibilities, the simple creature lacked a way to get back at him. Therefore, it lashed out at the most convenient target. However, it had failed to consider that this little stunt might piss off a bunch of demons that might have revealed its secret identity to the world purely out of spite. 
 
    Thankfully, the Goddess of Chance took her non-interference policy seriously, and gave each and every resident of the Beyond a gag order. They were not to disclose the existence or contents of the ‘Boxxy Show’ to mortals if they valued their ongoing existence. This was also why neither Xera nor Kora could tell their master about it, as neither of them were sure whether that limitation also applied to the star of the show. As much as they liked working under the shapeshifter, there was someone else higher up the pecking order they couldn’t afford to ignore. 
 
    At least they could speak freely about it now that a certain someone had already spilled the beans. 
 
    “Okay, I may have deserved that a little bit,” Carl admitted. “Right then, shall we get on with the familiar selection process?” 
 
    “You’re not going to sabotage my contract or something, right?” 
 
    “Of course not. It takes a lot more than a silly thing like that to make an old devil like me compromise an agreement.” 
 
    Devils were pretty much the only demons who used violence as a last resort. They weren’t partial to punching mortals in the face, instead preferring to trick them into soul-binding contracts with bittersweet promises of power, then reveling in the suffering that followed. Very few of them ever made an appearance in the physical realm, preferring to do their dirty business from the Beyond. 
 
    Or at least that was how they had been in ages past when Demons ‘R’ Us hadn’t been established yet. These days, they mostly served as operators and agents and were, in general, a lot less malicious. One thing that had remained the same was the strict and unapologetic way they abided by all clauses of any contracts they had made. They adhered to those things as if their very existence hinged on it. That was probably why their kind was officially in charge of managing Warlock-familiar relations. 
 
    Boxxy’s recently upgraded Demonology Skill revealed this information, which allowed the monster to make the following deduction. 
 
    “In other words, you won’t screw me on the contract, but you’ll still get me back somehow.” 
 
    “Better believe it, buster.” 
 
    The two shared a small chuckle as Boxxy set aside the explosive device it had been working on, giving Carl its undivided attention. 
 
    “Ready when you are, Carl.” 
 
    “Alright. Give me a minute to pull up the relevant forms here. Oh, forward me your Status like before.” 
 
    Boxxy did as instructed and waited while listening to the all-too-familiar clacking noises from across the line. Now that the shapeshifter thought about it, what were those about? Well, it would just ask another time. It really didn’t want to put off this contract any more than it had to, and the sun was about to come up. Not that it worried about Rowana waking up, though. Snack was still next to elf and diligently kept her magically sedated. It was hardly the first time they had done this, although Boxxy had to make sure it gave her specific orders not to mess with the elf while she slept. 
 
    Simply keeping Rowana asleep took very little effort on Xera’s behalf, which left the demoness bored with nothing to do. This was something her Master failed to take into account the first time it had to sneak out of that house at night. When it returned a few hours later, it found the succubus toying with the blissfully unaware elf to keep herself entertained. Rowana’s face had penises scribbled all over it, her nose and mouth were caked with questionable fluids and the succubus was moments away from shaving off the elf’s pubic hair. Boxxy somehow managed to clean up all traces of her antics without Rowana realizing she’d been molested. The shapeshifter also had to thoroughly punish Xera for her misbehavior afterwards. 
 
    That, incidentally, had been exactly what the succubus wanted in the first place. 
 
    “Okay, everything appears to be in order,” Carl eventually declared. “Well then, what species are you looking to form a covenant with this time?” 
 
    This was actually something Boxxy had been thinking on for a long while. While it was entirely possible to have another succubus or fiend around, it wouldn’t be very practical. Although flexible to a degree, a demonic familiar was essentially a tool. There was a right and wrong way to use it, and having more of the same tool didn’t mean the work would get done any faster or easier. Therefore, of the remaining types of demon available, Boxxy chose the one it felt would fit in best with its posse’s composition. 
 
    “Stalker.” 
 
    The shapeshifter’s current entourage sorely lacked when it came to stealth. Boxxy always found itself having to leave Fizzy, Snack and Arms behind whenever it wanted to sneak around. This left it without immediate backup should things go awry. Granted, Snack could sometimes accompany it with her Invisibility, but she lacked a means of silently eliminating a target. The other two were right out. Therefore, a stalker’s natural aptitude for skulking around made it a perfect candidate. Not to mention their vaunted anti-magic abilities would surely help protect the shapeshifting monster from its dreaded Bane—lightning-based magic. 
 
    “… Alright, if you say so,” came Carl’s strangely delayed response. 
 
    “What, you got a problem with it?” 
 
    “No, no, it’s your decision. Male or female?” 
 
    “Female.” 
 
    According to the high-Level Demonology Skill, female stalkers were generally slimmer and lither than males, making them better at hiding. Having less muscle mass than the males also meant their melee attacks would struggle to take down armored targets, but that wasn’t something Boxxy was particularly concerned with. 
 
    “Height preference?” 
 
    “Mid-range.” 
 
    Too tall and it would mean the demon would be too big a target. Too small and its attack range would suffer. 
 
    “And I’m assuming one with a large chest, right?” 
 
    Boxxy very nearly answered ‘Yes’ on reflex, but stopped itself due to a sudden epiphany. The chest-shaped monster turned its thoughts towards Kora and Xera, and the only thing their physical appearances had in common. Namely, the quartet of watermelon-sized lumps of fat upon the front side of their torsos. 
 
    “Uh, Carl? This question about chest size, does it perhaps refer to breasts?” 
 
    “Of course it does! What else would- Oh.” 
 
    There was a moment of awkward silence as both parties realized their mutual misunderstanding. 
 
    “So then,” said Carl, trying to get the contract process back on track, “do you want a familiar with large or small tits?” 
 
    “You said it doesn’t impact their performance, right?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “Then whatever is fine.” 
 
    “Large it is.” 
 
    *Takak-taktak tak tak* 
 
    “Hey!” Boxxy protested over the mind-link. 
 
    “What? You said you didn’t care.” 
 
    “I meant I have no preference. Not the same thing.” 
 
    “Tsk,” Carl clicked his tongue. “Fine. Spoilsport. Moving on, would you say you’re more of an evening person, or a morning person?” 
 
    “I don’t think I qualify as a ‘person,’ Carl.” 
 
    “Good point, ‘neither’ it is. Which do you think is more dangerous—one giant-sized goblin, or a hundred goblin-sized giants?” 
 
    “The latter.” 
 
    “What’s your second-least favorite color?” 
 
    There were several more such questions that seemed entirely unrelated to the matter at hand. Boxxy had no idea why it was forced to answer these, but it had already given up on questioning or arguing the process. After the first two times, it had just come to accept this nonsensical survey as part of the process. It didn’t even need to answer truthfully either, so it played along with Carl’s script until he finally came around to the last question. 
 
    “Only if they have toes,” Boxxy stated confidently. 
 
    “Heh, that’s a new one,” the devil chuckled. “And finally, do you have any additional requests or requirements regarding your contract?” 
 
    It was something Boxxy had been woefully unprepared to answer previously. It hadn’t realized it at the time, but this question was arguably as important as the first. The monstrous Warlock simply hadn’t known any better when it recruited Snack and Arms, so it had to rely on Carl’s interpretation of its wishes. While things had somehow worked out relatively well, it hadn’t been until Boxxy got its Demonology to Level 6 that it fully understood the importance of this deceptively simple question. 
 
    When contracting a new familiar, the Warlock’s first answer dictated their new servant’s species, but their last answer determined the subspecies that would be assigned to them. While one could argue that all succubi, for instance, were basically the same, each type of succubus was notably different from the rest. For instance, only cerulean succubi like Xera could do so by manipulating their dreams and fantasies. Viridian ones, on the other hand, could produce various magical sedatives and poisons, which they used to drug their prey. Then there was the violet variant of succubi—sadistic and calculating creatures with an unnatural gift for spatial manipulation magic. 
 
    In short, considering the various alternatives, Boxxy had been quite fortunate to have ended up with Snack. It was certain that, with everything it had been through, it would not have survived this long if it had wound up with one of the aforementioned alternatives. The same couldn’t be said about Arms though, as all fiends adhered to the stereotype of ‘big angry thing that hits things until they die’ with only minor variations. 
 
    In any event, drawing upon both its expanded knowledge and past experiences allowed Boxxy to determine exactly the type of stalker it wanted for its third familiar. 
 
    “First and foremost, I want a hornet variant.” 
 
    This particular subspecies had access to a paralytic venom that could either hinder, subdue, or outright kill a target, depending on the dosage and circumstances. 
 
    “They also need to be a competent Rogue adept at assassinating Casters,” it continued. “Especially Shamans, Wizards, and Cryomancers.” 
 
    The best way to deal with a wielder of the arcane arts was to eliminate them before they even knew someone was there, and those three occupations were especially troublesome. According to Boxxy’s research, Shamans and Wizards were the primary sources of lightning magic. Though not all of them specialized in such Spells, they were still some of the biggest threats to the shapeshifter’s life. The doppelganger was also quietly thankful that there seemed to be no such thing as an Electromancer Job, as that would have been seriously bad news. 
 
    As for Cryomancers, those were on the list because their magic could freeze a shapeshifter’s malleable flesh in place, potentially depriving Boxxy of its most versatile ability. 
 
    “Well, aren’t you a discerning customer?!” Carl asked in genuine surprise. “It feels like it was only three months ago you asked me if the Beyond is tasty!” 
 
    “It was three months ago.” 
 
    Also Boxxy never got an answer as to whether or not the Beyond was, in fact, tasty, but it decided not to push the issue. 
 
    “Oh, right. Anyway, lemme just finish writing all that down…” 
 
    *Takak taktak taktak, takakaktatatatak* 
 
    “Okay, all set. Now, we just need to wait for it, aaaand… Yep! There it is—a near-instant one-hundred-percent match, to absolutely nobody’s surprise.” 
 
    Well, except for Boxxy’s. It had expected that finding a demon to match its specific demands would take longer, but this was not the case. Perhaps its popularity meant a lot of demons were eager to fill in the slot and enjoy the same privileges that Snack and Arms had.  
 
    “There you go, your third familiar is all set up and ready for action,” Carl reported. “Will that be all for today?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Would you like to fill out a survey to help improve our customer service?” 
 
    “… Yes, actually.” 
 
    “Well, that’s too bad, because we don’t have something like that. Thank you for calling Demons ‘R’ Us, we’ll be in touch.” 
 
    *Click* 
 
    Boxxy wasn’t quite sure what it expected from that ‘survey,’ but that definitely wasn’t it. Oh, well. The important thing was that it finally obtained a third demonic servant. Thinking it was perhaps a noteworthy occasion, it told Fizzy and Ambrosia to gather around to witness the new girl’s first summoning. It even summoned Arms back first, just so she could join in. The fiend seemed rather excited to meet her new colleague, mostly because she was eager for a fresh set of holes to violate. As for the old set—which was to say, Xera—she was on Rowana-sitting duty and wouldn’t show up until later. 
 
    With the audience gathered, Boxxy activated its Summon Familiar Skill while focusing on the third being linked to its soul. The concentric circles of light spun around for the usual seconds, followed by a small flash. 
 
    “Skrktktktktkt!” 
 
    A low chitter could just barely be heard as something burst out of the lingering magical glow and skittered away from the spider-chested doppelganger at breathtaking speed. Even Boxxy had difficulty tracking the thing as it slinked off into the shadows, but it wasn’t as if it particularly needed to. 
 
    “Stop running away and come to me.” 
 
    The simple command was all the weird person-sized spider-thing needed to cease its retreat. It then turned around and, strangely enough, stood up as it slowly approached the shapeshifter. 
 
    The newest addition to Boxxy’s entourage was revealed to be a mostly humanoid demon, about a hundred-and-sixty centimeters in height. It, or rather, she, was clearly female, with thick thighs, wide hips, a thin waist, and a relatively modest pair of breasts, at least when compared to the succubus’s impractically huge knockers. She had black hair styled into a slightly elaborate ponytail with heavy bangs on the right side, all held together by hairclips made of chitin. Her face was also clearly feminine in its contours, except for the large pair of serrated mandibles growing out of the sides and past her chin. There was also the matter of four tiny fang-things poking out of the corners of her lips, and the yellow compound eyes that looked like a bug’s. Those sharp choppers were definitely the main attention-getters in the facial region. though. The jagged tips clacked together nervously, producing a barely audible chitter the entire time. 
 
    The rest of her body had a number of arachnid and clearly monstrous features. Her skin, for instance, seemed to be comprised of two layers of segmented carapace. One lower one was soft, reddish-purple, slightly moist, and served as the demon’s ‘skin.’ It was adorned by a number of yellow crescent-shaped marks—two on each cheek, bicep, and thigh. The upper layer of carapace was a much darker hue of red than the lower one and was also visibly more solid, sort of like armor. ‘Sort of’ being the operative phrase here, as it barely covered any of her torso and made it seem like she wore a bikini, even though it was part of her body. This tougher set of carapace also covered her shoulders and the outer parts of her limbs, where it was much thicker. 
 
    Speaking of limbs, this arachnid demon had some positively deadly ones. Her arms and legs ended in a set of large claws that looked like flexible knives, with two ‘toes’ on each foot and three ‘fingers’ on each hand. Those sharp digits likely made it impossible for her to grip anything even remotely soft without dicing it up. The deadliest appendages she had were the six long limbs poking out from either side of her chest. These looked faintly like arachnid legs that were attached to the girl’s upper back, except their tips were replaced with long and thin scythe-like claws. Each of these bladed appendages had a slightly longer reach than her dagger-tipped arms, and was just as flexible to boot. 
 
    The freshly summoned demoness fidgeted nervously for several seconds as Boxxy took in her appearance. 
 
    “She looks great,” it commented with approval. “Every part of her looks like it was designed to maim people.” 
 
    These words of praise made the spider-girl fidget even more as she turned her face to the side, wanting to avoid meeting anyone’s gaze. 
 
    “She’s really fast, too,” Fizzy chimed in. “I couldn’t even keep my eyes on her when she made a run for it earlier.” 
 
    “Milord’s newest servant is most impressive,” Ambrosia added with a surprisingly cheerful voice. “Spiders art natural predators of vermin, so I am certain she will be of great help to me!” 
 
    “Ah, crap, she’s a stalker,” Kora grumbled. “That means she probably doesn’t have any useful holes down there.” 
 
    She remembered that fiends and succubi were more or less the only demons whose physical forms had somewhat functioning genitalia, mostly because they were the only ones that actively used them. It was part of who they were. A stalker, however, was motivated by food and solitude—not the sort of demon that would partake in sexual domination or lethal intercourse. This meant that Kora had to give up on her selfish ploy to ‘break in the new girl.’ One could argue that the arachnid demon still had a mouth that could be ‘used,’ but not even the pit fiend would hesitate to put her junk anywhere near those mandibles. 
 
    “Uhm… Uhm!” 
 
    The spider-girl suddenly let out a quiet voice that sounded surprisingly youthful, though she failed to actually say anything with it. 
 
    “I’m… Uh… My name is… Tktktk… that is… Err… Tktktkt…” 
 
    Her mandibles clicked and chittered audibly as she tried and failed to articulate her thoughts. It seemed to be some kind of nervous tick that she couldn’t control, as she grew more flustered the louder it got. This, in turn, only made the chittering more intense. It took her a few seconds of increasingly awkward stammering before she realized she was getting nowhere. She closed her eyes, took a few deep breaths, and finally managed to introduce herself to her new master. 
 
    “My name is Dreaheath Uniolphial Maramakartor!” she rapidly squeaked out. “I look forward to servicing- I mean, serving you!” 
 
    Just as Boxxy expected, it was another pointlessly long name that was difficult to pronounce. It was both bothersome to say, and a potential hindrance when things got heated in battle. Much as it had done with Xera and Kora, it decided to give its third familiar a thoroughly uninspired nickname of her own. 
 
    “Your name is now Claws,” it firmly declared. 
 
    “Un-understood!” she shouted. “I shall work myself to the bone for you, tktktktkt, Master Morningwood!” 
 
    “Good. I look forward to seeing you in action. For now, let’s set some ground rules.” 
 
    It quickly gave the newcomer the same set of standing orders it gave the other familiars. 
 
    First and foremost, she was to protect its life, and inform it the instant she detected anything or anyone that was a legitimate threat. Secondly, she was to never undertake any action that would compromise its cover as either Keira or the Sandman, unless she had been expressly ordered to. This stipulation included the indiscriminate murder of civilians, as that sort of thing tended to attract the wrong kind of attention. Thirdly, she was to listen to and obey Boxxy’s non-demonic followers, which was to say Ambrosia and Fizzy, to the best of her ability, so long as what they wanted didn’t violate either of the previous two points. 
 
    These were the main ones, though each major rule also had a bunch of supplementary stipulations that covered all of the details and what-ifs the shapeshifter could think of. It didn’t trust its familiars not to mess things up, even if they didn’t mean to, so it resorted to carrying out what was essentially a sermon every time it had to summon one of them. Neither Snack nor Arms tried to conceal their displeasure at hearing the same old boring instructions all the time, but Claws’s attitude was different. The nervous spider-girl seemed surprisingly earnest, replying to each statement with nothing more than a hesitant nod of affirmation. 
 
    “Alright, I think that’s everything,” Boxxy stated as it wrapped things up a few minutes later. “I’d like to give your abilities and skills a proper tryout right away, but it’s almost dawn and I have a gullible elf to attend to. We’ll put off the field test until tonight, but I feel confident you will not disappoint me, Claws.” 
 
    “O-o-of course not, tktktktkt!” Drea quickly added. 
 
    “Good! Now then, I’ll leave you to get better acquainted with the others.” 
 
    With that settled, Boxxy started focusing on the Transfamiliar Spell. 
 
    “Uhm! Master! I have something else to say!” 
 
    It was then rudely interrupted by the stalker’s loud outburst. The shapeshifter wondered what could be so important that she couldn’t just use the mental link between them. Or rather, if what she wanted to say was something of actual substance, then surely telepathy would have been a preferable method of communication to plain speech. Still, it wasn’t in any sort of rush, so it decided to humor her for now. 
 
    “What is it, Claws?” 
 
    “W-Well the thing is that, uhm… I uh… Lo-tktktkt… Lo-tktktktk… Huff, huff, huff!” 
 
    Drea started hyperventilating, but managed to pause and steady her breathing, much like how she had done earlier. 
 
    “I LOVE YOU!” she loudly blurted out. 
 
    “That’s nice.” 
 
    Her sporadic and highly unusual confession seemed to fall on deaf hinges, as Boxxy replied in a thoroughly casual and uninterested tone without missing a beat. 
 
    “I’ll be going now.” 
 
    Drea stood in stunned silence with her arms and sickle-legs wrapped around her as if she was hugging herself. Her mouth opened and closed multiple times, yet no sound left her throat. She was so speechless that even her mandibles failed to produce their nervous chitter. This carried on until Boxxy traded places with Xera in a puff of smoke. The succubus barely caught a glimpse of the stalker running away on all tens, no doubt on her way to hide in the darkest corner of the Dryad’s Domain. 
 
    The confused seductress looked at the others. Ambrosia smiled with a bit too much enthusiasm. Fizzy hid her face in her hands, as if trying to shield herself from taking any cringe damage. Kora just stood there with an oddly worried look. 
 
    “Okay… What did I miss?” 
 
    The Boxxy Show couldn’t be broadcasted outside the Beyond and the only thing her master had told her was that it had contracted a stalker demon. As a result, Xera had been left almost completely out of the loop. 
 
    “This might be bad, bubble-butt,” Kora spoke up. “The new girl, the one that just skittered away? She just yelled out that she loved the boss.” 
 
    “You’re sure of this?” the succubus asked in a stern voice. “She said she loved Master? Those words exactly?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. Loud and clear. The boss just brushed her off but… yeah.” 
 
    “Ah crap, this might get ugly…” 
 
    “What’s the big deal?” Fizzy butted. “Are you getting jealous or something?” 
 
    “Of course not, don’t be silly.” 
 
    Xera felt quite confident in her position as her Master’s tastiest Snack, and that was as close to a genuine romantic relationship that thing would ever commit to. The thing that concerned her and Kora was something else entirely. 
 
    “Then what’s got your panties in a bunch?” the golem insisted. 
 
    “Stalkers have a hard time telling the difference between affection and appetite.” 
 
    In other words, Drea’s confession most likely meant that she didn’t want to date Boxxy, but to dine on it. 
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    [General Information]
Dreaheath Uniolphial Maramakartor
Stalker (Hornet), Female, 814 years old
Level 39.79 Stalker
Level 27.14 Rogue
2284/2284 HP (+4.0/sec)
1465/1565 MP (+1.7/sec) 
 
    [Attributes]
STR 234, DEX 644, AGI 586, END 410, INT 293, WIS 175, MNT 586 
 
    [Stalker Skills]
Stalk – Lvl 10.00 (MAX)
Counterspell – Lvl 8.10
Rending Claws – Lvl 7.52
Blood Gorger – Lvl 5.76
Detect Magic – Lvl 4.08
Magic Resistance – Lvl 2.75
[Rogue Skills]
Assassination – Lvl 9.75
Misdirection – Lvl 7.29
Evasion – Lvl 6.26
Silent Sprint – Lvl 4.62
[Other Skills]
Webspinner – Lvl 6.77
Venomous Sting – Lvl 6.77 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Part Two 
 
    Keira ‘woke up’ the next day as per usual. She had her morning interactions with Rowana, making sure the elf felt loved and appreciated. She played a bit with Minic, who had very nearly been forgotten about back in the dungeon, and fed it some dried fruits that the couple had bought the day before. The catgirl eventually began to leave the house in order to attend Faehorn’s Ranger course, but Minic seemed strangely determined to follow her outside. The mini-mimic had apparently grown overly attached to what it probably saw as its ‘bigger cousin,’ and would not settle down unless Boxxy was nearby. 
 
    “Why don’t you just take him along?” Rowana suggested. 
 
    “I don’t think mister Faehorn would appreciate me bringing a pet to class. Especially not with our line of work.” 
 
    “Okay, tell you what. Since I have the time, why don’t we both go? If this Faehorn character doesn’t let you look after it during the day, then I’ll bring it home with me.” 
 
    “But someone might try to steal it again!” 
 
    “Yip!” 
 
    The catgirl hugged the gilded box closer to her chest, as if to protect it. That was actually genuine concern on Boxxy’s part, since it already considered Minic to be part of its collection of shinies. The shapeshifter was certain it could handle another theft attempt, as long as it was around. A weakling like Rowana, however, stood no chance. Actually, that was also a good point. 
 
    “You might even get hurt!” 
 
    “Sweetie, please. I’m not some frail damsel that can’t take care of herself,” she insisted. “Believe it or not, I’ve been living alone for years. The thug from yesterday just caught me by surprise, that’s all.” 
 
    Indeed, though the elf’s Alchemist Job wasn’t a combat-oriented profession, it still afforded her certain means of self-defense. Her father had taught her to always have a small arsenal of capsules and vials hidden on her person whenever she went out. These contained a selection of adhesives, gasses, acids, and elixirs that could fend off an assailant while she either escaped or called for help. Admittedly, it had been a long while since she’d had to resort to these measures, but she felt confident that some random hoodlum wouldn’t get the better of her again. 
 
    “Really? So you’d be fine with Mr. Faehorn finding out about our relationship?” Keira argued.  
 
    “Uh…” 
 
    “He’s really sharp, Rowie. I’m sure he’ll be able to instantly tell that you and I are girlfriends.” 
 
    It was a bit of a low blow on Boxxy’s part, but it wasn’t above some using some mild manipulation to get its way. 
 
    “Alright, fine,” Rowana conceded. “I’ll make sure Minic stays put. Hand it over.” 
 
    The elf took the living jewelry box from Keira and held it tight against her chest. The critter struggled a bit, but settled down when it felt her chest-pillows press against its underside. This let Boxxy to conclude that, as odd as it seemed, the genderless Minic definitely liked breasts. Well, the thing was technically part demon, so it didn’t seem unreasonable for it to have certain urges. Unless, of course, the doppelganger misunderstood its tastes, but now wasn’t the time to speculate on such trifling details. 
 
    Having resolved the matter of pet care, Keira left the house and made her way to the Central Consortium building. This time, she used the regular walkway rather than swinging around on vines, as she had gotten an earful about it from Rowana. Having to pretend to care about her opinion, the shapeshifter resolutely climbed up the large, circular staircase all the way around the outside of the hylt tree. Once it got to the upper branch, it rode one of the floating elevator platforms down to the ground and proceeded along its usual route from there. 
 
    It arrived to class fashionably late in accordance with Keira’s character, then proceeded to make nice with the rest of the trainees, not forgetting to pay special attention to the tasty-smelling Lia. The green-haired elf opened up after yesterday, and confessed she had been targeted by bullies during her childhood because of her quarter-human lineage. She claimed this experience helped her partly understand what she imagined Keira and Rowana were going through. 
 
    The whole conversation was quite touching and slightly emotional. Boxxy’s head wasn’t in it, because of the troubling reports it received regarding its new familiar. 
 
    According to Snack, Arms, and Ambrosia, Claws apparently tried to build herself a lair or nest of some sort, which involved webbing up a part of the dungeon’s interior. Her stalker body allowed her to produce a near-unlimited amount of sticky spider silk that shot out from her palms in thick, sturdy ropes. She could also discharge the same stuff from the tips of her claws in thin, fine strands. The stalker was then able to spend MP to alter the strands’ elasticity, thickness, or stickiness at will, all as part of her Webspinner Skill. 
 
    Boxxy initially failed to see this as an issue. Those webs were conjured entirely through magic, which meant they would disappear into nothingness after a short while. However, a stalker’s webbing seemed to be special. Apparently, this sticky silk could persist for weeks or maybe even months if left undisturbed, even if the demon that created them was sent back to the Beyond. Still, the Dryad’s Domain had been established within an incredibly spacious cavity in Ambrosia’s trunk, so it wasn’t as if Claws’s hobby was getting in the way. 
 
    The real trouble had begun when Snack realized that her new co-contractor’s webs looked, in the succubus’s own words, ‘deliciously flammable.’ She had then proceeded to test this theory out by flinging a Fireball at the barn-sized mass of stalker-silk that Claws had spent all morning making. Snack’s hunch proved right when the entire thing went up in flames, blazing out of existence in a matter of seconds. This naturally made the spider-girl incredibly pissed off, as she had been planning to mope about in her new spider-home until Boxxy returned to the dungeon. 
 
    The shapeshifter’s orders prevented the stalker from resolving this matter by murdering the ever-loving crap out of the slutty pyromaniac. Claws instead handled this dilemma by paralyzing Snack with her Venomous Sting, wrapping her up in a cocoon of webs, and hanging her from a high branch somewhere outside the dungeon. The succubus eventually recovered enough to burn off her bonds, but the two of them were clearly at each other’s throats. 
 
    Arms, on the other hand, had reached some sort of silent agreement with Claws, and the two avoided each other completely. A physical confrontation between them was just impossible, as the fiend was the worst type of combatant a stalker demon could go up against—stubborn, sturdy, and armored enough to deflect her attacks. Even if Claws’s natural weapons were sharp enough to slice through meat and bone, they were nowhere near durable enough to penetrate the metallic plating that fiends could manifest. 
 
    Bottom line was, while Arms and Snack got along with one another, Claws was left as something of an outcast. Boxxy decided this could not be allowed to continue, as it was steadily learning that interpersonal relationships could make or break an otherwise outstanding adventurer team. That wasn’t quite the same as a group of monsters and demons bound together by a bunch of magical contracts, but some of it still held true. Even if the three demons could be ordered to work together, true cooperation was not something that could be made possible through contracts alone. 
 
    Come to think of it, didn’t something like this happen before? Boxxy thought back on when it first acquired Arms, and the outright hostile way she treated Snack over the next few days. Although the then-mimic lacked the mental capacity and emotional understanding to notice or care about their relationship, it could not recognize just how bad it had been. The succubus and fiend had not gotten along the slightest, and that was putting it lightly. Though they still bickered about this and that every now and then, their relationship had become significantly less hostile since then. The catalyst that allowed for such a thing to happen had been Boxxy’s permission to allow its familiars to sort their issues out among themselves as fellow demons. 
 
    Therefore, the solution to this latest interpersonal conflict was a simple one. 
 
    “Just for today, I’m allowing you to kill, maim and murder your fellow familiars all you want.” 
 
    The shapeshifter sent the same mental command to Snack, Arms, and Claws. It then made sure to turn on the auto-repair function of the dungeon’s Terrain Sculpting module, and told Ambrosia to record what was about to happen with the Surveillance Net. This put a temporary strain on the core’s MP reserves, but it would allow Boxxy to review the footage later and get a better idea of what its demons were capable of. Ideally, the shapeshifter would’ve liked to observe the festivities as they unfolded, but was currently preoccupied with the hunting and tracking exercises that Keira had been assigned. 
 
    The truly difficult part of Faehorn’s classes was practicing the Marksman Martial Arts. Activating them was simple enough, almost as if casting a Spell with one’s body, but the problem was they could trigger the Chaotic Disposition Skill’s random magical effects. There was this one time when the Skill caused a small, localized earthquake around Keira, or when it suddenly turned her body invisible, but not her equipment. Boxxy had been able to keep such side-effects hidden for the moment, but that Skill was an accident waiting to happen. After all, something like a newbie Ranger suddenly bursting into flames for no discernable reason was bound to invite the wrong kind of attention, especially if said newbie emerged unscathed. The young doppelganger was therefore forced to make every plausible excuse it could think of to avoid using any of those Martial Arts while other people were around. 
 
    Since part of the day’s exercise was a light hunt, Boxxy’s Ranger Job finally reached Level 15. It picked up the Whisper Wind Skill, which could be used to stealthily communicate with others at long distances. Boxxy was not very enthusiastic about it, as it really didn’t need such a Skill. However, it was a necessity for fitting in as Keira. Faehorn was training them up to be scouts and spotters, so this Skill was mandatory in his opinion. If it wasn’t for that guy, Boxxy would have definitely opted for the Magic Arrows Skill instead, which could be used to conjure specialty ammunition out of thin air. But, in the end, the Ranger Job’s main function was to serve as Keira’s cover, so it was not that big a deal if Boxxy picked up a few less-than-stellar Skills. Besides, it wasn’t as if these abilities were completely useless. Whisper Wind could, for instance, be used to stealthily communicate with Fizzy or the shapeshifter’s Mirror Images, who couldn’t hear its mental commands. 
 
    Once class was done for the day, Keira hit the library, this time to study up on the various Gods and their respective taboos. The monster’s FTH Attribute would grow steadily over time thanks to the various All Attribute bonuses it earned on a regular basis, but it had to be careful of accidentally contracting Taboo again. Thankfully, the Consortium’s extensive library had plenty of information regarding the divine beings that made up Terrania’s pantheon. The only exception was Nobunaga, the God of Change. Boxxy’s patron was considered a minor deity shrouded in obscurity, so his motivations, likes, and dislikes were largely unknown to the general public. That was hardly an issue though, as a certain Champion of Chaos would be more than happy to regale Boxxy with Timothy’s lore. 
 
    For the time being, however, the shapeshifter focused on reading up about the asshole that had given it so much trouble last night. The being was Goroth, the God of Earth and patron deity of artists, artisans and craftsmen. Much like Fizzy explained yesterday, he was the type that favored honest, hard work above all else, and despised those who sought shortcuts by perverting the earth’s most precious gifts. In practical terms, this meant that any mortal who permanently transmuted something into silver, gold, platinum, mithril, orichalcum, or sinium would catch Taboo because of Goroth. 
 
    This was the part where Boxxy got slightly derailed, as it had never heard of those last two metals. The order they were listed seemed to suggest that they would be even shinier than mithril, so it was eager to find out more. Thinking this a good opportunity, the shapeshifter visited the forges and workshops of the Hammers of Horkensaft guild and started asking around. Apparently, orichalcum was mithril that had been altered by prolonged exposure to mana from its environment, which also infused it with an inherent elemental property. It was, for lack of a better term, a Ranked-Up version of mithril with over a dozen variants. 
 
    This ‘sinium’ thing turned out to be something of a mystery, though. It was allegedly the ultimate in magical metal, also known as ‘god steel.’ Legends said it had been ‘suffused with the divine energy of creation’ or something along those lines. However, nobody at the guild had ever seen let alone worked with this mythical material. The only additional information that Keira’s continued inquiries managed to unearth was that its color was a pale blue, akin to a clear midday sky. That didn’t tell Boxxy whether sinium was actually shiny or not, which left it a bit disappointed. 
 
    With that distraction dealt with, Keira headed over to the workshop, where Fizzy said she would be making a practical demonstration of what Artificers actually did. The catgirl used this lecture to openly express interest in becoming an Artificer, and to publicly befriend the radiant golem. This way Keira would have an excuse to linger around Boxxy’s favorite shiny while also making use of custom-made tools, gadgets and weapons. 
 
    Realizing it had gotten a bit sidetracked yet again, Boxxy discretely asked the Paladin about their God’s Taboo. Fizzy revealed that the Goddess of Dice Rolls had a raging hate-bucket for anyone that dabbled in time travel. Whether such an act was actually possible was another topic entirely, but the shapeshifter didn’t care either way. All it wanted to do was keep itself from unintentionally voiding its Hero title, and something ridiculous like time travel seemed easy enough to avoid. 
 
    Having obtained this information, the beastkin-shaped monster returned to the library and spent the next hour compiling a comprehensive list of things that would earn it a loss of FTH. 
 
    Turning unshiny things into shiny things – Goroth, God of Earth
Participating or assisting in time travel – That Guy
Mating with monsters or animals as an enlightened – Nyrie, Goddess of Nature and Fertility
Breaking an oath made in her name – Teresa, Goddess of Truth and Justice
Using Hexcraft or creating cursed items – Lunar, Goddess of Learning and Magic
Participating or assisting in the genocide of an enlightened race – Solus, God of Life
War crimes (i.e. randomly killing prisoners of war) – Axel, God of War and Combat
Desecrating the dead (eating them doesn’t count) – Mortimer, God of Death and Commerce
Dealing irreparable damage to the environment – Zephyra, Goddess of Rain 
 
    Overall, this had been a very productive afternoon, as Boxxy was sure it would have unknowingly violated Axel’s taboo at some point in the future if it hadn’t researched it. The rest were more-or-less easily avoidable, but there were a few sore points. One of them was Nyrie’s Taboo, which seemed to ban the sort of sexual relationship Rowana had with Keira. Though Boxxy was, for whatever reason, exempt from that rule, the elf most definitely was not. Yet, she clearly was not marked with Taboo, despite the fact that she repeatedly and eagerly had sex with a shapeshifting monster. 
 
    A bit of further digging revealed that all of the godly rules Boxxy had noted would only incur a loss in FTH and Levels in Taboo if they were violated willingly and knowingly. In fact, the phrase ‘willingly and knowingly’ was present in all of their official definitions, but the shapeshifter omitted those words from its notes for brevity’s sake. In any event, this meant that Rowana was safe from being automatically branded a heretic because she wasn’t aware that her girlfriend was a shapeshifting monstrosity. 
 
    It was also debatable whether what the two of them did could be considered ‘mating’ since it was impossible for them to conceive a child, but that was a moot point. 
 
    What was far more important was that this ‘willingly and knowingly’ caveat had spared Boxxy from being branded as an incorrigible heretic for what it had done back at Monotal. It was pretty sure that wiping out over eight thousand humans in one go might have broken the ‘no genocide’ rule of the Sun God, Solus. This one was admittedly a bit iffy, since it wasn’t as if the shapeshifter specifically targeted humans. Regardless of that technicality, the devastating effect that detonation had on the surrounding environment would have surely been a major violation of Zephyra’s Taboo. 
 
    But, since the nameless mimic at the time had had no idea what would actually happen when the overloaded dungeon core went off, it hadn’t knowingly trashed the environment. A loophole, yes, but not one that the shapeshifter could exploit. Boxxy was now fully aware of what an exploding dungeon core would do, so a repeat of that would doubtlessly earn it a substantial Level of Taboo. It also slightly berated itself regarding the Unholy Wealth thing. If it had just tested that cursed cup on an actual person instead of Kora’s conjured form, then it could have gotten a ‘free’ golden skeleton. 
 
    At least there seemed to be nothing stopping it from keeping the one it had obtained the previous night, seeing as it had already been ‘paid for.’ 
 
    Boxxy just started walking home from the Consortium building when it realized that, much to its surprise, none of its three familiars had been sent back to the Beyond. After checking in with Ambrosia, it learned that there had been a violent confrontation between them, but one that had been resolved without any fatalities. She had, of course, recorded the entire thing, as per Boxxy’s instructions. Curious as to what exactly had gone down, the shapeshifter ducked into a public restroom and remotely reviewed the data through the dungeon’s Surveillance Net. 
 
    The recording in question was about eight minutes long, and started with the succubus and the stalker fighting one another mere moments after Boxxy had given them permission to do so. The battle started with a good view of the arachnid’s Stalk Skill in action. The ability was like an upgraded version of Stealth, in that it both muffled sounds and obscured the user’s body in a thin layer of black mist that made it easier to hide in the shadows. Though Snack could see in the dark quite well, she still struggled immensely to keep track of Claws as she skittered all over the floor, walls, and ceiling. 
 
    Boxxy watched the footage with increasing glee as both of its familiars showed off what they could do. Snack did an admirable job of zoning out her opponent with area effect Spells, despite not knowing her exact position. She also used her Molten Guardian to cover her blind spots and flew up into the air to keep out of the stalker’s range whenever Claws made a move. Her Pyromancer magic also rendered the spider-girl’s webbing a non-factor, depriving Claws of her main means of attacking at range. 
 
    Yet, despite the stalker’s inability to land any worthwhile hits, Claws proved herself to be an incredibly elusive target. She hadn’t suffered a single direct hit from Snack’s magic, despite the ridiculous number of fiery projectiles being tossed around. The way she dodged around made it seem like she could predict where the succubus was aiming at even before she finished chanting her Spells. Even when it looked like Snack’s flames were about to envelop her, Claws would simply disperse the magic by slicing it apart with her claws and back-scythes. 
 
    That particular feat was made possible by the Counterspell Skill. The ability did exactly what its name suggested, but worked by briefly imbuing the stalker’s limbs with anti-magical properties. This meant the Skill required a good bit of timing and precision pull off successfully. The demon called Drea was clearly an expert at using it though, so that hadn’t been a problem for her. The real issue was that Counterspell could not be used indefinitely, which had allowed the succubus to land a total of eight hits on the reddish spider-demon. Namely, two Fireball explosions, three magma Missiles, a pair of Infernos, and a point-blank Flamethrower that Claws had been goaded into. She would’ve surely died if not for her passive and self-explanatory Magic Resistance Skill. 
 
    However, those eight were only but a fraction of the hundreds of Spells Snack had unleashed. She had done an impressive job managing her MP reserves while avoiding injury, but she eventually began running out of fuel, forcing her to reduce the frequency of her attacks. Eventually she was also forced to abandon her Molten Guardian, as she could no longer sustain it. 
 
    Claws capitalized on this opportunity by using her webbing as a slingshot to launch herself directly at the succubus. The stalker effortlessly diffused the desperate Fireball Snack threw at her, after which she finally managed to get close enough to the slippery seductress to web up her mouth. With the Molten Guardian gone, Snack had no way of burning off the gag that prevented her from chanting, and was too physically and mentally exhausted to fly out of the way before Claws kicked her in the chest. 
 
    Or rather, it was more accurate to say that Claws had stabbed the succubus in the chest. 
 
    The spider-demon then proceeded to use her many bladed appendages to rip off Snack’s wings, cut open her belly, bite down on her neck and cut off an arm, all in the span of a few seconds. She then cocooned the thoroughly beaten succubus and dragged her off somewhere. 
 
    The recording cut off at that point. Boxxy didn’t usually get a chance to scrutinize Snack’s fighting ability, so it was rather surprised at just how adept she was. Unfortunately, Claws clearly had the upper hand when it came to experience. She had cleverly applied mental and physical pressure on her opponent, making her waste more MP than necessary to defend herself. The stalker steadily and patiently exhausted her prey until a decisive blow could be made, and flawlessly seized the opportunity when the time was right. 
 
    In summary, Claws was in complete control of the fight from the start. It was almost frightening to think that this was the same embarrassed, awkward girl that Boxxy had met earlier that morning. That cold, methodical, and calculating side of her was exactly the sort of killer her master aspired to be, and it genuinely thought it could learn a lot from her. Her execution hadn’t been flawless as she had taken a few seemingly unintended hits. 
 
    However, as Faehorn liked to say, no plan survived contact with the enemy, and the stalker most definitely had one of those. In fact, the main contributing factor to her victory was without a doubt her overwhelming advantage in the information department. Claws was clearly intimately familiar with Snack’s fighting style, likely because she had seen her fight numerous times on the Boxxy Show. On the other hand, the succubus had been forced to spend time and energy studying her opponent. A second bout between the two would likely play out very differently. 
 
    Which, incidentally, raised a rather vital question—was a rematch actually necessary? 
 
    “Claws,” Boxxy called out telepathically. 
 
    “Heeek! Y-yes, Master?” 
 
    “What do you think of Snack after you had a little fun with her?” 
 
    “Oh, she’s fantastic,” she said in a strangely chipper tone. “I’m starting to understand why you favor her so.” 
 
    Boxxy was pretty sure it didn’t really favor Snack one way or another. Even if she was a skilled infiltrator and tasted great, she still had a number of downsides that made her unreliable and unpredictable at times. Arms, though inflexible, was a lot easier to control. All Boxxy had to do was point her at a thing it wanted smashed and the thing would get smashed, no questions asked. 
 
    “So, are you going to get along with her now?” the shapeshifter pressed 
 
    “Oh, most definitely. In fact, I think I may be falling in love with her!” 
 
    Well, that was… probably a good thing. What about the other side of the story, though? 
 
    “Snack, what about you?” 
 
    “What do you mean, Master?” the succubus responded, confused. 
 
    “Oh, right.” 
 
    Each familiar had their own telepathic ‘channel,’ so Snack would not have been privy to Boxxy’s conversation with Claws. It was only a slight inconvenience in the grand scheme of things, but the shapeshifter had difficulty remembering that at times. 
 
    “I’m asking whether you and Claws worked out your differences.” 
 
    “I would say so, Master,” Xera calmly replied. “We’ve been talking and hanging out ever since I lost, and I think we’ll be able to work together quite well in the future.” 
 
    “Excellent. And where are you now?” 
 
    “The two of us are having a bath together in the dungeon. It’s quite enjoyable.” 
 
    “Is having a bath really that tasty?” 
 
    Keira had to take baths to clean herself, but it just felt like a chore. 
 
    “It’s the dryad’s special Waters of Life that make it tasty for us, Master.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Well, apparently it’s potent enough to help regrow lost limbs in an instant.” 
 
    “Oh? That is very good to hear.” 
 
    As a shapeshifter, Boxxy didn’t have to worry about such things since it could move and mold its body mass around as needed. Its demons were also not greatly perturbed by the loss of body parts, as they could just be re-summoned. Even Fizzy said she would probably be fine if she lost an arm or something since golems could be repaired so long as their core remained intact. Admittedly, she’d need to find a skilled golem engineer to fix her up, but there were plenty of those in the Horkensaft Kingdom to the east. 
 
    However, elves and humans were different, and something like losing a leg or an eye was a permanent injury in most cases. The only thing that could fully restore a lost limb, or at least the only one that Boxxy was aware of, was a Rejuvenation Potion. Even then, the concoction supposedly burned off a significant portion of one’s life force, effectively reducing their lifespan by an entire decade. It was quite expensive to boot. Alternatively, one could try to replace their lost limb with a magical prosthetic, which was more accessible but also far from ideal. 
 
    But the dryad’s miraculous Waters of Life were different. Ambrosia herself said producing them was not too difficult for a tree of her age and size, so this opened up a lot of possibilities. Boxxy could potentially rake in a lot of profit if it opened some sort of spa or clinic, but such things carried risks of their own. It had to carefully evaluate how viable such a business endeavor would be, but that was a concern for the future. What it needed right now was the answer to a rather pointed question. 
 
    “Snack, how did you find out about this property of the Waters of Life?” 
 
    “The dryad let us know herself, Master,” came the immediate response. 
 
    “Strange, she didn’t mention it to me.” 
 
    “Perhaps Master didn’t ask?” 
 
    “That is true.” 
 
    Ambrosia had not yet taken up her position as dungeon master when the topic of the Waters of Life was discussed, and it simply hadn’t come up since then. So then, the fact that she told Snack unprovoked meant the dryad felt there was a reason to point that out. Quickly checking up on the pair of demons using the Surveillance Net revealed what that reason was. 
 
    “Actually Snack, I think I will be joining you for that bath after all.” 
 
    “Oh? Please do, Master. I’m sure both of us would enjoy that greatly.” 
 
    The images relayed by the dungeon core showed that Snack was, as expected, submerged in the green-tinged water of life. And Claws was in there with her, taking huge bites out of the succubus’s delicious flesh, which healed back within seconds. It was a scene that left Boxxy with a rather un-tasty thought. 
 
    How come I didn’t think of that? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Part Three 
 
    In the depths of the Dryad’s Domain, a certain pair of demons soaked in an impromptu hot-tub. Well, it was actually closer to a small pond, as it was roughly and hurriedly carved out of the wooden floor with Terrain Sculpting. Ambrosia provided the green-tinted Waters of Life, and Xera’s magical flames kept it pleasantly hot. As for the stalker the succubus shared this moment with, she was in the middle of exploring some rather… intimate relations with the blue-skinned Pyromancer. 
 
    Unfortunately, said ‘intimate relations’ hadn’t been anywhere near as fun as the pair had imagined they would be. 
 
    Xera was disappointed to learn that a stalker devouring her flesh did not bring her the same satisfaction as having Boxxy do it. The fact that her beloved was not the one performing this act was part of the problem, but it was also because Drea was just too neat of an eater. She would typically slice off a leg or arm and enjoy munching on it while submerged almost completely underwater. While it was deliciously painful to have her flesh and bones severed, it sadly didn’t last long as the Waters of Life quickly healed the otherwise-crippling injury in a flash. After all, the cuts Drea made healed much faster and smoother than the sort of horrific tear a certain ravenous mimic might make. 
 
    Drea, on the other hand greatly, enjoyed Xera’s flavor. She expected the succubus to be delicious based on what she had seen on the Boxxy Show, but unlike her new master, she needed more than simple flavor. While the shapeshifter seemed content to just enjoy the fleeting taste of a demon’s conjured flesh, a stalker required something that could actually fill their belly. Drea was no different, which was why she agreed to this little… bonding exercise. 
 
    But, as things stood, the only thing the she-stalker’s current feeding frenzy accomplished was leaving her feeling strangely frustrated and disappointed. Xera served as a great appetizer, but once the novelty had worn off, which didn’t really take long, Drea was left with an ever-increasing craving for some actual meat, blood, and guts to sink her mandibles into. To a demon as gluttonous as a stalker, the whole thing was like foreplay with no payoff. Yet, Drea kept stubbornly gnawing on Xera’s succulent flesh, determined to get the most out of the experience. 
 
    She was just about to call it quits, when Boxxy called in to check on her, much to the spider-girl’s surprised delight. They spoke briefly, after which it must have exchanged words with Xera, seeing as her face suddenly lit up. 
 
    “I’ve got good news!” the succubus declared. “Master said it will be joining us in the bath.” 
 
    “W-what?! Like, now?!” 
 
    Drea tossed the half-eaten leg she was gnawing on aside and proceeded to spin and flail around in a panic, splashing Waters of Life all over the place. 
 
    “B-b-but why?! How?!” she stammered. “Tktktktktk! A bath with the Boxxy T. Morningwood?! M-m-my heart’s not ready for this! Tktktktktk!” 
 
    “We don’t even have those.” 
 
    “That’s not the point! I mean, Master will definitely want to s-s-s-sample me, right?!” 
 
    “Uh… Huh.” 
 
    Now that Xera thought about it, it was rather strange that her Master hadn’t taste-tested its new familiar right away. It did so both with herself and that moronic fiend, yet hadn’t even batted an eye at Drea. Boxxy had never been one to hold back, which could only mean one thing—if it hadn’t done so immediately, then it likely had no intention of ever doing so. 
 
    “Actually no, I don’t think that’ll happen,” the succubus concluded. 
 
    “But what will I do if he t-t-tries me and finds my flavor displeasing?!” 
 
    “That’s what you’re worried about?!” asked Xera with a dumbfounded expression. 
 
    “Of course, I am! I don’t want to sully his refined taste buds with anything foul! Spiders in general taste terrible, and I’m probably no different! Gah, if only I knew for sure! Tktktktktktk… Oh wait, I know!” 
 
    Drea unhesitantly ripped off her own leg and brought it up to her face while a new limb grew back to replace it. The stalker’s lower jaw unhinged similarly to a snake’s, revealing the many sharp, pointy teeth she normally kept hidden behind her lips. Her maw was now so wide that it looked big enough to eat a person’s head in two, maybe three bites. Drea then used that terrifying abyss to take a sizable bite out of her own thigh. 
 
    She then chewed on it. 
 
    Once. 
 
    “Pthooey!” she spat out, tossing the limb away in the process. “Bleh! I knew it! I’m disgusting! Now the Master will hate meeee! Waaaahahaaah!” 
 
    The succubus was speechless. Not only did this bug just attempt self-cannibalism, but she also started wailing in despair over the thought her mortal master might dislike her. Was this really the behavior of a demon who was senior to her in both age and experience? Now that she thought about, it was extremely likely this hardened assassin was a total greenhorn when it came to interpersonal relations. 
 
    After all, stalkers were socially awkward loners that were never seen by mortals under normal circumstances. That matron of theirs was a prime example, but also an extreme case. While Overlord Liusolra hated being seen by everyone and everything, the rest of her species didn’t particularly mind being in the company of other demons. They didn’t exactly like it, but they didn’t outright hate it either. Point was, they were all immensely fidgety and socially awkward, but this was the first time Xera had seen or even heard of one of these arachnid terrors outright sob. 
 
    “Now there’s no way in the Beyond he will like meee-heee!” 
 
    Something in Xera’s head clicked when she heard those words. The succubus had been ignoring it for a while now, but she now noticed that Drea referred to Boxxy, a notoriously sexless creature, as ‘he’ and ‘him.’ It was a small thing, but Xera realized this implied that new girl saw her own master as a romantic interest. This implied that her earlier declaration of love had been, in fact, genuine affection, rather than a confused appetite. 
 
    That said, ‘love’ was probably too strong a word for what this stalker felt. Her behavior was like that of a fangirl, a maiden fawning over some famous person she’d only seen from afar. No wonder why she flailed around like an epileptic squirrel earlier—she was freaking out over the thought of having the object or her distant adoration suddenly give her personal attention. It was both sad and pathetic, but Xera would be lying if she said she didn’t understand her new colleague’s feelings. 
 
    The succubus was now certain that what Drea really wanted was acceptance and praise from the one she admired. This was a good thing, as it was a lot better than the other two familiars’ initial assumption that she wished to devour their master. Upon determining the stalker’s motives, Xera decided to do what she thought was best for her beloved Boxxy. If this confused spider-girl could be persuaded into becoming a truly loyal server like herself and, to a lesser extent, that brick-brained brawler, then that would only increase their master’s chances of survival. 
 
    Boxxy surviving for as long as chestily possible was of utmost importance to Xera, and not just because she didn’t wish to see her beloved disappear. The shapeshifter was maturing at an incredibly rapid rate, both intellectually and emotionally. There was no telling what sort of Skills, Perks, or Rank Ups it might acquire. All things considered, Xera felt as if there was, as the God of Chaos would put it, a ‘non-zero chance’ of that monster eventually developing the ability to both receive and reciprocate romantic feelings. Boxxy would need to continue living for a long, long time for that to happen though, hence why it was Xera’s self-appointed duty to ensure its continued survival. 
 
    Even if it meant ‘sharing’ the monster with this naive spider-girl with a screw loose. 
 
    “There, there, it’s okay, sweetie,” said Xera with a reassuring pat on the shoulder. “Taste isn’t everything Master cares about.” 
 
    “Really?” Drea asked between her half-sobs, half-cries. “Th-then there’s a chance he’ll like me anyway?!” 
 
    “Of course. You just have to make yourself seem ‘shiny’ enough.” 
 
    “Oh! Like that tiny Paladin?!” 
 
    “No, dearie, not quite as literally as that.” 
 
    Her carapace had some potential in that regard, but she had no hope of matching the luster of Fizzy’s mithril frame. Even Xera had to admit that golem looked absolutely fabulous. 
 
    “You just need to make yourself useful and help Master’s treasure hoard grow,” she clarified. “If you do that, then it will be sure to think of you as useful.” 
 
    The stalker’s eyes suddenly went wide as she realized something. 
 
    “I see, I see! Of course, there was that method as well! As expected of Master, he really thought of everything! Thanks so much for the talk, Snack! You’re the bestktktktktk!” 
 
    Drea lunged forward and wrapped her arms around Xera. She planted a big, fat kiss on the startled succubus’s lips. Well, a ‘kiss’ in stalker terms, which meant she had actually bitten the lower half of Xera’s face clean off, but neither of them particularly minded it. 
 
    Once the two calmed down a bit, the succubus proceeded to thoroughly instruct the newcomer on how to best serve Boxxy and anticipate its wishes. Even if it had gotten smarter and better at expressing itself lately, it hadn’t stopped incessantly referring to things as either ‘tasty’ or ‘shiny’ when it wasn’t in character. Well, Drea didn’t need much schooling on that. The stalker apparently hadn’t missed a single episode of the Boxxy Show, though she did have few misconceptions. 
 
    Apparently, most demons, Drea included, believed the shapeshifter had a thing for large-breasted females. An erroneous assumption to be sure, although an expected one considering the company it kept. What was surprising, however, was the fact that its catgirl act was so good that it completely fooled a significant number of viewers into thinking its displays of affection towards Rowana were genuine. Hearing the truth only made Drea’s opinion of her new master soar even higher. Not only was it hiding in plain sight, but it was doing so in a way she had no hope of pulling off. Realizing it was spinning its own web of lies and deceit all this time made her bug-eyes almost literally sparkle with admiration. 
 
    That was hardly the main reason she felt attracted to it, though. It was the way Boxxy hunted with a focus on ambushing, murdering, and then eating up its prey without giving it a chance to fight back. On the rare occasions that ambushing its target failed, it would wear it down by striking from multiple angles and using any means available to keep its opponent confused and off-balance the entire time. It behaved so much like a stalker, that at some point Drea stopped thinking of it as a box with legs and instead viewed it as a spider with a chest-shaped thorax. Also, those imitation limbs that served as its preferred mode of transportation were, in her own words, ‘incredibly handsome.’ The fact that it was also the Progenitor’s chosen Hero was icing on the cake. 
 
    The stalker then spent the next few minutes psyching herself up. This time, she would greet it properly. She would show her value and walk by its side with pride. 
 
    All that motivation and determination disappeared the instant Boxxy arrived, as Drea bolted up to the nearby cavern wall and skittered away at full speed. In the end, she could not work up the courage to present herself before her Master unless she was ordered to. Not that Boxxy had any intention of doing that anyway. Much like Xera had deduced, it had already anticipated she would taste horrible. Not only was she part spider, but also a demon. Every single demon that Boxxy had taken a bite of had terrible flavor. Aside from Snack, of course, which was why it was there in the first place. 
 
    Since it had already dined on a small herd of sheep just outside of the city, it didn’t have any of Drea’s conundrums regarding the fullness of its stomach and gladly feasted on the ever-regenerating succubus’s body. Unlike the spider-girl, it did so viciously and violently, tearing off huge parts of her with the jagged, misaligned teeth of a mimic. This finally gave Xera the satisfaction she craved, as it had been far too long since her Master had abused her so thoroughly. The agony of having her bones violently crushed and her flesh forcefully ripped apart by Boxxy was what she truly desired, and she was finally getting an extra-sized helping of it.  
 
    The faux-mimic also found this prolonged ‘snack time’ considerably better than usual. The fact it could keep eating its favorite Snack seemingly without end was both greatly enjoyable and strangely relaxing. Was that latter part due to the effects of the lukewarm, demon-blood-stained Waters of Life? Baths being relaxing generally made sense from an enlightened point of view, but Boxxy never saw it as anything more than a chore. Perhaps this situation proved that even tedious things like baths were enjoyable, if one had the right company to share them with. That said, the shapeshifter could do without Claws staring intently at it from the far end of the chamber. Come to think of it, it was about time to put that stalker to work. 
 
    In the following days, Boxxy ordered Drea to follow it around town during the daytime. She was told to keep herself out of sight while the doppelganger played around with the elves under the guise of Keira. It served as both a test of just how good her hiding abilities were, and as insurance. It was good to have her on hand, in case Boxxy wanted something or someone to disappear instantly and without a trace. Such a thing wasn’t likely to happen in these relatively peaceful streets, but the spider-girl was still overjoyed at the prospect. Stalkers gotta stalk, after all. 
 
    Boxxy completely understood and sympathized with the spider-girl’s monstrous urges. Unlike her previous masters, it wholeheartedly encouraged that behavior, just as Drea hoped. In the past, she would usually only be called out to fight monsters or to help cut through some magical barrier or obstacle. Actual tracking and assassination assignments, which were both her forte and her favorite, hadn’t been all that common. It wasn’t as if she hadn’t been previously contracted to devious, ill-meaning bastards that needed people disappeared. The problem was that they were either too stupid to survive the criminal underworld, or too afraid to bear the responsibility of ordering a demon to take another’s life. 
 
    This time was different. No matter how deplorable or evil, none of Drea’s previous masters could hold a candle to the ruthless awesomeness of Boxxy T. Morningwood. Watching it completely fool and bedazzle every single person it interacted with was endlessly enthralling from the she-stalker’s perspective. The way that man-eater freely communicated with those it saw as nothing more than food was truly awe-inspiring. It honestly made the stalker a little bit envious of how confidently it spouted an endless stream of lies and bullshit, as she would never be able to do that. 
 
    And just when she thought she couldn’t like her Master even more, Boxxy finally gave Drea a new set of orders regarding her nightly duties. 
 
    These instructions involved helping Ambrosia out with her endless pest problems. Although those termites were a hylt tree’s greatest enemy, they were hardly the only vermin around. The gigantic tree’s canopy was a place very few elves ever visited due to how impractical and remote it was. That vast sea of leaves and branches was therefore allowed to thrive and develop almost completely undisturbed by civilization, and had become its own ecosystem. It quite literally crawled with all manner of annoying vermin that Ambrosia couldn’t get out of her literal and figurative hair. 
 
    The biggest offenders were tri-horned beetles, crimson cicadas, armored caterpillars, and a few other oversized insectoid monsters. Apparently, these giant bugs constantly chipped away at her bark, drank up her sap, and feasted on her leaves and fruits. Such things grew back rapidly due to the hylt tree’s nearly limitless vitality, so the amount of damage they did was incomparable to the threat of an out-of-control termite infestation. They also had natural predators in the form of the gigantic, eagle-like birds called rocs that kept their numbers in check. In reality, their presence was an annoyance at best. So, the dryad mostly ignored them. At least until Boxxy asked whether it was okay to sweep all of them away, to which she eagerly agreed. In fact, even those birds were not blameless in her eyes, as they often broke off bits of branches and foliage to make their nests. 
 
    It was thus that the gluttonous Drea was unleashed upon this high-altitude biome. She mercilessly hunted and ate every single insect she came across, devouring them with great gusto. Even the rocs became her meals after succumbing to her poison and webs. And the more she fed on their entrails, the more her Blood Gorger Skill boosted her physical abilities. The dryad even offered to let the demon avail herself of the copious amounts of sickeningly-sweet, overripe fruit that hung from her topmost branches. Stalkers were not picky eaters, unlike a certain mimic-turned-doppelganger, so the spider-girl eagerly scarfed those down as well. 
 
    All things said and done, Drea’s nightly feeding frenzies were the stuff of legends. Her appetite easily surpassed even that of her gluttonous Master. She still took Xera’s advice to heart and set aside much of the juiciest Roc meat as a present to Boxxy, but even then the amount of food she devoured was many times her own weight. In fact, it was far too much, even by stalker standards. This no longer seemed to be a matter of her own enjoyment. Well, she did find joy in the act of stuffing her face, but the main reason she did that so vehemently was because it was a necessary step towards fulfilling her Master’s wishes. 
 
    A stalker’s seemingly bottomless pit of a stomach did actually digest everything deposited inside it. It did so at a very rapid rate, although it wasn’t because it was necessary to sustain the demon’s body. The extracted nutrients would instead be stored up and then used to produce a type of enchanted spider thread that was different from the one Drea used against Xera, and was something Boxxy knew about well in advance due to the high Level of its Demonology Skill. 
 
    This special lavender-colored thread would not fade with the passage of time and was actually a very valuable material. While incredibly flammable in its raw form, that drawback went away once it was properly processed and woven into a fabric that was unimaginatively called ‘demon silk.’ It was a sturdy, slash-resistant cloth that was perfect for housing enchantments. The material was used to make either high-quality adventurer gear, such as cloaks, pouches and robes, or expensive luxury items, such as gowns, suits, carpets, and tapestries. Although Drea herself lacked the ability to make anything other than webs, she could still produce rolls of silken thread that could be sold at a very good price. 
 
    The reason it was so expensive was that, even though all stalkers could make it, they were a relatively uncommon choice of familiar. Not to mention that it was also normally quite difficult to feed them to the extent where they could produce it at a constant rate. The conversion ratio, so to speak, of nutrients to thread was so bad that many Warlocks didn’t even bother. Stalkers also hated being used exclusively as demon silk factories, and actively angering one’s demonic familiars was pretty high up on the list of things an adventurer should not do. 
 
    Drea’s situation was a special one, though. For one thing, she was eager to impress her new master even if it meant doing something she would normally despise. Food was also a non-issue, as Ambrosia’s canopy had plenty of meat and fruit to keep her pumping out demon silk on a daily basis, which could then be sold or traded in exchange for shinies. The main issue Boxxy faced was that it currently lacked a secure way of pawning off the demon silk, so it decided to stockpile the stuff until a buyer could be found. 
 
    Another potential problem was that Claws seemed to be a bit overzealous in her binge-feeding, which could’ve resulted in her driving out all of the creatures in Ambrosia’s canopy. This was worrisome, as it could be seen as permanently damaging the tiny ecosystem that lived up there, putting Boxxy at risk of contracting Taboo by breaking Zephyra’s divine law. Thankfully, there were eleven more ancient hylt trees in Azurvale, and the ‘ganger’ was fairly certain none their dryads would complain about some unsolicited pest control. 
 
    So, all things considered, the demon doing all the actual work was incredibly satisfied by her new routine. She got to watch Boxxy spin a web of lies and deceit from afar during the day and ate outrageous amounts of varied and delicious foods at night. She even had a way to appeal to the monster she admired by making herself ‘shiny,’ as Xera put it. Boxxy even allowed her to use her regular thread to build a nest for herself within Ambrosia’s uppermost branches, if she really wanted to. 
 
    And did she ever want to. 
 
    Drea’s new ‘home’ rapidly grew large enough to be considered a mansion, although she didn’t make it with practicality in mind. She just wanted to have a place she could call her own, somewhere she could laze about and peacefully digest her meal while producing her thread. It really was not her intention to capture and ensnare wandering prey. Granted, that did end up happening anyway, though Drea wasn’t about to complain about the free food. Ambrosia was perfectly fine with it too, as the stalker’s webs did not inconvenience her in the slightest. In fact, some small part of her was quite pleased with her new oversized ‘hair ornament,’ though that might have been the dungeon core talking. 
 
    All things said and done, the newest addition to Boxxy’s little house of monsters fit in surprisingly well. She diligently performed her duties and seemed to get along with both Snack and Ambrosia. In fact, it sometimes found the three of them chatting about something or other during idle periods, although the stalker would immediately vacate the area when she realized Boxxy was nearby. 
 
    Even Fizzy had taken an odd liking to the spider girl, despite the two never making eye contact or even speaking. The exotic silk Drea produced seemed to ignite the spark of inspiration within the golem Artificer, and she set out to design and build a machine that could weave it into a fabric all on its own. This was an idea that Boxxy found very tasty, as selling ready-made cloth rather than spools of thread would be easier and more profitable. It therefore ordered the stalker to assist Fizzy with any and all requests she might have in that regard. 
 
    That particular conversation had taken place yesterday, and it was now the night of the fifth day after the contract with Claws had been made. Boxxy had traded places with Xera, putting her on Rowana-sitting duty while it filled up on the delicious ‘gifts’ left behind by the stalker. While not quite as tasty as elves or humans, the huge pile of prime roc meat dripping with blood made for a very satisfying meal. If things carried on this way, then it wouldn’t even need to enact that ‘fast food’ plan it had come up with. To say things were working out better than expected would be a huge understatement. 
 
    That’s when the shapeshifter had a sudden, worrying thought. 
 
    Actually, haven’t things been going too well lately? 
 
    There was that incident with the Taboo Skill, as well as the slight turbulence surrounding Minic’s sudden appearance, but both of those incidents were resolved quickly and to a highly satisfying degree. Keira had already established herself as a quirky and lovable rookie, and had both a lover and a slowly growing circle of close friends. So, on the whole, everything was turning up in Boxxy’s favor. This, if past experiences were any indication, meant that something was about to go very wrong, and very soon. 
 
    “Oh, no you don’t!” 
 
    “Gaaah!” 
 
    Fizzy’s voice rang out from the side, almost as if on cue, followed immediately by an angry shout from Kora. Its dinner thoroughly interrupted, the spider-legged chest stood up and went over to see what all the fuss was about. It saw the golem standing firmly between Claws and Arms. The Paladin was in a combat stance, gripping onto her signature wrench with both hands and sporting an absolutely livid expression on her shiny face. The yellow-green light emanating from her weapon as well as the similarly glowing halo above her head signified she had activated her Divine Wrath Skill. Boxxy didn’t usually care for flashy abilities like that, but it had to admit, it was a big fan of the way the Skill made its prized shiny look even more dazzling than usual. The ability also did some other things of lesser importance, like massively boosting her damage and healing output, but the shiny stuff was what Boxxy really cared about. 
 
    The fiend, on the other hand, was curled up on the floor with her face on the wooden ground and her ass in the air. She seemed to be in a huge deal of pain, judging from her groans and how she used all four of her arms to clutch at her lower body. It was quite obvious Fizzy had just hit her with all her might, and the reason for that seemed to be the third person on the scene. 
 
    Claws was crouching down on the ground, doing her absolute best to hide behind the much smaller Paladin. Even the six scythes attached to her back were wrapped around her front, as if to shield her from something. She looked like she had been in the process of producing lavender-colored silken strands when she had rudely interrupted. 
 
    “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?!” Fizzy shouted. 
 
    “Ghhhrrrrgh! You tiny bitch,” the doubled-over fiend growled. “If it wasn’t for the Boss’s orders, I’d turn you into scrap.” 
 
    “Try me, meatbag!” the golem taunted. “I’m different from how I was back in that forest! I’ll shove this wrench so far up your ass it’ll pop out of your mouth!” 
 
    Boxxy decided it was time to intervene, otherwise it wouldn’t be able to enjoy its midnight meal in peace. 
 
    “Okay, what’s going on here?” 
 
    All three of its servants turned to stare at the creature that brought them together in the first place. 
 
    “Claws, you stay right there,” it ordered, preventing the stalker from running off like she usually did. 
 
    “Grr! Ain’t nothing, boss,” Arms insisted. “I was just doing my thing when this psycho-” 
 
    “Your thing is the fucking problem here, bitchnugget!” Fizzy yelled over her. 
 
    “Be quiet!” commanded Boxxy. “Nobody speak unless spoken to!” 
 
    It really didn’t want or need any of this drama. It just wanted to get to the bottom of the conflict, put an end to it, then get back to its meal. The most efficient way of handling it was to take it one step at a time. 
 
    “Arms, why are you on the ground?” 
 
    “That little cunt just hit me in the dick!” 
 
    It would seem even Kora, who could handle the pain of losing a limb or having a violent box chew on her head like it was nothing, was not exempt from attacks to the groin. That was why her member was normally hidden inside her body in the first place. In other words, if that part had been attacked, then it must have been ‘out’ for some reason. 
 
    “Why did you hit her in the dick?” the shapeshifter turned to Fizzy. 
 
    “Well,” the golem collected herself, “I asked the new girl to show me how she normally handled and produced that silk of hers, since I needed a reference for my machine. And then this moron came striding in and interrupted the demonstration with her raging boner!” 
 
    Boxxy glanced over at Claws who nodded so vigorously, it almost seemed like her head was about to fall off. Her master then rapidly pieced together what had transpired. 
 
    Claws could produce two types of spider thread—the white, temporary one she used in combat and the lavender, permanent one necessary to weave Demon Silk. The former was made entirely through solidified mana and shot out of her hands at will. The latter demanded nutrients and was much closer to the thread of an actual spider. Both were produced by different spinnerets inside her body, which on a regular spider would be located inside their bulbous abdomen, with the silk coming out of a small opening at the end of it. 
 
    Claws lacked such a body part, mostly due to her subspecies as a hornet stalker. While there were other types of stalker that were arachnids with a few demonic features, her variant was a humanoid one with arachnid features. This meant that, in order to produce her sticky threads, her spinnerets had to be in places that made sense for her body type. The small ones that conjured her temporary white webbing were, unsurprisingly, in her hands, while the other, more robust type of thread was produced by the larger set of spinnerets in her lower abdomen, near the stomach. 
 
    This meant that, much to Drea’s embarrassment, the orifice that secreted the second type of spider silk was located firmly between her butt cheeks, right where an anus would normally be. And Arms, being the horny idiot that she was, happened upon the stalker in the middle of her ‘demonstration,’ and, in true fiend fashion, tried to stick her dick in it. This forced Fizzy to lash out at the big red moron by aiming for the very obvious weak point. This ‘argument’ had been the commotion that had caught Boxxy’s attention. 
 
    All of this led up to the shapeshifter witnessing the most ridiculous argument it had ever seen. 
 
    “That’s my silk hole, meatbag!” 
 
    “Nuh-uh! That ass is mine! Tell her, boss!” 
 
    “My butt is nobody’s but my ooooown! Tktktktkt!” 
 
    Okay, maybe not the most ridiculous, but top five for sure. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Part Four 
 
    Arms was instantly banned from, as she put it, ‘sticking it up the spider-pooper,’ since it would interfere with silk production for no good reason. Fizzy questioned why she even bothered with Drea, considering she had Xera on hand to help with her urges. The fiend’s reply made the golem feel even more disgusted at the two-and-a-half-meter-tall meatbag than ever before. 
 
    “It’s not as fun if they don’t fight back.” 
 
    Kora wanted to force herself on an unwilling partner, and playing around with the succubus didn’t really count. 
 
    “I don’t care, keep it in your pants,” was her Master’s response. 
 
    Boxxy had already given her much more freedom than any bound familiar could hope for, so she had no right to complain. 
 
    “C’mon, boss! Just this once!” 
 
    That didn’t stop her from bitching about it anyway. Demons were normally fickle, selfish, ungrateful creatures, so this sort of behavior was expected. Boxxy didn’t particularly mind her attitude, because ‘attitude’ was all she had. 
 
    “No,” it repeated. “Now, shut up about it unless you want to spend the next three days hitting yourself in the groin.” 
 
    This firm stance on the matter made Drea incredibly relieved. She had seen the gut-displacing size of Kora’s member several times, and was certain she wanted no part of that. In fact, that succubus was most likely the only demon in existence that did. With the matter settled, the shapeshifter let out a quiet sigh. It honestly disliked dealing with this sort of stuff. Having to put on the mask called Keira every day was already mentally exhausting, and there were only so many nights it could pretend to sleep next to Rowana. Piling up stress simply made it harder to focus on actually ‘meditating.’ That was why it had spent more and more time in the dungeon, where it could freely indulge in its hobbies. 
 
    Speaking of which, that tasty pile of roc meat was still waiting for it. Boxxy immediately put the thoughts of pointless drama out of its mind and focused entirely on the feast. While it still longed for man-flesh, these birds still made for an excellent substitute. Especially since it had decided to cut down on its hunting of the homeless. While it wasn’t quite sure how close it was to being saddled with the Slayer of Elvenkind Perk, it wanted to avoid its negative effects, if at all possible. Those wouldn’t be nearly as pronounced as the higher-ranked Butcher of Humanity, but it still wanted to avoid that can of worms for as long as feasibly possible.  
 
    In short, the stalker’s gift of fresh monster meat was very much appreciated. Therefore, it sent Claws several words of telepathic praise such as, ‘Thanks for the meal’ and ‘Keep up the good work,’ to which she eagerly replied with a ‘It was my pleasure!’ That girl, she seemed to be fine with communicating over the thought-link, but speaking face-to-face was more or less impossible for her. That quirk wasn’t much of an issue, since her duties involved being neither seen nor heard. 
 
    Claws and Fizzy eventually got back to planning that silk-weaving prototype, while Kora went off to vent her frustrations on anything that wriggled and crawled. As for Boxxy, it was about to swap places with Snack to resume its ‘pretending to sleep, but not really’ act, when it noticed something strange. It was about the odd-colored wall at one end of the wooden platform in the heart of the dungeon. This area of the cavern wasn’t covered in bark-like growths, and Boxxy had agreed not to tamper with it at Ambrosia’s request. This bare, beige-colored timber was the central and most vital part of the hylt tree—the heartwood. 
 
    Boxxy hadn’t really taken a close look at it lately, so it was quite surprised to find that what had been a plain, smooth wall several days ago had been covered in some form of writing. What were undoubtedly letters had been delicately and expertly carved into the otherwise smooth surface, but Boxxy didn’t recognize the script. This wasn’t all that surprising considering the only language it spoke fluently was Atican, the one commonly used across the continent of Atica. It had also looked up ancient elven writing in the library out of curiosity, and had noted that it shared certain immediate similarities with Atican. 
 
    This weird script was completely different, however. The letters looked closer to the magical runes used by Enchanters, but those sigils did not convey information. They were geometric shapes and patterns that helped imbue magic into objects. This carved script looked so completely outside Boxxy’s comprehension, it was as if it was looking at a new color for the first time. There was quite a lot of it too, as the writing extended dozens of meters in every direction. 
 
    The strangest thing about this situation was that they appeared to have been carved by hand. Not only were such fine details impossible to do with Terrain Sculpting, but there were fresh wood shavings scattered around the place. It then noticed a thick, tentacle-like vine hanging loosely off to the side. It was a type of growth the dryad could create and manipulate at will, so the fact that it was gripping onto a shiny metal knife made it quite clear who was responsible for this literal wall of text. Meaning Boxxy knew full well who to ask regarding this odd phenomenon. 
 
    “Ambrosia!” it bellowed, and the dryad’s plump figure rose from the floor next to it. 
 
    “What is it, milord?” she asked sweetly. 
 
    “What’s this all about?” it waved a tongue-tentacle at the strange letters. 
 
    “Those art the records of milord’s teaching and instructions.” 
 
    “Ah. I see.” 
 
    Once the monster thought about it, it recalled that the dryad had mentioned something along the lines of ‘I shall engrave thy words unto mine heartwood’ at one point, hadn’t she? It would appear that hadn’t been some roundabout way of saying she’d keep Boxxy’s words in mind, but had been quite literal about it. This was a problem, as the shapeshifter wasn’t comfortable with leaving records of its exploits behind. Even if it lived here for the moment, it imagined it would eventually leave the tree and the dungeon behind, so this carved diary could one day come back to bite it in the bottom. 
 
    “But why write it all down? And why here?” 
 
    “Because, by doing this I shalt never forget milord’s words of wisdom,” Ambrosia claimed. 
 
    “Is it really that hard for you to remember things?” 
 
    “’Tis shameful to admit, but the eons hath made mine memory faulty. What thou considers the event of a lifetime is but a fleeting moment from mine perspective.” 
 
    Her words made Boxxy thoroughly aware of just how ancient the dryad was. Of course, it already knew that, but it was easy to forget her age considering her relatively youthful appearance. The ‘ganger’ couldn’t exactly sympathize with her, but it understood her problem. Having accumulated memories for literal millennia would probably make anyone have trouble recollecting specific things. If this wall of text was necessary for her to carry out her duties, then it would much rather keep it around. 
 
    That did leave one question though, one that Boxxy pondered about for a long time before it finally asked. 
 
    “What about the language itself?” 
 
    “’Tis an ancient script, milord. One that I believe is much older than even myself.” 
 
    “I would assume so, but where does it come from?” 
 
    “I cannot say for certain.” 
 
    “But you know this language, right? Surely you’d remember how you learned it or who taught it to you.” 
 
    Even if her memory wasn’t the greatest, surely something as significant as that would leave at least some kind of lasting impression. 
 
    “I truly cannot say, milord,” she shook her head. “I know ‘tis strange, but I feel as though I hath always known these letters.” 
 
    “Well, that’s helpful,” it sarcastically remarked. “At least there’s a good chance nobody else knows this script, right?” 
 
    “Indeed. It hath most likely been forgotten by all but me and mine fellow sisters.” 
 
    “Interesting. Then could you perhaps teach me the language later?” 
 
    When Ambrosia heard that, she beamed so wide that it made her look several millennia younger. 
 
    “It would be mine utmost pleasure, milord!” she agreed enthusiastically. 
 
    “Alright, I’ll look forward to it.” 
 
    Boxxy went on its way, leaving the dryad to enjoy her moment of excitement. Her enthusiasm was probably a good sign, as the shapeshifter genuinely intended to master that script. It didn’t wish to do so because of any academic interest, of course. While the ex-mimic was a curious creature, that did not mean it was fond of studying… unless it considered the subject to be tasty, shiny, or otherwise necessary. And this language had the potential to be very shiny indeed, because upon closer inspection, Boxxy managed to recognize several of the symbols on that wall. 
 
    The letters were almost identical to the sigils used in demonic rituals. The differences were so minor, that they could easily be attributed to a difference in handwriting. Combined with the long, incomprehensible chants it knew from the Demonology Skill, it was fairly obvious that demons had their own secret language. An ancient tongue of power that might hold the power to influence the world around it in some unique way. 
 
    The Summon Familiar Skill was a perfect example of that power in action. While the physical manifestation of a being from another realm was impressive, the ten-second-long and needlessly flashy activation process that preceded was even more incredible. The concentric rings of light that surrounded the Skill’s user while the summoning was in progress were actually made up of countless tiny symbols. Ones that were in a constant state of flux and rapidly changed shape and size as the Skill progressed, almost as if they were busy re-writing the fabric of reality itself. 
 
    While Boxxy’s Mana Locator Gland made it possible to perceive such things with relative ease, most enlightened Warlocks would probably only see them as concentric circles of solid light. That didn’t mean that the shapeshifter was the first to notice that language’s existence, however. Pretty much every adventurer and scholar that dabbled in demonic magic and lore sooner or later realized it. However, no matter how much research was done over the years, the academic community’s attempts at deciphering the language were largely futile.  
 
    This was mostly due to a lack in reference materials. The incomplete and superficial knowledge granted by relevant Skills was the only real source of information on the subject, and it was quite insufficient. Knowing how to write the letters didn’t mean one could read them aloud, and there was a huge difference between being able to speak the words and comprehending their connotations. While the meaning of certain words or phrases could be gleaned from context, the language as a whole remained a mystery. 
 
    There was also the fact that all demons capable of speech knew the languages of mortals, and the Skills in question provided all the necessary information to invoke the related magic. There was therefore no practical purpose in researching the language. So, while there were most certainly a few zealous people bashing their heads at it, the study of the demonic script had been largely abandoned as a lost cause. Just another of the world’s great mysteries. 
 
    This was where Boxxy’s situation was different. An enormous sample of the enigmatic language lay carved into the wall of its dungeon, literally in front of its very eyes. It was certain the ‘ancient script’ Ambrosia spoke of and the language used in demonic rituals were one and the same. As for how the dryad knew of it, the cause was most likely the common trait she shared with demonkind in general—both were existences created by gods. 
 
    Granted, the deities that birthed them and the circumstances under which it happened were completely different, but that common trait seemed to be the most likely suspect. It wasn’t a stretch of the imagination to say that the language was not demonic, but divine in origin. And since there was no Taboo in place that forbade a mortal from gaining such exotic, potentially dangerous knowledge, Boxxy would not hesitate to learn the meaning behind those squiggly letters and weird pronunciations.  
 
    It was highly unlikely it could bend reality just by speaking a few words, of course. The dryad would have doubtlessly used that power against the termites if it were that easy. However, Boxxy had a hunch that there was still a chance for this language to have some kind of reality-warping properties. The shapeshifter had developed a metaphorical nose for shiny things, and this language reeked of it. Even if the creature’s assumptions were later proven wrong and these letters didn’t have such power, it could still profit off of the knowledge by selling it to the highest bidder. Not only that, but understanding the contents of Demonology-derived rituals would surely help it avoid more nasty surprises like that Unholy Wealth incident. 
 
    Heretical goblets aside, that mystical lightning bolt had scared the shapeshifter to splinters. 
 
    Over the coming days, however, Boxxy found out that learning a language from scratch was no easy task. Since all of its familiars communicated primarily with Atican, it had been able to almost automatically learn to speak the language. Getting the hang of the writing and reading hadn’t been too difficult, either. However, the tentatively named Divine language was an extremely formidable opponent. 
 
    To begin with, it apparently had a mind-boggling two hundred and fifty-five letters—ten times more than Atican. Many of them had multiple syllables and read like short words in and of themselves. Letters such as ‘ubuth,’ ‘rakar’ or ‘fus’ were examples of this. At least Boxxy was able to confirm that Ambrosia’s language and the words it spoke during rituals were the same. It also found out that Snack’s full name, which was listed as ‘Xerababadubuth L’okrelaila’ by the Status screen, could be spelled out in only nine Divine letters. If this was the standard, then it suddenly made sense why demons always seemed to have such long, nonsensical-sounding names. 
 
    The succubus herself had no idea about any of that. While she could speak several languages thanks to Versatile Tongue—a Skill derived from her Succubus Job—neither Divine nor Demonic were among them. The ability had the potential to let her use exotic languages such as Draconic and Cogton, whatever that was, once it got to a high enough Level, but that was beside the point. Not just Snack, but all three of Boxxy’s familiars were completely unaware of the meaning or origin behind their names. Apparently, such things were assigned at random, so the Divine spelling involved in them was likely Joseph’s doing. 
 
    Incidentally, of the shapeshifter’s other familiars, ‘Koralenteprix Khusuuszun Caonthioxxaa’ was ten letters long and ‘Dreaheath Uniolphial Maramakartor’ was eleven. Other demonic names Boxxy was familiar with were Carl’s ‘Katorolomaongott’ and Punchy’s ‘Nagnamor,’ which were respectively six and two letters long. It also seemed impossible to actually spell Boxxy’s full name in Divine, as the closest Ambrosia could come up with was ‘Bo-kusi Tu-rapp Mo-rin-ge-wud.’ Three words that, oddly enough, could be loosely translated to mean ‘rosebud frozen peas.’ 
 
    Such trivialities aside, it was obvious that learning this language would take a very, very long time. It would be a difficult feat, despite Boxxy’s INT and WIS Attributes greatly boosting its natural mental capabilities as a doppelganger. Still, the shapeshifter found out it could work on learning the language while pretending to sleep at night through the dungeon-assisted communications with Ambrosia. The core couldn’t properly convey the Divine letters themselves so it was a bit tricky, but definitely not impossible. More importantly, these lessons gave the shapeshifter something else to do at night. 
 
    Anything was better than practicing that infuriating Meditation Skill at this point. As expected, trying to Level a Skill that relied on inner peace and pure thoughts was too high of a hurdle for a murderous, violent creature brimming with worldly desires. The fact it got it all the way up to Level 4 was praiseworthy in and of itself, and even that much was mostly due to Boxxy’s patience and stubbornness.  
 
    However, that Level was more or less its limit. The monster seemed unable to build any additional proficiency, no matter how much it tried. Much like Shapeshift, it was not a Skill that could be mastered through simple repetition and hard work, so Boxxy had to be satisfied with an overall 40% boost to its automatic MP recovery rate. It was not an insignificant result, as the monster’s MP was very much its lifeline, especially during prolonged battles where Meditation’s effects would shine. It would’ve liked to advance the ability further, but it accepted that the task seemed impossible. Rather than dwell on things it couldn’t change, the shapeshifter instead focused on improving the things it could. 
 
    Boxxy slipped back into its new-yet-unchanged routine. It continued acting the part of Keira, had Ranger training for most of the day. Afterwards it wandered around town looking for information and prey during the afternoon and evenings before returning to Rowana’s house at night. There, it played a bit with Minic, spent some ‘quality time’ with the elf, and then went to bed. Since it only needed to sleep once every two or three days, it spent most nights either studying with Ambrosia or playing around in the dungeon. 
 
    Xera and Kora were left mostly idle during this time. Since the termites plaguing Ambrosia’s tree had been completely exterminated, they had very little to do unless their Master called upon them. It went without saying that they spent much of that time performing all manner of lewd acts, sometimes involving the obedient dryad behind Boxxy’s back. 
 
    As for Drea, she kept herself occupied by stalking her master during the day and producing silk at night. She had to be extra careful around that Faehorn fellow, though. That elf was really sharp, and seemed to notice her presence at times, despite there being over a hundred meters between them. A high-Level Ranger’s senses and intuition were not to be trifled with, so the fact the stalker hadn’t been found out completely spoke volumes to her sneaking ability. Still, Boxxy eventually warned Claws to give that old guy an even wider berth, as he was bound to grow suspicious if he kept noticing something, even if he didn’t know what it was. 
 
    Fizzy divided most of her time between fighting in the arena for money and working on her Silk-Weaver machine. She had a prototype ready within a week of starting the project, and although successfully it produced Demon Silk from the raw thread, it had a myriad of issues. It worked slow, was too small in scale and the quality of the silk was quite poor. The stalker demon also objected to the design. Being forced to squat down and ‘poop out’ silk directly into an opening on the side of the machine was too high a hurdle for her, especially since Boxxy was there to watch the trial run. The upside was that the golem obtained a lot of useful data from that particular experiment, so she was certain she’d make a better one eventually with the shapeshifter’s assistance. 
 
    That had been more or less how the group of monsters and demons spent the two weeks following the ‘silk hole’ incident. During that time, Boxxy had been able to steadily increase all of its Job Levels. The Doppelganger Job got all the way up to Level to 21, giving it access to two new Skills. The first was Broken Reflection, which allowed it to consume a humanoid corpse and become a perfect copy of it. This included replicating any clothing or gear it happened to be wearing at the time. This was ultimately an illusion born of flesh, so any armor or weapons created through this Skill were for purely decorative purposes and would disappear after an hour or so. The ability’s most powerful effect, and the one Boxxy actually cared about, was that it would also absorb the victim's most recent memories like a post-mortem form of mind-reading. 
 
    The second Doppelganger Skill was called Puppet Parasite. Using it involved implanting a piece of Boxxy’s flesh into the base of a living target’s skull. If successful, the monster could gain full control over the victim’s movements for a short time. Their minds would be unaffected, meaning the subjects would essentially become prisoners inside their own bodies. Although Boxxy’s insidious mind thought of many ways it could torture its captives through this method, leaving their minds conscious was ultimately a drawback. Not only did it leave their memories of the act intact, but it also gave them a chance to fight the Puppet Parasite’s influence. Indeed, someone with a high enough END and/or MNT Attribute could completely resist the Skill’s effects. It was still possible to dominate more powerful targets, but only once they had been sufficiently weakened through blood loss and major physical trauma. 
 
    The Warlock Job had also steadily progressed to Level 40, mostly due to its familiars keeping themselves busy by squashing small fry. It wasn’t much of a power boost, but it was just enough to allow Boxxy to learn a Skill called Despair Aura. This was essentially the all-purpose, super-powered version of Butcher of Humanity, as activating this Skill caused the Warlock to practically radiate dread and malice. Hardier individuals would likely be able to shrug off this oppressive aura, but most would find themselves overcome with fear and panic. Unlike the Perk, however, this one could be toggled on and off, making it an excellent tool for what was to come. 
 
    And what that was had steadily become clear over the last ten days. Faehorn and the other elderly instructors at the Consortium had increased the intensity and frequency of their lessons, focusing more on longer, tougher expeditions with mixed groups of students. It was essentially a form of power leveling, as everyone, Keira included, reached Level 25 of their respective adventurer Job quite rapidly. Every student had slowly but surely come to understand the reasons behind this sudden spike in activity on behalf the teachers, so they were all prepared the dire news finally arrived. 
 
    The Lodrak Empire had officially declared war on the Ishigar Republic. 
 
    Their justification was that the Republic refused to cooperate in tracking down the completely fabricated ‘terrorists’ that caused the Calamity of Monotal. The elven Exarch—the temporarily-elected commander-in-chief—had fervently denied such accusations, stating his cabinet had absolutely nothing to do with that horrific event. Although he wanted to avoid war at all costs, there was no way he would accept the Empire’s demands of allowing their soldiers to march unhindered through the Republic’s territories. This was, unsurprisingly, exactly what the warmongering Imperials had been counting on, as evidenced by how they gradually prepared and escalated their armed forces over the past few months. Although the Republic’s military had done the same, their troops were clearly inferior in both quantity and quality. 
 
    This was where Keira and her fellow students came in. The elven government was forced to conscript adventurers into its armed forces, something that was only seen as natural since the country backed pretty much all adventurer guilds based in the Republic. Much to Boxxy’s surprise, every single member of the Consortium, trainee and veteran alike, gladly took up arms to protect their homeland. The shapeshifter knew the people of Azurvale had a strong sense of community and patriotism, but the pragmatic monster expected at least some of them to run away from the war. Such people did exist of course, but none could be found among the members of the eight guilds within the Central Consortium. 
 
    Of course, it wasn’t just the elves. Many dwarves, gnomes and, even humans all threw their lot in with the Republic. The Empire’s widespread disdain for elvenkind was no secret, so they were convinced that this would not be a peaceful occupation if they just sat by and let it happen. To them, this conflict had nothing to do with race. For some, it was about standing up for what they believed in. For others, it was about fighting to protect their loved ones and the lives they’d built here. Others still were simply glory seekers that sought to make names for themselves on the fields of war. 
 
    Each one of Boxxy’s minions was also uniquely motivated in their own way. Whether it was to spread violence and chaos, satiate their desires or show off in a flashy manner, all of them had one thing in common—they would make themselves useful to the monster that had brought them together. Well, except for Ambrosia. The dryad was physically unable to venture too far from her tree, so Boxxy didn’t even bother asking her to join. It wasn’t as if she understood the first thing about warfare or large-scale conflict anyway, though she could probably be useful in some other capacity. 
 
    Overall, while every enlightened soldier or conscript had their own motivations, none of them could match the sheer enthusiasm of a certain box-minded catgirl. Although one couldn’t tell from Keira’s face, the monster hiding behind it was positively giddy at the prospect of open warfare against humanity. Its goals and objectives had nothing to do with politics, beliefs, honor, or discrimination. What were those things, anyway? Were they tasty? They didn’t seem tasty. 
 
    But humans most definitely were tasty, and Boxxy was salivated at the thought of the feast that was to come. This conflict was the perfect opportunity to slaughter them by the hundreds and then feast on their bodies. It would bite, stab, cut and maul them to death. It would come at them without mercy or hesitation, striking at them with no warning and for no real reason other than because it wanted to. 
 
    Just like any real monster would.


 
   
  
 

 Interlude
Long-Distance Relationship 
 
    Rowana and Keira were having dinner together as per usual. However, the normally noisy table was gripped by a heavy silence. Only the clatter of silverware and the odd chewing and gulping noises could be heard throughout the house. The elf had expected something like this to happen, but there was only so much she could take. 
 
    “So… tomorrow’s the big day?” she asked, not even trying to hide the worry in her voice. 
 
    “Yeah, it is,” Keira replied flatly. 
 
    The elf couldn’t bear to see her normally energetic girlfriend so lifeless and subdued. Even if the catgirl’s lips curled in a faint smile, the distant look in her eyes proved it wasn’t genuine. It was obvious the beastkin was trying to keep her feelings in check, and was failing miserably. She seemed to be the kind of person whose thoughts floated onto her face without her noticing, so Keira’s attempts at masking her nervousness fell flat. Yet, Rowana hesitated to call her out on it, because she wasn’t sure which one of them Keira wanted to reassure with that flimsy front of hers. 
 
    “You don’t… You don’t have to go, you know,” the elf added after a few minutes. “I know that conscription is mandatory, but there are exceptions…” 
 
    Keira stopped raising the spoonful of stew towards her mouth, and slowly lowered it back into her bowl. She moved her gaze away from her meal, looked directly into the elf’s eyes and spoke with a level voice. 
 
    “You’re wrong,” she disagreed. 
 
    “No, I’m sure of it. I’m certain there was a clause in it about immigrants and-” 
 
    “Rowie,” she interrupted, “not that. I know I can get out of it somehow, maybe make a run for it. But I won’t. I want to go.” 
 
    “But why?! Why do you have to go off and join a war so suddenly!” 
 
    “Because I already… I don’t want anyone else to suffer at the hands of people who think that might makes right.” 
 
    The elf fell silent as the redhead stared off into distance, peering beyond the walls of the cozy little hovel. 
 
    “My parents… They were hunters. Good ones, you know. They often brought back more meat and fur than they could use, so they usually traded it for other goods at the village market. They always made sure to get fresh salmon whenever possible.” 
 
    Keira’s face softened into a nostalgic smile, the first genuine sign of joy she’d shown all evening. 
 
    “My mom, she’d steam it especially for me, since I didn’t like it grilled or in a stew like she and dad did. We didn’t have much, but they spoiled me every chance they got.” 
 
    The catgirl turned to face Rowana, who listened intently. 
 
    “They hunted a lot at night. Said the best game came out after sunset. They weren’t adventurers or anything like that, but they still handled themselves okay. Those two would be fine even in that pitch blackness… It’s something I believed with all my might.” 
 
    Keira’s face turned scornful. 
 
    “What… what happened?” Rowana asked warily. 
 
    “Imperial patrol killed my parents, that’s what happened!” she yelled. “Said they mistook them for bandits out in the woods! Claimed the two of them came at them in the middle of the night and tried to ambush them, so they fought back and killed them in self-defense! Fucking lying bastards! My parents would never do something like that!” 
 
    She shook with rage the likes of which Rowana had never seen from the redhead before, and that scared the elf something fierce. 
 
    “Those monsters attacked them on purpose! I don’t know why, but I’m certain of it! I saw the bastards’ faces! They didn’t show even the tiniest bit of remorse! Then I saw, I saw what they’d done to my mom! They- they- they- they-” 
 
    Rowana left her seat and went to hug the hyperventilating Keira. She held her tight against her chest, stroked her hair and tried to soothe her as best she could. The beastkin broke out into full-blown sobbing, as her bottled-up sorrows overflowed like water from a burst dam. The elf accepted it all, waiting patiently for the troubled girl to let it all flow out. She didn’t know what to think, other than she had to be here for her. 
 
    It took several minutes for Keira to calm down before resuming her tale. 
 
    “I couldn’t- *Sniffle* I couldn’t do anything about it. None of the other villagers cared and those soldiers denied everything. They just did whatever they pleased, simply because they had the uniform and the victims weren’t ‘one of them.’ They’re the absolute fucking worst kind of scum.” 
 
    She rubbed the tears from her face. 
 
    “I’ve… Those people, they’ll do unspeakable things if we don’t stop them, Rowie. I know I haven’t been here long, but this place is my home. Our home. I couldn’t do anything when my family was taken from me, but I have the power to protect people now, Rowie! I don’t want anyone else suffer like I have. I don’t want... I don’t want to run anymore.” 
 
    The elf realized how selfish she had been, as she gently rubbed the upset Keira’s back. The upset beastkin was right. This unjust war was something bigger than them, yet all she could think about was how she didn’t want her girlfriend to disappear. It was a perfectly natural reaction and an entirely justified concern, but her lover’s survival was far from Rowana’s only worry. 
 
    “You’ll… have to kill people, Keira.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “That could change you forever, even if you live through that.”  
 
    “… I know.” 
 
    A few more silent minutes passed while the couple held onto each other, as if bracing for a storm. 
 
    “I won’t stop you, but… You have to promise me something. You come back to me, you hear? I don’t care if we win or lose this, but you come back to me safe and sound.” 
 
    “That- That’s obviously a given!” the redhead forcefully perked up. “Just you watch, those Imperial shitheads won’t know what hit ‘em!” the redhead declared confidently. 
 
    “Hehe, my shy little Keira has become quite reliable lately, hasn’t she?” 
 
    “Hey! I’m always reliable! I’m a full-fledged professional adventurer now!” 
 
    “Then care to explain why I got a bill from a certain innkeeper for roof repairs a few days ago, Miss Full-Fledged-Professional-Adventurer?” 
 
    “… This and that are unrelated.” 
 
    The two shared another light chuckle, as the heavy atmosphere from a while ago steadily dispersed. 
 
    “You know, sweetie… I have a bit of a selfish request.” 
 
    The beastkin and her fellow freshly graduated trainees were being deployed to the front lines tomorrow morning. The elf was fully aware of the grim reality that, even though they had barely just met, this was likely to be the last night the couple spent together. Her sweetheart was going off to fulfil her duty, putting her life on the line for her beliefs. Rowana had neither the right nor the authority to stop her. However, as Keira’s girlfriend, she had a duty of her own—to make this evening as special as possible and send the brave beastkin off with a smile. 
 
    “Would you go on a little late-night stroll with me?” 
 
    “Of course, Rowie. Anything for you.” 
 
    The two of them got dressed and exited the small house. The elf led the catgirl up the walkway to the overhead street-sized branch, which was more or less deserted at this time of night. Rather than stopping there, she continued climbing upwards, much to Keira’s surprise. There were a few sparse, cheap houses like Rowana’s further up. There were no heavily populated areas beyond that point, or at least not ones that were accessible on foot. In essence, this area was the de-facto outskirts of Azurvale, yet the pair kept steadily climbing until they reached the absolute highest point of that long and winding staircase. 
 
    They arrived at an old, wooden platform built into the side of the trunk. It was likely intended to hold a large treehouse, but had been abandoned for one reason or another. Rowana reached into her large bag and took out a few blankets. She draped them onto the wooden planks and lied down on her back, motioning for Keira to join her. 
 
    “I used to come up here whenever I was feeling down,” the elf mused, gazing skyward. “This view was one of the few things that could really soothe my soul. Heh, I haven’t really needed to visit here ever since I met you, though!” 
 
    Above them was a peculiar gap in the hylt tree’s canopy that allowed a clear, unobstructed view of the heavens. It was a curious sight, almost as if someone had opened a small window into the cosmos. The distant stars twinkled as they always did, their weak light contrasted by the surrounding wall of blackness. It was like they were glittering gems at the bottom of a treasure chest. 
 
    “So shiny…” Keira muttered. 
 
    “Yes… it is…” 
 
    Rowana wasn’t looking at the sky, but at the sparkly-eyed redhead. The elf was enraptured at the sight of the faint streaks of moonlight that punched through the dense foliage to illuminate the catgirl’s face. Her yellow eyes shone like jewels, her crimson hair shone like the embers of a dying flame, and that smooth, tanned skin glistened like polished bronze. She gently caressed Keira’s cheek with the back of her hand, prompting the beastkin to lock eyes with her. Their faces naturally drew closer, as Rowana focused solely on Keira’s thin, moist lips. A soft, quick kiss rapidly developed into a passionate frenzy. They embraced, feeling each other’s warmth and quickly, almost unthinkingly disposed of their bothersome clothes. They brazenly and unabashedly began making love in the open, lonely space where anyone could see them. 
 
    The thing was, there was actually someone watching the two women. Someone that had been actively following them the entire evening. This individual had spied on the couple’s emotionally-charged dinner by peeking through one of Rowana’s windows, and had then followed them silently up those stairs. The peeper was presently breathing heavily while watching the couple make love under the stars. This voyeur had, as one might imagine, done all this without either of the couple’s knowledge or consent. Well, at least not officially. 
 
    Drea might have been a stalker in every sense of the word, but this had actually been part of her assignment. She was merely complying with her orders to keep an eye on her master and protect its cover from the shadows. It wasn’t that she wanted to see the two lovebirds’ affection… but she certainly didn’t complain about it either. 
 
    Mostly because Drea had completely immersed herself in the illusion her shapeshifting master projected. Though she was technically fulfilling her orders to watch over the doppelganger, she was approaching it not as a vigilant sentry, but as a kid watching an elaborate stage play. Okay, perhaps not exactly like that. The things currently taking place on that platform beneath her were most definitely not suitable for children. One could argue that Keira had absolutely no place in such a ‘production,’ but her Status stated she was over fifteen years old, which classified her as an adult in the eyes of the law. 
 
    That said, the couple were still at risk of being arrested for indecent exposure. Emphasis on ‘indecent.’ The elf was clearly an experienced lover of women, and she seemed to be going all out tonight. Drea had, of course, seen this sort of stuff before multiple times on the Boxxy Show, but never as intense and certainly not in person. The way the couple’s moans echoed slightly around her while their sweaty bodies glistened in the sparse moonlight was a whole new experience. There was also the smell, as a light evening breeze wafted over a faint scent of sex mixed with a certain shapeshifter’s aphrodisiac-laced pheromones. 
 
    Drea felt her body flush with an unfamiliar sensation. Her breathing was hot and heavy, and her brow dampened with sweat. The stalker couldn’t stop squirming atop the sizable branch she’d been perched on. It took her a short while, but she eventually deduced that, for the first time in her eight hundred years of living, she was aroused. This revelation surprised her greatly, as Drea’s kind had never engaged in promiscuous activity. The thought hadn’t even crossed her mind. However, these were rather unique circumstances, and the spider-girl had more important things to worry about than the overwhelming unlikelihood of a stalker discovering their libido. 
 
    Indeed, the thing at the front of Drea’s mind was how to make the most of this situation. Pleasuring herself while spying on the lascivious couple seemed like a good way to go about it. She knew how to do it, too. Drea might not have been interested in such things until just now, but she had still seen women pleasure themselves in various ways over the centuries. There were, however, certain… ‘logistical problems’ with that course of action. The sensitive spot that would normally be found between the legs of a female enlightened was absent from the physical form of a stalker demon. 
 
    Thankfully there was more than one way to skin a stalker, so to speak. Though Drea lacked that particular womanly feature, she still had two telltale lumps of flesh on her chest. So, she webbed up her own claws to prevent cutting herself and started fondling her own breasts by mimicking what Rowana did to Keira’s. That seemed to elicit the sort of affirmative response she expected, which prompted her to take it a step further. On a hunch, she slowly peeled off the hard carapace keeping her bust from bouncing all over the place, ignoring the stinging pain involved. 
 
    This seemed to do the trick, as once the discomfort subsided, she had a hard time stopping herself from massaging her breasts. It was a wholly unfamiliar sensation, which made it akin to a delicacy to a being as ancient as Drea. She clumsily and thirstily edged herself closer until, with an especially loud hiss, the stalker achieved her first climax. Her body spasmed and contorted as she rode it out until the end, caring little for the way her hands were involuntarily discharging webbing all over her upper body. 
 
    As she calmed down, however, Drea suddenly remembered her position. Though she never stopped watching Boxxy while experimenting with herself, she was now aware of just how stupid she had behaved. Just because her standing orders for the evening were a bit lax didn’t mean she could shirk her duties. Thankfully the couple below her carried on, seemingly blind and deaf to the world around them. 
 
    With post-climax clarity setting in, Drea grew increasingly embarrassed at her own actions. How could she have acted in such a shameful way? And in a place where anyone could have seen her? What would’ve happened if her master witnessed her playing with herself? The shapeshifter had previously praised her for the professional and efficient manner in which she carried out her duties. There was no doubt in her mind her master would’ve been disappointed in her if it ever found out. 
 
    “Claws.” 
 
    She was therefore rather glad she didn’t actually have a heart, as she was certain it would’ve leapt out of her mouth when her master contacted telepathically her mere moments later. 
 
    It’s okay, calm down, she reassured herself. Maybe Boxxy just wants to talk about something else. Yeah, that’s probably it. 
 
    “Yes, Master?” she responded through the link. 
 
    “Do you see something out of the usual up there?” 
 
    Drea quickly scanned her surroundings, her compound eyes easily piercing the darkness. 
 
    “I don’t think so, Master. As far as I can tell, there’s nobody around but me, you, and the elf. Should I be looking for something specific?” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “Why do you ask?” she inquired. “Do you suspect you might be attacked?” 
 
    “No, not quite. You know what my Agent of Chaos Skill does, right?” 
 
    “Only what you’ve told me.” 
 
    Namely that it activated randomly and made weird stuff happen. This wasn’t the most exhaustive of explanations, but it was the best Boxxy could manage considering it had only seen the ability in action a few times. 
 
    “Well, here’s the thing. It went off when I got up here.” 
 
    Oh no, a sense of dread washed over Drea. 
 
    “Then it suddenly said that it was done about a minute ago.” 
 
    Please, no! 
 
    “At first, I thought it had something to do with the elf, but she’s not showing any abnormal behavior.” 
 
    Anything but that! 
 
    “I guess all it did was help you discover masturbation.” 
 
    NOOOOO! 
 
    “Try and be more discrete in the future, by the way,” it added casually. “I could hear you going at it from down here.” 
 
    “… Yes, Master,” she sheepishly replied. 
 
    I just wanna die, Drea whimpered internally. How could this night get any worse? 
 
    The answer to that question would be revealed to her the next time she returned to the Beyond. It would be at that point that she would discover that the God of Happenstance had, in his infinite wisdom, made the female stalker’s exploration of her newfound sexuality the main feature of that evening’s episode of the Boxxy Show. 
 
    In fact, the recording of Drea passionately groping her exposed breasts while two beautiful women ravished each other in the background would be a popular highlight for centuries to come. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four
First Blood 
 
   


  
 

 Part One 
 
    A small party of four made their way through the wilderness. They walked through a valley, surrounded on all sides by tall hills that needed just a little more height to graduate to being mini-mountains. Numerous thickets of pine trees were strewn about, although far too disconnected to be called an actual forest. Green grass wet with dew covered the entire region as far as the eye could see, and the morning sun began to light up the sky. Overall, the terrain had barely enough cover to allow the small team of four people to move without being noticed from afar. Well, strictly speaking two of them weren’t really ‘people,’ even though they looked the part. 
 
    Keira was far ahead of the group, wearing her standard-issue chainmail-and-leather armor, along with the dark-green tunic that marked her as a member of the Hidden Arrow guild. She was the group’s designated spotter and scout, so she walked about sixty to seventy meters ahead. Far enough to warn the others of danger using Whisper Wind, but close enough to fall back should the need arise. 
 
    The other three moved in a tight formation, almost shoulder to shoulder. At the head stood the two-meter tall, woman-shaped battering ram known as Lola. She wore a brand-new set of dwarven-forged, half-plate armor of Superior quality—a ‘loan’ from her doting Warrior trainer. Blue-tinted metal plates protected her torso, shoulders, forearms and the front of her legs and thighs. A light-metal helmet perfectly concealed her short, black hair, but she had its visor up to leave her face wide open. 
 
    Although lacking the protection of full plate, this armor gave the wearer a bit more freedom of movement and made significantly less noise. It reduced the effects of any hostile magic aimed at its wearer purely because it was forged out of a steel-based alloy called azurite. Each piece of it was also enchanted to make it both lighter and tougher, making it the sort of equipment any first-rate adventurer would be proud to have. 
 
    A male elf called Jules trailed behind Lola. Although of average height for his race, sex, and age, the towering woman made him appear especially short by comparison. He also looked much older than he actually was because of the dull gray color of his short, scruffy beard and messy, unkempt hair. His face looked perpetually tired and somewhat pale, which made it even harder to believe he was barely out of his twenties. 
 
    A dark brown traveling cloak covered most of his body. It swished around him as he moved, revealing the pale-gray leather armor he wore underneath, as well as the small, shoulder-slung bag that rattled quietly with each step. Although not visible under the soft gloves he wore, he had four magic rings that provided various minor effects. He walked along while carrying an ash-colored wooden staff with an engraved mithril sphere as its head. His choice of weapon made it clear he was a type of magic user, although his actual Job was made obvious by the fourth member of the group. 
 
    Floating idly at the rear of the group with a thoroughly bored look on her gorgeous face was a succubus. She had white skin like alabaster and glowing yellow eyes. Her shoulder-length blonde hair was parted by a pair of pitch-black, ram-like horns sticking out of the sides of her forehead. As for her body, it was as outrageously proportioned and scandalously clothed as one might expect of her kind, but the wings on her back marked her as rather unique. For they were not leathery or bat-like in appearance, but covered in bright-yellow feathers that made them appear more angelic than demonic. 
 
    She was nevertheless unquestionably a resident of the Beyond—an ivory succubus that bore the name Purupururin. Her subspecies was unique in its aptitude for holy magic, and almost all of them were Priests of the God of Dice Rolls. How devout these ladies actually were varied from one to the next, but they were all capable of weaving healing and defensive Spells with ease. These succubi also possessed a special racial Skill called Demonic Invigoration, which allowed their healing Spells to restore a small amount of MP in addition to their regular effects. The ability also ‘invigorated’ a very specific part of the male anatomy, but that was hardly what Jules was after when he contracted Purupururin. 
 
    As for the reason why a Ranger, a Warrior, and a Warlock were out here in the wilderness, it was sadly not the set up for a bad joke. The war between the Lodrak Empire and the Ishigar Republic was about to go into full swing, and Keira, Lola, and Jules were one of many recon teams dispatched to scout enemy positions, numbers, and the lay of the land. One could argue that a Ranger would cover more ground by themselves, but that was only the case if the region wasn’t teeming with monsters. 
 
    “Enemy contact, standby.” 
 
    Lola motioned the other two to stop when she heard Keira’s voice drift gently into her ear via Whisper Wind. The elf couldn’t respond since it was a one-way communication channel, but it was a lot better than not having it. 
 
    “I see a group of five gnolls, one-hundred-and-thirty meters ahead. They haven’t spotted me.” 
 
    That was why traversing this region alone was a bad idea. Gnolls were humanoid monsters with predominantly canine features, giving them the appearance of bipedal hyenas. Although not particularly strong on their own, they were intelligent enough to wield weapons, wear armor, and understand pack tactics. They were also known for building crude villages and even showed a vested interest in agriculture and animal husbandry, putting them a step above other tribal monsters like goblins and kobolds. Overall, gnolls were relatively docile as far as monsters went. They seemed content to eke out a primitive existence without actively assaulting enlightened settlements, but would show no mercy to any invaders within their territory. 
 
    Which, incidentally, was precisely what Keira’s group was technically doing. 
 
    “We should be able to take them easy, move up to my position,” the Ranger reported. 
 
    “Keira found some more gnolls,” Lola informed Jules. “Says they’re easy pickings, so we’re going to move on them.” 
 
    “She says that about everything,” the Warlock grumbled. 
 
    “She hasn’t been wrong so far.” 
 
    “No, I guess not.” 
 
    A Ranger’s primary duties outside of combat situations involved navigating the wilderness and accurately assessing potential threats. It allowed groups of adventurers to pick their fights, which could lead to disaster if the scout wasn’t up to snuff. Jules had to admit, that cat-eared rookie was pretty damn good at her job. That wasn’t to say he didn’t have reservations, though. 
 
    “I just get the feeling she’s getting overconfident,” he added. “Those gnolls would rip her to shreds if they caught her scent.” 
 
    The ivory succubus behind him gave off a snort at the thought of a few bipedal puppies being able to defeat that. 
 
    “… Something you wanna say, Purupururin?” Jules asked. 
 
    “Yeah. You guys are fucking idiots.” 
 
    “Charming as usual, aren’t you?” 
 
    Of course, even if she was aware of Boxxy’s secret, she wouldn’t dare reveal it for three very good reasons. First of all, it would ruin the fun. Second of all, the Progenitor she worshipped would probably have her sorry ass on a platter, if she dared to do that. Steven despised spoilers worst of all, and none of his ‘children’ wanted to risk earning his wrath or disappointment by spilling the beans. Last, but certainly not least, that shapeshifter was her ticket to freedom. She hoped to work out some deal with ‘Keira’ to make Jules disappear and allow his familiar to run free, but Purupururin hadn’t had the chance to even speak with it yet. 
 
    “Right, go back to keeping your face-hole shut and stay quiet.” 
 
    Unfortunately for her, said master knew how to handle a succubus. Jules kept a near-permanent gag order on her ever since they were contracted years ago. Language was one of a succubus’s main weapons, after all, and the scenario she planned to enact was just the type of thing her master wanted to avoid. 
 
    The trio climbed up the hillside, following Keira’s footsteps until they met up with their scout. The catgirl pointed in the distance, indicating a group of shadows moving between the trees. Lola nodded knowingly and unsheathed the longsword from her hip while readjusting her left hand’s grip on her kite shield. She took point as the group crept closer. Once they were about fifty meters from the gnolls, she looked over her shoulder to confirm the others were ready, then nodded at Keira. The beastkin nocked an arrow on her iron-reinforced hunting bow and took aim. She picked out the juiciest-looking target and let loose while activating a Martial Art with a murmur. 
 
    “Power Shot.” 
 
    The arrow left a trail of red light as it flew forward. It nailed the tallest gnoll right between the eyes, nearly taking its head clean off. The other four canine creatures turned towards the source of the attack and let out growls and howls as they ran for cover. Even if it had strong penetrative force, the trajectory of a Power Shot was far too easy to track, so that was likely going to be the only clean shot the Ranger would get. 
 
    Lola sprang forward from the undergrowth she was hiding in and dashed to intercept the rest of the gnolls. By the time she caught up to them, Keira had nailed another while Jules’ Shadowbolt and Ebonfire finished off a third. The female elf slammed into the fourth gnoll with her shield, knocking it on its back. She pinned the monster to the ground with her foot and repeatedly stabbed downwards with her sword until it stopped moving. The Warrior then sprinted after the last one, which attempted to flee through the foliage on all fours. She caught up to it in a display of exceptional athleticism and finished it off before it could get help, though it still put up a fight. 
 
    Overall, it had taken barely thirty seconds to wipe out the gnoll hunting party. An easy win, just as Keira said. Would’ve been a flawless victory if Lola hadn’t taken a few hits. The gnoll she knocked over managed to club her in the abdomen before she could finish it off, and the one she chased after had bitten her a few times. The Warrior’s armor absorbed most of the punishment, but she was still left with a bruise and some minor scratches. Jules had Purupururin immediately treat those. Gnolls were known to carry diseases both magical and mundane, some of which could easily overcome a Warrior’s hardy constitution. 
 
    The group rebuilt their earlier formation and kept climbing the hill. They ran into a smaller group of gnolls that were also easily dispatched before they reached the top, at which point all of them could clearly see their objective. 
 
    A large force of Imperial soldiers had made camp along the road in the distance, over a kilometer away from their current position. The smoke trails rising from the sea of white tents signified some of them were already up and about, likely preparing breakfast. A large number of griffin-adorned blue flags and banners were strung up, signifying the force’s allegiance. Although they were not on Republic territory yet, they were within a half-day’s march of the border. 
 
    Lola, Keira and Jules shared a few meaningful glances. The Ranger reached into her backpack. She pulled out a crystal cube that was about eight centimeters on each side, as well as an Artificer-made spyglass. She tapped three times on the Comm-crystal and whispered the password into it. 
 
    “Folly. Ulgred. Berry. Ankrow. Rillis. Gorgon. Geomer.” 
 
    The cube sprang to life and projected the blue-colored transparent image of a male elf with short hair, a military uniform, and a stern expression. 
 
    “This is Keira Morgana, recon team Three-One,” she reported. 
 
    “This is Forward Command, reading you loud and clear, Three-One,” came the business-like response from the other end. “What’s your situation?” 
 
    “We reached our destination and have eyes on the enemy force.” 
 
    “Can you verify their numbers?” 
 
    The catgirl laid down on the ground, set the cube down next to her and looked over the large camp with her spyglass. She took an approximation of the number of tents, and took into account the average number of soldiers that would fit in a single one before she gave her estimate. 
 
    “Seems to be two regiments’ worth, at least four thousand people, maybe five.” 
 
    The officer stoically noted down the information, but Jules and Lola’s expressions sunk when they heard that. This was twice the number of soldiers they were told to expect during their initial briefing. 
 
    “Understood, Three-One. Can you make out any heraldries?” 
 
    Each noble house of the Empire had a small armed force, which they were expected to train and maintain. While the Emperor’s generals had ultimate authority, each house was directly responsible for its own soldiers. As such, they made a point of displaying their respective colors alongside the Empire’s flag whenever possible. 
 
    “Yes, sir, two of them,” Keira reported. “One’s a set of three white horses on a green background, seems these make up a quarter of the enemy force. The rest are under a black banner with a pair of golden crossed swords.” 
 
    “Affirmative. Do you see anything special regarding their composition or equipment?” 
 
    “Just that they have a lot of horses. Maybe a thousand, can’t get an accurate count. Big ones, too, and they’re all under the first banner I mentioned. Seems to be a cavalry detachment. There’s also a griffin flying towards the south, probably just took off.” 
 
    “Do you see any siege equipment?” 
 
    “Not that I can tell. There’s a bunch of supply carts strewn around the place, though.” 
 
    “How can she tell so much from such a distance?” Jules whispered to Lola while Keira kept going on with her report. 
 
    “Because that’s her job, Jules,” she whispered back. 
 
    “Well, yeah, but it’s so dark I can barely even make out the tents. I know her kind are supposed to have sharper eyes than us elves, but this seems a bit much.” 
 
    Admittedly, Rangers had access to a Skill called Eagle Eye that helped them peer over long distances, but this girl’s Level wasn’t high enough to have access to it. 
 
    “Must be that spyglass thing,” Lola pointed out. “She said she had the muffin lady make it especially for these recon missions.” 
 
    “Muffin lady?” the Warlock raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Yeah, the Rustblood Juggernaut. You know, that mithril golem that’s been working non-stop back at base?” 
 
    “Wait, she’s real? I thought she was just a rumor. I mean, why would a golem help a bunch of elves? And she can make things?” 
 
    “Look, it’s a long story. All you need to know is there’s a gnomish mind under all that metal, and that she’s Keira’s friend. She’s a member of the Consortium too, so she got drafted like the rest of us.” 
 
    “Hmm, well, if the guys in charge think she’s trustworthy, I guess I got no right to complain.” 
 
    That said, Jules would probably sing a different tune if he had actually seen Fizzy fight in the arena. 
 
    “Acknowledged, Three-One. That’ll be enough for now.” 
 
    Meanwhile, the group’s scout finished relaying what information she could through the Comm-crystal. 
 
    “Your orders,” the officer continued, “are to monitor the situation and send word the instant they start marching. You are then to continue to track and report on their progress. This is your main objective.” 
 
    “What about enemy contact, sir?” 
 
    “To be avoided at all costs. If discovered, you are to immediately retreat and fall back to base. The last thing we need is for you to be captured and interrogated by the enemy. Understood?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Very good. Forward Command out.” 
 
    The image of the elven officer disappeared, and Keira swiftly put away the cube and the spyglass. The team then made a basic camp while they waited for the enemy to start moving. They ate their field rations cold since building a campfire was out of the question. They also had to stay on alert the entire time, as it was unclear whether enemy scouts would show up. Realistically speaking, that was more a matter of ‘when’ rather than ‘if.’ That thought seemed to disturb Jules quite a bit. The Warlock alternated his gaze between the serious-faced Lola and the strangely smiling Keira for almost half an hour before he decided to speak his mind. 
 
    “Have you two… killed before? People, I mean.” 
 
    All of them had fought plenty of monsters, but taking the life of an enlightened person was a different matter entirely. 
 
    “We have, yeah,” Lola admitted. “Our teachers had us fight brigands and bandits. You know, to prepare us for the war.” 
 
    “Ah, I see… I’ve never actually hurt another person though.” 
 
    “Well, you better not hesitate,” the Warrior cautioned. “It could cost us all our lives if you choke when the time comes.” 
 
    “I know, I just- I’m not sure if I’ll forgive myself if I have to murder someone. I can’t justify that with war as an excuse, not to myself.” 
 
    Oh my fucking god! Purupururin yelled internally. You’re a fucking Warlock, damn it! A wielder of ruinous powers that could melt a man’s face clean off! Start acting like it, already! Seriously, how are you this spineless?! Is it because you’re a virgin? I bet it’s because you’re a virgin, you pathetic loser! 
 
    Needless to say, the succubus absolutely despised her master’s noble spirit, and those types of vitriolic comments were why she had lost her speaking rights. 
 
    “Just think of them as bugs,” Keira chimed in. 
 
    “Bugs?” Jules asked, confused. 
 
    “Yeah. They’re nothing but a bunch of big, four-legged cockroaches that should be crushed on sight, lest they eat all your food and lay eggs everywhere.” 
 
    “Heh.”  
 
    Lara gave a short, dry laugh. That description was too fitting of the Imperial army’s reputation. 
 
    “…” 
 
    Jules, on the other hand, was speechless. Hearing a sweet-looking child say such things with a calm voice was more than a little jarring, but this was the reality of their situation. The Warlock was one of the few elves that was truly hesitant to fight this war. Even if he knew the reasons and circumstances, none of those would ease his guilt if he had to attack and kill another person. That was why he signed up for recon duty. Scouting teams typically saw little-to-no combat. Still, he wasn’t green enough to think that surviving this conflict without shedding blood was possible. 
 
    The five-thousand strong force Keira and her group were monitoring started moving an hour after sunrise, and recon team Three-One sprang into action. They kept several kilometers ahead of the enemy, keeping Forward Command updated on the enemy’s position as per their orders. The upper brass used that information to assess just how bad they’d lose. According to the intel they had managed to gather, the Imperial army had fielded an estimated one-hundred-twenty-thousand troops for this invasion. In terms of fighting strength, the average Imperial foot soldier was estimated to be around Level 35. More veteran troops went above Level 50, while the elites were Level 80 at the least. The Empire’s numbers also included about twenty or so powerhouses that had reached Level 100 of their main Job and achieved a Rank Up. Unofficially referred to as Rankers and VIPs, these individuals had to be treated with utmost care and attention 
 
    The Republic, on the other hand, had barely ninety-thousand men and women, about half of whom consisted of conscripted adventurers. These people had a respectable advantage in terms of gear and Levels when compared to Imperial grunts, but they were not professional soldiers. Warfare demanded an entirely different set of training, equipment and experience than adventuring. As such, the Empire had the definite advantage when it came to both the quantity and quality of soldiers within their ranks. Not only that, but they had seasoned commanders that had already participated in military campaigns against the Sovereign States Alliance—an amalgamation of city states that lay far to the southeast, on the literal other side of the continent. 
 
    However, that experience only applied to open warfare. Republic High Command wanted to avoid large-scale conflicts, and planned on using hit-and-run tactics to disrupt and slow down the Empire’s invasion. The elven homeland was lush with young and old forests that slowed down invaders and served as ambush spots, a sort of natural fortification. The Imperial army would have to either avoid these regions entirely or suffer heavy losses trying to cross them. Either way, the Republic’s goal of stalling the enemy would be fulfilled. They would buy time until the harsh winter set in and halted the Empire’s advance until spring. The elves lacked an answer as to what they would do once spring came and the snow and ice melted, but they would cross that bridge when they got to it. 
 
    As for the Lodrak Empire, their goal was to occupy as much territory as possible before the snowfall set in. They would use the following months to fortify their position, such that it would be nigh-impossible for the weaker Republic to retake those lands once hostilities resumed. And hostilities would, in all likelihood, resume. Morale among the Imperial troops was high, as many of them looked to get payback for the Calamity of Monotal. Not only that, but they had also been led to believe the elves could repeat that devastating attack in the future if they weren’t stopped. 
 
    Boxxy, much like every other Republic soldier, was aware of their motivations, which it found to be rather strange considering their religion. Humans, for the most part, worshipped Teresa, and while not quite at the level of a theocracy, her Church of the Hammer still had a lot of political influence within the Empire. Thanks to a certain loudmouthed God of Probability, Teresa already knew the truth behind the Monotal incident. It was entirely within her power to put a stop to this war, and yet she didn’t. 
 
    Which, in essence, meant that the Goddess of Truth and Justice had allowed a war perpetuated on falsehoods to move forward unhindered. Even worse, her clergy were in full support of it. Boxxy failed to understand how and why someone that had the words ‘Truth’ and ‘Justice’ in her title would let this sort of thing happen. Then again, it vaguely recalled Charlie saying something or other about how the pantheon’s members were caught up in some kind of internal power struggle over who had the most followers. Perhaps this was part of that. After all, elves worshipped Nyrie, so perhaps Teresa saw them as competition?  
 
    All things said and done, the shapeshifter didn’t know nearly enough about the Gods to discern her motives, nor did it have the power to do anything about them. Therefore, it put that particular quandary into a corner of its mind and focused on the task at hand. 
 
    Keira’s recon team shadowed the Empire’s detachment for three more days and kept feeding relaying information about them to their higher ups. Jules was quite relieved, but also distinctly nervous that they had not come into contact with enemy scouts by now. His worries increased once Keira started reporting tracks of humans moving ahead of the main force, yet the group still hadn’t run into any of them directly. 
 
    This was no accident, as Boxxy and Drea had been discretely eliminating and devouring Imperial scouting parties without Keira’s teammates catching on. The shapeshifter’s goal was to have its public persona gain the trust of her peers and superiors, which required that she show good results and rack up military achievements. A flawless execution of her first mission seemed like the quickest way to achieve both of those conditions. This, in turn, meant that all Boxxy had to do was make sure that Keira’s team avoided enemy contact by preemptively eliminating said contacts. 
 
    Of course, this was hardly the ideal solution when it came to the Republic’s military goals. Imperial command did not fail to notice that several of their forward patrols disappeared in the woods without a trace. Given the circumstances, it was only natural to assume the humans would realize they were being harassed and monitored by the enemy. 
 
    And yet they still walked straight into Republic’s ambush four days after crossing the border. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Part Two 
 
    It was subtle, at first. The people responsible for Baron Hayhurst’s cavalry detachment noticed the horses were uncharacteristically slow and lethargic. It had only been a few days since they’d crossed the Republic’s border and although the hilly terrain was rough, their overall speed was slow enough to not cause this perplexing fatigue. Of course, one could always attribute the animals’ lack of energy to the long trip they had to take in order to arrive at their staging area in the first place, but their handlers doubted it was something that simple. These were no common beasts of burden. These were the Empire’s specially bred and trained warhorses, the fastest and toughest steeds on the entire damn continent. 
 
    With how barely noticeable this fatigue had been and how it hadn’t slowed their progress, nobody addressed the issue until it was too late. 
 
    It happened while the Imperial expeditionary force made its way along a dirt road that snaked up the side of a steep hill. All nine hundred of their prized horses fell over foaming at the mouth, almost in unison. Some of the beasts fell over the side of the road and tumbled down the hill with their riders in tow, while others simply crushed the infantry under their massive weight. The march immediately ground to a halt, and the humans braced themselves for ambush. Though their training kept them from giving into panic, it was clear the suddenness of it all had shaken their courage. 
 
    Thanks to Keira’s timely reports, the Republic had been able to accurately track the Imperials’ movements, and had extrapolated their destination based on that. There were a number of high-value targets in the region, such as Fort Yimin or the city of Kulgara, but this particular group was ill-equipped to lay siege to either of those heavily fortified settlements. It was soon made clear their goal was to suppress and seize control of the surrounding area, known simply as the Clattering Plains. Doing so would cut off said fort and city from the rest of the Republic, and secure a route through which the Empire could move in with a bigger invasion force. 
 
    Having determined the enemy’s objectives and the route they’d need to reach them, the Republic’s Alchemists and scouts had laid a trap by spreading a special toxin into the soil along the way. It rapidly seeped into the surrounding vegetation, and was transmitted to the horses that grazed on the now-poisonous grass and shrubs. Once the slow-acting toxin had thoroughly infected their bodies, the Republic aggravated it at a specific point in time by using wind magic to send an invisible, nearly odorless gas washing over the human force. Although it didn’t do anything to the foot soldiers, it reacted with the mostly dormant poison within the horses’ bodies and rapidly sped up its effects. 
 
    It was a roundabout way of doing things, but the plan had done its job of limiting the army’s mobility without shedding a single drop of blood. While said horses could undoubtedly be saved if the Imperial medics treated them immediately, the Republic’s strike force would not give them the chance. The elves made the Imperial army’s march stop at this spot specifically because this was the ideal spot to unleash the second phase of their plan. One they had vigorously prepared for over the last two days. 
 
    The earth shook and groaned as a massive landslide of trees, mud, and rocks rumbled towards the Imperial ranks, threatening to crush them underneath. The detachment’s magic users immediately flew into action, erecting numerous shields of light and barriers of stone to protect their comrades. Their rushed defenses proved inadequate in the face of mother nature’s unleashed fury, and roughly a quarter of their forces found themselves buried under the dirt, or swept down the side of the hill. 
 
    What followed was a barrage of arrows and magic from above, let loose by the Republic forces that had triggered the landslide. Hundreds of humans died in those first few seconds, but the damage could have been much, much worse, as the Republic had assigned only seven hundred or so of their drafted adventurers to this plan. While one explanation for this relatively small number was that a larger force would attract attention, the main reason was that they simply could not spare any more troops for this risky endeavor. 
 
    As expected, an Imperial regiment was not so easily disrupted. While they did suffer some damage from the landslide and subsequent ambush, their soldiers were far too numerous and durable to be done in by this much. Warriors and Paladins raised their shields to block the incoming ranged attacks, while Priests chanted large-scale healing magic. Their own Casters and bow users returned fire as numerous men and women slowly dug their way out of the landslide’s aftermath. 
 
    *DO-DO-DO-DOOON* 
 
    A series of explosions ripped through the Empire’s back lines, seemingly targeted at their healers. Although the damage from the metal shrapnel was not enough to outright kill them, it proved sufficient to break their concentration and disrupt their chanting. The powerful, entirely non-magical shockwave also rattled both their bones and their resolve, as they did not see it coming in the slightest. 
 
    “Yeah! How’d you like them apples!?” 
 
    Keira, the main culprit behind the disturbance, shouted tauntingly down the hill. It was mostly for her benefit, though. It wasn’t as if her tiny voice could be heard by anyone but those around her. 
 
    “Wow. That almost feels like cheating.” 
 
    “Such violence…” 
 
    Yeah! Show those bitches who’s boss! 
 
    Namely Lola, Jules, and Purupururin, who respectively grumbled, shook their heads, and cheered internally. Of course, those four were part of the ambush. The Republic military had to make the most out of its resources, so the upper brass ordered the vast majority of scouting units, including recon team Three-One, to join up with the strike force and provide fire support. Even a close-ranged Warrior like Lola could contribute thanks to a heavy repeating crossbow of dwarven design. It was a bulky weapon that required a lot of strength to operate, making it impossible for the average noodle-armed Rangers to use efficiently. While it lacked the accuracy, range and damage of a good bow, its dizzying rate of fire made up for it. 
 
    However, even that dangerous-looking thing seemed like a toy compared to Keira’s newest acquisition. 
 
    The beastkin reached back over her shoulder and drew another of her special arrows. Although the shaft was nothing out of the ordinary, the arrowhead was a thick metal cylinder with a long string sticking out of the underside. Keira put the string in her teeth, nocked the arrow on her bow and took a firing stance. She then pulled her head back just enough to make the string taut as she took aim. When she was ready, she pulled her head back sharply, yanking the string and the pin out of the arrowhead with a small clicking sound. 
 
    “Multishot!” 
 
    The single arrow split into four as it left her bow. The glinting cylinders flew through the air, just another few drops in a sea of projectiles headed in either direction. 
 
    *DO-DO-DO-DOOON* 
 
    Boxxy’s specially designed arrows let out another multi-pronged roar as they exploded on impact with the ground, seemingly at random. One managed to connect to an unfortunate Wizard’s face, ripping it to shreds, while another took off an armored soldier’s arm. It caught the humans completely off guard, as those slim projectiles were almost completely invisible and had far greater range than most Spells capable of such destruction. 
 
    *DO-DO-DO-DOOON* 
 
    The next set of explosions wonderfully set fire to the line of stalled supply carts at the back. This had been the shapeshifter’s initial target, but adjusting its aim to compensate for the extra weight and weird shape of those exploding arrowheads had proven difficult. Its personal objective in this attack was to rack up contributions, and targeting the enemy’s stockpile of food, water, and potions seemed like a good idea. After all, an army marched on its stomach, and the upper brass were sure to notice the redhead’s strategically-oriented initiative. 
 
    *DO-DO-DO-DOOON* 
 
    Its next target was a group of thirty Imperial soldiers that formed a shield wall towards the front and were steadily climbing up the steep hill towards the elves. The violent explosions didn’t kill any of them, but they did cause another, much smaller landslide that disrupted their balance and sent them falling backwards into each other. Left immobile and out of cover made them perfect targets for the rest of Republic’s strike force, who did not miss the opportunity to rip them to shreds. 
 
    Looking over the battlefield with a keen eye from further behind and above Keira was Milo Faehorn. He was the highest-ranking officer around and also the one in command of this operation. Of course, that didn’t mean he just sat and watched. His superior Level and Attributes allowed him to attack from a far greater range than the others, so his hands never stopped shooting arrows. His unerring sight kept track of the slowly shifting battlefield, and his decades of experience warned him that this ambush had gone on long enough. 
 
    With the element of surprise gone, the Imperial army regiments started to fight back in earnest. The Republic strike force would suffer heavy casualties if this skirmish lasted any longer, and they had already completed their main objective of hampering the enemy’s march. With that in mind, Faehorn decided it was time to fall back, and reached for the small wooden tube hanging off his belt. He pointed it towards the sky and pulled on the string coming out of its end, letting loose a glowing red flare that screamed over the battlefield, signaling a retreat. Seeing that bright light, the various adventurers immediately broke off their assault, split up into numerous teams of three-to-six people and scrambled up the side of the hill, over the top, and down the opposite slope. 
 
    Faehorn coldly assessed the results of the attack while he watched over the disorderly retreat. They had managed to kill or heavily injure around one-thousand-five-hundred of the Empire’s forces within the span of those hectic few minutes. With their cavalry crippled and supplies torched, they would no doubt have a much harder time seizing control of the Clattering Plains. In return, the Republic side suffered relatively minor casualties. He would get an accurate headcount back at base, but for the moment, he estimated they hadn’t lost more than fifty people. 
 
    There would probably be more if the army seriously gave chase, but that wouldn’t happen unless the humans’ commander was a complete idiot. The Imperial soldiers would still go after the retreating elves and attempt to pick off or catch any stragglers, but they wouldn’t stray too far from the group. Traversing this monster-infested wilderness was something adventurers did far better than rank-and-file soldiers, so they were bound to have casualties even without facing any enemy combatants. 
 
    Before any of that could happen, Faehorn felt the Comm-crystal in his pocket vibrate while he and his troops made their way down the side of that hill. He held it with one hand and answered it, conjuring up the illusory image of a stern-looking information officer. 
 
    “Faehorn, this is Forward Command!” he said urgently, not waiting for the elf to confirm his identity. “Be advised, recon team One-Six has spotted a group of five griffins headed towards you from east-by-southeast!” 
 
    The high elf turned his gaze towards the specified direction and saw a number of tiny specks in the distance. Using Eagle Eye to augment his vision, he confirmed the presence of five winged creatures, each carrying either a metal container or wooden carriage on its back. 
 
    “I see them,” said the old Ranger with a calm voice. “Are they coming after us?” 
 
    “Negative. As far as we know they’re not part of the expeditionary force. They probably have no idea their allies had been ambushed.” 
 
    “And you would appreciate it if they remained ignorant?” Faehorn hazarded a guess. 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “Alright, I’ll take care of it.” 
 
    “Understood. Forward Command, out.” 
 
    Faehorn put away the Comm-crystal and dashed off to intercept the flying beasts. His subordinates knew what to do and where to go, so his presence wasn’t necessary. Instead, he decided to cut down a number of the Empire’s prized griffins. The air superiority they provided was something the elves could not match. While the Republic was home to a military unit of wyvern riders calling themselves the Scale Knights, they were no match for the much larger and more powerful griffins. The humans used them as flying fortresses that could ferry troops and supplies with ease, in addition to using them to scout out enemy positions. It wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say that griffins assisted the Empire with all aspects of warfare, though that was expected of creatures literally bred for war. 
 
    However, the Empire clearly had no idea who they were up against, otherwise they would’ve thought twice about exposing such large and valuable assets to a Ranger of Faehorn’s caliber. After setting up atop a nearby boulder, the high elf readied his longbow once more. It was a remarkably plain-looking thing, no fancier than any of the standard issue weapons used by his students. It hinted at its true abilities when its wielder pulled on the bowstring, and a spectral arrow materialized out of thin air, nocked and ready to be let loose. This Artifact-grade item’s name was Enduring Gale. Not only would it never run out of ammo so long as the user had MP, but the special arrows it conjured flew remarkably straight since they ignored silly things like wind and gravity. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Faehorn activated a few of his Ranger and Rogue Skills to temporarily boost his accuracy and damage output, then took aim. 
 
    “Snipe!” 
 
    The magic arrow flew out of his bow too fast for the untrained eye to catch, leaving a faint blue trail in its wake. The projectile flew over a kilometer through the air and struck the lead griffin in its eye. The beast howled in pain and wavered left and right, but did not fall. It would be ludicrous to think that a mere elf could fell such a massive beast with a single projectile, especially such a tiny one. Faehorn also knew this, which was why he had made three more Snipe shots before his first one hit.  
 
    One after the other, the spectral arrows buried themselves in the griffin’s head, neck, and shoulders, making the winged beast and its passengers plummet in a manner of seconds. Only then had the other four realized they were under fire by an unseen enemy. Though they knew the direction the attack was coming from, the rather absurd distance made it practically impossible for them to mount any sort of counter-offensive. With that in mind, the griffins’ handlers had their beasts swing around and beat a hasty retreat. Faehorn managed to bring down a second and severely injure a third before those overgrown pussy-chickens left his range. Unfortunately, the last two escaped completely unharmed. Even though Faehorn shot at them with all his might, a blur of golden yellow light had managed to deflect each and every shot aimed at them. 
 
    “Heh, looks like I missed out on meeting a big shot,” the old elf chuckled. 
 
    Though not even Faehorn’s eyes were able to see who was inside that blur, it was fairly obvious they were one of the Empire’s VIPs—a Level 100 ‘Ranker’ like himself. More specifically, an angel like his good friend Lichter by the look of things, which meant they were most likely a Monk or a Paladin. It was a bit irksome that he couldn’t shoot down all of the griffins, but Faehorn decided that killing two and scaring off the rest was good enough. His primary concern was making sure they didn’t interfere with his subordinates’ escape, which he already accomplished. He certainly wasn’t going to catch up to those things on foot, so he decided to call it a day and made his way towards the rendezvous point at Fort Yimin. 
 
    Faehorn arrived at the fort the following morning. Much like several other elven fortifications, it was built inside a grove of hylt trees. These five were a lot younger than the ancient ones at the capital, with an estimated age of ‘only’ five hundred years and a height of about three hundred meters. The gaps between them were fortified with stone walls additionally reinforced with processed Ironbark from the hylt trees. The local garrison was home to around ten thousand troops with reinforcements streaming in each day. Though it seemed unlikely to fill out the fort’s maximum capacity of fifteen thousand, it was still the most heavily fortified location in the entire region. It was the Republic’s first real line of defense, as well as the staging area for their adventurer-led hit-and-run tactics, so the elven commanders expected it to be one of the first places hit by a large-scale assault. 
 
    The old Ranger marched up to the front gates, where a long line of returning combatants waited to be processed. Each person had to have their identity verified by a Scribe’s Appraisal before being allowed inside, a basic precaution against spies. Faehorn recognized many of the faces he passed by the line, and each gave him a respectful salute or nod. He would’ve liked to stand in line with the rest of them, but he had to consider his position as an officer and act accordingly. He therefore, as politely as possible, cut in front of the line, submitted to a cursory Basic Appraisal, then made his way towards the keep in the middle of the fort. 
 
    Once inside the large building, he climbed to the third floor and entered the room labeled ‘Forward Command.’ The large space housed desks overflowing with various reports, multiple shelves filled with various supplies and tools, and numerous maps covered nearly every wall. These were all manned by dozens of people who worked to organize and coordinate the war effort in this part of the country. They were all as busy as one might imagine, but still found the time to give Faehorn a short round of cheers and applause. 
 
    The Ranger walked up to a stern-faced, middle-aged elf with ginger hair. He wore a stuffy-looking uniform that consisted of a long-sleeved coat, pressed trousers and black knee-high boots. His clothes were mostly brown in color, except for the sleeves that were black from the elbows down. Noticing Faehorn’s approach, the intelligence officer stood up from his station and greeted him with a salute. 
 
    “Good to have you back, sir.” 
 
    “Don’t be like that, Silus. You’re technically above me in rank, you know.” 
 
    “Perhaps in military rank, but definitely not in ability. Sir,” the officer added with a wry grin. 
 
    “See, you say that, but I’d never be able to do what you do,” Faehorn shot back. 
 
    Indeed, it took a special kind of man to run things as smoothly as Silus Underwood. He was the chief intelligence officer at Fort Yimin, and had the responsibility of managing, collecting, and analyzing the information flowing through his office. Considering he constantly received field reports from nearly fifty separate sources, this was no small task. He had assistants and subordinates to help, of course, but Silus painted the big picture that his superiors looked at when making strategic decisions. Right now, his duties demanded that he and Faehorn retreat inside Silus’s private office for a moment. There would be a full debriefing later on, but the two of them wanted to compare notes beforehand. 
 
    “So, how did we do on our mission?” the high elf Ranger asked. 
 
    “I believe the words ‘resounding success’ were thrown about here and there,” his ginger colleague declared. “We expect that Imperial detachment to be delayed by at least three weeks before they can replenish their supplies and their numbers.”  
 
    “That’s good, I suppose. Do we know how many casualties we inflicted?” 
 
    “According to preliminary reports, our ambush eliminated about sixteen hundred enemies.” 
 
    “Sounds about right. And those griffins? What was their deal?” 
 
    “We’re still trying to figure it out, but signs point towards some kind of strategic strike against our back lines. We’re honestly lucky you managed to intercept them.” 
 
    “Yeah… Lucky… What about our losses?” 
 
    “We’re still processing all of the ones that returned to base, but we estimate no more than sixty were killed in action or have gone missing.” 
 
    “I see. That’s… better than I expected.” 
 
    Even if it was an almost insignificant loss from a military standpoint, Faehorn took every death of those under his charge as a personal failure. It was a bad habit from his time serving as an instructor, but he couldn’t help it. He was an adventurer, not a soldier. Even if the notion that the people he laughed and ate with yesterday might be dead the next day was not foreign, he still couldn’t get used to it. Still, he knew how to cope with it, in his own way. 
 
    “Then… there’s the matter of the recon team Three-One,” Underwood added. 
 
    “Uh… Who?” 
 
    “The team consisting of Lola Yeres, Jules Morel, and Keira Morgana, sir. I believe the last one is one of yours, yes?” 
 
    “Ah, yes, that’s right. She performed quite well, didn’t she?” 
 
    “Indeed. It’s my professional opinion that your ambush wouldn’t have worked as well without her significant contributions in keeping an eye on the enemy’s movements.” 
 
    It wasn’t as if Three-One was the only team tracking the Imperial detachment, but it was fair to say that their commendable efforts were instrumental to the plan’s success. Since Keira Morgana was the Ranger in charge of Three-One, it was only natural that she’d get most of the credit. Hearing that she had done an outstanding job made her teacher practically swell with pride. 
 
    “Hmm, I expected as much,” Faehorn nodded approvingly. “She may be young, but that girl has the best judgement of her entire class.” 
 
    Of course, Faehorn could have just as easily done the same, but he was unfortunately needed elsewhere. That ambush was just a small part of a much larger conflict, after all. He also noticed those weird arrows the beastkin used in the battle itself, likely yet another gizmo from that golem she had befriended. Their effects were very similar to the Burst Shot Martial Art that any Ranger could learn to use, but being able to combine that effect with Multishot was truly inspired. It allowed her to sow chaos and panic among the enemy ranks, despite her much lower Level. 
 
    Faehorn had to admit, he now felt a bit stupid for warning Keira against becoming an Artificer, but wasn’t too prideful to admit he was wrong. His initial skepticism was entirely understandable, however. It had only been a century since the Artificer Job’s discovery. The gnomes of the Horkensaft Kingdom were still actively developing and exploring the profession at that very moment. Artificers hadn’t yet fully figured out their role in society, let alone what military applications their craft could have. Their technology certainly had a lot of potential, but it was difficult to compete with well-established professions with centuries of development behind them, especially magical practices like alchemy or enchantment. 
 
    As someone who knew a good trick when he saw one, Faehorn decided he would love to have a chat with his star pupil regarding this new weapon of hers. 
 
    “Wait, why did you bring up Morgana’s team?” he suddenly realized. “Surely it wasn’t just to commend them.” 
 
    “Yeah, about that…” 
 
    Silus Underwood reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a crystal cube that was about eight centimeters on each side. It had a label stuck the side that read ‘3-1.’ 
 
    That was a Comm-crystal, a magic item that allowed for instantaneous long-distance communication between two people. As vital as it was to this mission, it still had a number of flaws. For one thing, the range was impressive, but not unlimited. It also demanded some of the user’s MP to activate it and was rather expensive to make. Perhaps the most glaring flaw with this magic item was that Comm-crystals were created in pairs, and could only connect to one another. Meaning that if Underwood were to tap on the cube in his hand and activated it by speaking the password, then the only people it could reach would be the adventurers of recon team Three-One. 
 
    However, doing that right now would be pointless. For the normally blue-tinged cube had turned a lifeless gray. A clear sign that its paired Comm-crystal had been destroyed. 
 
    It was something all recon teams were told to do in the event that they were about to be captured. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Part Three 
 
    The group of six men responsible for leading the 8th Imperial Expeditionary Force convened in a large white tent, its canvas stained red by the setting sun. They sat around the three-meter-wide stump of a chopped down hylt tree as if it were a table. In fact, this flat surface was the main reason they pitched the commander’s tent over this particular spot. Humans liked their large tables, after all. Perfect for both strategizing and hosting victory banquets. However, the looks on their faces was anything but jovial, making it clear that this would be no celebration. 
 
    “So, what’s the final verdict?” 
 
    Baron Hayhurst, the one in charge of this military expedition, spoke up first. He was a heavy-set man with a short-yet-thick black beard and hair, and he spoke with a commanding tone fitting of his station. 
 
    “Permission to speak freely, your lordship?” 
 
    The one that answered him was a brown-haired, clean-shaven youth that served as the force’s quartermaster. 
 
    “Denied. Just give me the facts, Simmons.” 
 
    “Yes, your lordship. We lost all the horses, almost all our supplies, and one thousand three hundred and forty-six of our men are either dead, crippled, or missing for. All but twelve of the horses are dead, and we lost most of our supplies.” 
 
    “Disgraceful,” said a middle-aged bald man with an eyepatch. 
 
    “You’re out of line, Hale,” the baron chastised him sternly. 
 
    “Am I? How many times did I tell you not to underestimate those fucking twigs? I kept telling you a few of my scouting units disappeared over the last few days. That was clearly a sign of them preparing an ambush, but you didn’t listen!” 
 
    It was at this point that a lanky, blonde-haired man with a bit of a pot belly chimed in. 
 
    “With all due respect, sir, they’ve most likely been playing with us from even before we crossed the border.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” Hale snapped back. 
 
    “The horses. The poison in their bodies was something they’d been carrying for the better part of a week. Even if your scouts managed to spot the ambush coming, it would’ve already been too late to save our cavalry. 
 
    “…” 
 
    Hale reigned in his outrage and quieted down. As the one in charge of scouting and gathering information, he understood the failure of preventing such sabotage fell squarely on his shoulders. 
 
    “How did they manage to poison the horses without anyone noticing?” Hayhurst asked. “And why aren’t any of the men affected?” 
 
    “Best as I can gather, the enemy contaminated the wild grass and shrubs along our route with an unknown toxin. The animals’ appetites did the rest.” 
 
    Granted, it was just a theory, but it was supported by the fact that the only steeds that survived were the officers’ mounts, which were on a strict diet of specially prepared feed. 
 
    “Clever of the damned elves,” the baron remarked. “We’ll need to notify the other regiments to be more careful of what their animals graze on.” 
 
    “I’ve already sent word via Comm-crystal, your lordship,” the apothecary bowed his head. 
 
    “Very good. Simmons, what’s the state of our camp?” 
 
    “We’ve mostly managed to secure our position and establish a perimeter,” the quartermaster replied. “However, we’re having trouble procuring lumber to establish proper fortifications, and what little remained of the supplies will not last us long.” 
 
    “What about the supply drops we were supposed to receive via griffins?” 
 
    “They reportedly met with heavy anti-air fire and were forced to withdraw.” 
 
    “Local procurement efforts, then?” 
 
    “… We’re still looking into it, your lordship. Feeding this many soldiers without pre-prepared rations is no easy task” 
 
    One that was made even harder given their location on the edge of the Clattering Plains. The endless fields of tall green grass ahead of them had very little in the way of edible wildlife and vegetation. The forest behind them was another story, but human hunting parties tended to make great targets for the Republic’s Rangers. It wasn’t as if the 8th didn’t have Rangers of their own, but their training and Skills were focused on archery and warfare, not exploration and sneak attacks. They were soldiers, not adventurers. 
 
    “I guess we’re going to have to wait here until we get reinforced and resupplied,” Hayhurst sighed. “We’re certainly not going to be able to fulfil our original objective without our cavalry.” 
 
    “Probably just what those twigs wanted,” Hale spoke up. 
 
    “That reminds me, I heard your men captured some prisoners,” the commander changed the subject. 
 
    “Yeah, we got three groups of them, eleven in total,” Hale confirmed, “although my men were not too happy about it.” 
 
    Hale’s forward scouts had rushed to rejoin the main unit once they’d heard the thunderous roar of that landslide. Though they failed to prevent that masterful ambush, they were nevertheless able to intercept a number of enemy combatants. Some of them tried to fight back and were killed, but those who dropped their weapons in surrender were hastily taken prisoner. 
 
    It went without saying that the Imperial foot soldiers wanted righteous vengeance for their fallen comrades, but they couldn’t just kill the surrendering combatants. Doing so would constitute a war crime in the eyes of Axel, the God of War and Combat. The deity was one of honor and duty rather than slaughter and destruction, so he abhorred the merciless killing of those who had lost the will to fight and had admitted defeat. Any soldier who did so would find themselves branded as a heretic, and their side of the conflict would lose favor with Axel. The same applied to those that perpetrated other war crimes, but the killing of prisoners and noncombatants were the main sins that common grunts needed to be wary of. 
 
    Hayhurst himself didn’t complain, as he would have wanted at least some of the Republic’s troops captured even without some divine being’s meddling. 
 
    “Did you manage to get anything useful out of them?” he inquired. 
 
    “No, and it’s unlikely we will,” Hale reported. “They’re all simple conscripts without any documents or maps on them. They’d been getting their orders via Comm-crystals, but those were all broken either before or during their official surrender.” 
 
    “Hm. I expected as much.” 
 
    It was possible to peer into how a Comm-crystal was used by reading the residual magic imprinted within the crystal due to a commonly known quirk of their design. A skilled Enchanter could use those remnants to replay any and all communications used within the last thirty hours or so. It was theoretically possible to eliminate this security risk, but that would reduce the Comm-crystals’ range from a few dozen kilometers to about twenty meters, rendering them effectively pointless. 
 
    “What about interrogations?” 
 
    “Pointless. There’s no way those twigs would tell those grunts more than they need to know. If any of them knew something of value, then they wouldn’t let themselves be captured in the first place.” 
 
    “Excuse me, your lordship?” the quartermaster raised his hand. 
 
    “What is it, Simmons?” 
 
    “I’ve heard talk among some of the men about… ‘using’ the female elves we captured.” 
 
    “Tell them to keep it in their pants. We’re not savages.” 
 
    “Savages that would resort to ambushes and poison, then run away from a fair fight?” 
 
    “That was strategy, Simmons,” the baron said sternly. “The fact we got done in so completely by a bunch of lowly adventurers merely proves our own failure as officers and soldiers of the Empire.” 
 
    Although similar on the surface, there was a huge difference in mindset between an adventurer and a soldier. While trained military personnel were generally speaking stronger in a straight up confrontation, they were not nearly as flexible or adaptable as a skilled adventuring party. The main problem with including both types of people in an army was that of authority, as adventurers actively questioned orders they deemed stupid, suicidal, or both. They also lacked the knowledge and discipline that was crucial to pulling off large-scale tactics and formations. Even if the Republic forces’ hillside ambush was effective, their disorderly retreat proved just how difficult it was to coordinate between so many small groups out for themselves. 
 
    However, the leaders of the 8th Imperial Expeditionary Force had clearly underestimated the creativity and resourcefulness of the Ishigar Republic’s adventurers. The one-sided loss they had suffered earlier that day was humbling, to say the least. None of these six men were willing to let it happen again. 
 
    “Shall I send word to have our superiors send us some consultants, your lordship?” Simmons offered. 
 
    “Indeed. Just make sure they triple-check their backgrounds. The last thing I need is for some blasted spy to worm themselves into my regiment. Next, I want to discuss where we go from here.” 
 
    The setting sun slowly but surely descended beyond the horizon as the post-ambush debriefing carried on. The darkness of night had firmly settled in by the time the meeting was adjourned. Tonight was also cloudy, leaving torches and lamps as the only sources of light within the sea of tents in the Imperial camp. Magical illumination was also present, of course, but that was reserved for lighting up the perimeter beyond the camp’s hastily-erected guard towers, ramparts, fences, and other fortifications. The fact that the Imperials had managed to set all this up in less than half a day was a testament to their tenacity.  
 
    Quartermaster Simmons walked out of the command tent, parted ways with the other officers and made his way over to where the prisoners were kept. A total of five steel cages lined up in the open and surrounded by several guards. Two of the men stationed there greeted the officer with salutes while the others remained vigilant. The quartermaster then informed the soldiers of Lord Hayhurst’s decree—the elven prisoners were not to be touched. He then left them to their duties so he could attend to his. 
 
    “That’s a shame,” one of the guards grumbled. “They really are quite the beauties, aren’t they?” 
 
    He turned around and looked them over. Of the eleven captured prisoners, six were female. Although this ratio was nothing special as far as adventurers were concerned, the Imperial army was overwhelmingly male. In fact, there was not a single woman within this entire five-thousand-strong detachment. Even if that weren’t the case, it would be doubtful that they’d have the sort of attractive figures that female adventurers seemed to cultivate. 
 
    “I’ll say,” murmured his colleague. “The tall one with the black hair is totally my type too.” 
 
    “The abs are a turnoff for me. Much prefer the green-haired one on the right. She’s got some commendable ‘mana tanks,’ if you know what I mean.” 
 
    Of course, being made prisoner meant the vast majority of their possessions had been taken from them, leaving them in just their undergarments. Not only that, but the fact they had MP-draining collars around their necks and enchanted steel bindings around their wrists and ankles only seemed to fuel certain fantasies. In short, the sight of those women was like spotting an oasis in the middle of a desert from the perspective of the common Imperial soldier. 
 
    “Still, that Simmons sure is something to take our joke to the baron himself.” 
 
    “I’ll say. Gotta be careful what we say around that guy.” 
 
    The common Imperial soldier also had far too much discipline and decorum to do something as unsightly as forcing themselves on these women just because they felt bitter or pent-up. Not only was it amoral, illegal, and unprofessional, but also a potential security risk. Admittedly, such incidents occurred regardless, but they were extremely uncommon and the perpetrators were severely punished by their own superiors. 
 
    The Ishigar Republic’s propaganda stated otherwise, of course. The elven government spent many decades subtly convincing their citizens that the Empire’s military was full of bigoted, warmongering rapists. The underhanded smear campaign had been largely successful, too. Most elves would instantly believe it if someone told them an Imperial soldier had either sexually or violently assaulted them for no reason. 
 
    Incidentally, this same mentality had also helped a certain shape-shifting box better blend in with elven society. 
 
    “It really is a huge shame though,” the first guard repeated after a few minutes. 
 
    “Hey, come on, you’re better than that,” his colleague reminded him. 
 
    “Easy for you to say. I haven’t had a chance to do it in months, and then we got sent out here.” 
 
    “I know, and I feel you, but you heard Simmons. The elves are not to be touched.” 
 
    “So, it’s okay as long as it’s not the elves, right?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    The guard nodded his head towards the cage at the far end—the one that had only a single occupant in it. It was a redheaded beastkin girl with feline ears and a tail. She had her own cage since she had made quite the unfavorable impression during the battle. More than a few people could identify her as the culprit responsible for torching most of their supplies with those weird arrows of hers. Her crimson hair and tanned skin stood out immensely, even in the heat of battle. 
 
    “You can’t be serious,” the second man exclaimed. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “She’s a prisoner. Also, she’s basically still a kid. Not to mention she’s a freaking cat.” 
 
    “A cat is fine too.” 
 
    “I can’t believe we’re even having this conversation!” 
 
    “Have you actually taken a good look at her?” 
 
    The sensible one rolled his eyes, but had to admit he hadn’t actually done so. He ended up almost unthinkingly staring at her exposed body. Of course, the prisoner could hear them perfectly, and she glared daggers at them while curling up to cover up her features with her hands and knees. That did little to conceal her unearthly charm, however. The guard found himself momentarily captivated by the sight of her slim-yet-feminine body as the light of the surrounding torches danced around her. Even that unpleasant expression of hers—halfway between fear and disgust—radiated a fierce kind of charm. 
 
    “Okay, you might have a point there,” he consented after a while. 
 
    “Look,” whispered the other guard. “We can just take her in for ‘interrogation.’ Nobody has to know, right? The other lads can all have a turn. It’s the least we can do to pay her back for all she’d done earlier.” 
 
    The other man found his resolve wavering. They’d all had an exceptionally grueling day, and were then unlucky enough to pull guard duty for most of the night. To say he felt stressed out would be an understatement. Not to mention that he couldn’t get the image of that near-naked catgirl out of his head, no matter how hard he tried. All these factors made it so that, despite his better judgement, he went along with this clearly immoral plan. 
 
    “I guess… We wouldn’t technically be violating our orders… What about the other lads, though?” 
 
    “You’re right, I’ll go have a chat with them.” 
 
    The other guards stationed there were then quietly let in on the scheme. There’d be repercussions if they were found out, and it was a clearly stupid idea. Yet they all eventually joined in with a shared promise of keeping what they were about to do a secret between ‘the lads.’ Sure, the prisoner might say something, but it would be her word against theirs. 
 
    Thus, in the middle of the night, when they were sure everyone but the perimeter guards were asleep, the two ‘masterminds’ quietly carried off the heavy cage with the catgirl in it. She had fallen asleep, but woke up when she felt she was being moved. Fearing what was about to happen, she rattled her chains in a blind panic. She opened her mouth in an attempt to scream, but the magic collar on her neck prevented her voice from leaking out. Her resistance was cut short when one of the guards pointed a blade at her throat, sending a very clear message—just because they couldn’t kill her didn’t mean they couldn’t make her suffer. 
 
    The redhead broke down and sobbed silently as she was brought inside a small tent in the darker section of the large camp. One of the guards unlocked her cage and started taking off the lower portion of his armor. The other one remained just inside the entrance to the tent as a lookout. He was going to make sure nobody disturbed them while also keeping in an eye on the prisoner in case she tried anything stupid. 
 
    It was thus that the beastkin girl’s lower garment was thoughtlessly ripped off as the man forced himself inside her. He was then instantly overwhelmed by a wave of pleasure far greater than anything he’d expected. He would’ve probably drowned in it if his buddy didn’t snap his neck while he was distracted. The seemingly traitorous soldier then took off his glove and transformed his index finger into a key, which he used to unlock and remove the prisoner’s bindings. 
 
    “You said you’d let me have my fun,” the catgirl-shaped succubus complained. “I was really getting into the role-play too.” 
 
    It had been far too long since she’d wringed a man dry, and this ‘raped while bound and gagged’ thing greatly appealed to her masochistic tendencies. 
 
    “I changed my mind,” her master replied. “We wasted too much time on this part of the plan, so shut up and get ready for phase three.” 
 
    “Yes, Master.” 
 
    Though the succubus had reservations about this hastily concocted scheme, she had to admit it went off better than she anticipated. 
 
    It started when Boxxy had underestimated the Imperial scouts that chased its team during the messy retreat following the hillside ambush. Realizing that it wouldn’t be possible to get all of them out of there without compromising its public persona, the shapeshifter decided to use this opportunity to infiltrate the enemy’s ranks. To that end, it had Xera take over its role as Keira without Lola, Jules, or even Purupururin noticing. The succubus then used the beastkin’s authority as the team’s leader to convince them to surrender before they were caught and killed. 
 
    While team Three-One was being taken into custody—aside from the ivory succubus, who was killed on the spot since Axel’s Taboo didn’t extend to magical servants—Boxxy enacted phase two of its plan. It used the Broken Reflection Skill on a random soldier. The man’s pilfered memories made Boxxy’s job a lot easier as it infiltrated the humans’ ranks and scouted out their camp. From then on, it was a simple matter of finding out where the prisoners were and secretly replacing one of their guards when they went to take a bathroom break. 
 
    This was when it encountered a minor snag, as it had taken a fair bit of time to separate Keira from the other prisoners in preparation for the next part of the plan. Though it had initially promised Xera she could have her way with the poor sap she enticed into ‘raping’ her, a succubus’s lethal intercourse session could take anywhere from ten minutes to a half hour. The other men guarding the prisoners would most likely realize something was going on if their colleagues took that long to return. Letting the succubus ‘have her fun’ simply wasn’t worth risking the entire plan. 
 
    One could argue that Boxxy shouldn’t have promised her anything to begin with, but it was the sort of argument that would end with someone getting their face bitten off. 
 
    As for the reason why the juvenile doppelganger went through all this trouble, it was to give ‘Keira’ a plausible means of escape. Boxxy also secretly procured some important-looking documents earlier that afternoon, which it intended to bring back to its commanding officers. All of this would surely make its rookie Ranger persona seem like a genuine war hero. Boxxy’s alter ego would surely receive special treatment and perks from her peers and superiors if this plan succeeded. It would also go a long way towards advancing its Doppelganger Job progression, which was the whole point of the Keira thing to begin with. 
 
    “Ah, crap,” the shapeshifter realized something. 
 
    “What is it, Master?” 
 
    “I can’t leave without the other prisoners.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s true,” the succubus agreed. 
 
    Keira Morgana was supposed to be kind-hearted and fiercely loyal to her friends, so having her selfishly escape by herself would be both out of character and quite unheroic. Breaking all of them out of Imperial custody and successfully guiding the group back to base would doubtlessly be incredibly impressive, but also impossible to do without Boxxy revealing its true nature. After all, it was not the sort of feat a sixteen-year-old, Level 29 Ranger could pull off by herself. However, it would be entirely plausible if the harrowing breakout took place while the Empire soldiers had something a lot more important than escaping prisoners to deal with. 
 
    The shapeshifter’s hastily-concocted scheme was then replaced by an even less planned-out course of action. 
 
    Back at the other cages, both the stationed guards and the now-awake prisoners were getting restless, albeit for entirely different reasons. It was not a secret to any of them as to why Keira was carried off, but almost thirty minutes had passed since then. Just as the guards were thinking of doing something about it, they spotted something in the air. Something so surreal that it took them a few crucial moments to process it. 
 
    Blazing through the night sky was a Meteor, a destructive siege-type Spell available to mid-Level Pyromancers. Judging from the size of it, this one held quite a bit of power. Guards and prisoners alike stared in silent shock as the inexplicable thing crashed somewhere into the opposite end of the camp.  
 
    “Enemy attack!” someone shouted after the fact. 
 
    The thunderous roar and gigantic fireball instantly kicked the soldiers’ trained bodies into gear. The sounds of battle could be heard in the distance within the next few seconds as the Imperial army engaged whoever or whatever was attacking their position. The sounds of men screaming, Spells exploding, and metal clashing against metal all intensified as more and more awoken soldiers rushed towards the site of the disturbance. 
 
    The guards watching the prisoners wanted to join, but they couldn’t abandon their posts. The possibility of this being a distraction to free the prisoners was high considering the timing involved. It was ludicrous to think that this raid and their two colleagues going missing was unrelated, so they resolved themselves to stay firmly in place unless ordered otherwise. Much to their surprise, they soon realized they didn’t need to go to the battle. 
 
    Because the battle came to them. 
 
    Two towering figures, each of them well over two meters tall, made their way through the sea of Imperial soldiers in front of them. One was a four-armed, red skinned woman that sent grown men flying with each swing of her armored fists. The two metallic horns on either side of her wild green hair made it perfectly clear she was a demon. Her well-muscled body was covered in wounds oozing with black blood, yet they didn’t seem to slow her down in the slightest. In fact, judging from the ecstatic look on her face, she was having the time of her life. 
 
    The other figure was a heavy-set man wrapped in a plain, brown cloak thoroughly soaked in fresh blood. His face and hair were wrapped in a blue cloth, showing only a pair of yellow eyes glowing slightly from within. He held a sword in each hand, and wielded the twin blades with deadly efficiency. Every time he swung, a soldier lost his head amidst a fountain of blood. Every time he took a step, the very ground shook beneath his feet. Perhaps worst of all, every time he got hit, he just shrugged it off with a laugh. 
 
    And what a laugh it was. 
 
    “Shhhaah haaah heeeeh hah-haaah! Ahah! Ahah! Ahehehehahaaah!” 
 
    It changed in pitch and cadence at random, but nevertheless clearly carried itself over the sound of bloodshed around it. It was at once malicious and psychotic, but also dreadfully innocent and mocking. It sounded almost like a mean-spirited boy bullying something far smaller and weaker than himself because he didn’t know any better. Though the four-armed demon’s appearance was certainly formidable and intimidating, it was nothing when compared to the nightmare-inducing terror that practically radiated from that thing. 
 
    The underwear-soiling fear that seemed to overcome the humans whenever they looked at this intruder wasn’t their own. Not entirely, at least. Much of it had been induced by the combination of Butcher of Humanity Perk and its newly-acquired Despair Aura Skill. The Empire trained its soldiers to recognize and resist mental attacks like this, but there was also the matter of the genuine terror one felt when seeing their comrades in arms slaughtered with such ease. It was a testament to the soldiers’ courage and spirit that they didn’t just instantly scatter in all directions. 
 
    Of course, it wasn’t just Boxxy and Kora running wild. A slim, vaguely spider-shaped shadow moved across the chaotic battlefield, reaping the lives of humans with silent glee. Drea happily impaled, stabbed, dismembered and took bites out of any soldiers she came across within her master’s vicinity. She had no idea a noisy place like this could be to her liking, but it definitely was. The way Boxxy’s terror-inspiring presence demanded everyone’s attention meant she was free to move around as she pleased. Some of those men didn’t even realize those standing right next to them had been suddenly robbed of their lives, and the ones that did only sank deeper into despair. 
 
    And as if to punctuate all this, another Meteor—the third one of the night—came crashing down on top of them. The resulting shockwave and flames quickly scattered the surrounding army, creating a lull in the battle. The prisoners, who silently watched the carnage unfold from the sidelines, shielded their eyes and faces as the wave of light and heat washed over them, their cages rattling from the impact. By the time they looked back at the masked intruder, he was the only one left standing amidst a sea of death, smoke, and flames. He looked straight at them, sending shivers down their spines. 
 
    Much to their surprise, he didn’t attack them, nor did he free them. He simply drank a few potions, re-summoned the mostly-dead fiend to replenish her strength, then disappeared. Several tense seconds passed before the sounds of carnage picked up once more from elsewhere in the camp. 
 
    “Guys! I’m here!” 
 
    It was at this point that a scantily-clad beastkin appeared from the shadows. Lola’s voice was silenced by the collar on her neck, but she still mouthed the words, ‘Keira, are you okay? What’s going on?’ 
 
    “I’m fine,” the redhead replied without skipping a beat, “and I don’t know, but we need to get out of here!” 
 
    She hurriedly unlocked their cages and bindings with a set of keys, then took charge of the ten ex-prisoners. None of them complained as she guided them through the desolate portions of the camp. They ran into a few small pockets of Imperial troops, but used whatever weapons they managed to pick up off the ground to fight their way through. Thankfully, the humans were far too disorganized to pay them any real mind, allowing the adventurers to successfully flee into the wilderness of the Clattering Plains. It was still the dead of night without a hint of natural light, but the group figured they’d be fine so long as they kept that burning camp at their backs. 
 
    It wasn’t until about an hour and several kilometers later that the group finally stopped running and took stock of their situation. They were cold, hungry, tired, and in the open with absolutely no cover, but they were free. The adrenaline rush of their rushed escape had long faded by now, leaving them with a vague sense of dread and unease. Most of them felt like throwing up when they thought back to that terrible bloodshed they’d witnessed. 
 
    Even the normally stoic and fearless Lola found herself dry heaving after her first real experience of warfare, though it was at least partially because she felt had overexerted herself. Jules and a dwarven Druid from another recon team had been slowing the group down, so she had taken it upon herself to carry both of them, one on each shoulder. The result was the abnormally athletic Warrior driving herself to total physical exhaustion, with rivers of sweat pouring out of her entire body. 
 
    Lola couldn’t ask any questions during the frantic run, but now that she finally got a chance to catch her breath, questions were all she had. A lot of them were about Keira, such as how she had managed to escape her captors and what was in that weird bag she was carrying. Some were directed towards more general concerns, such as where they’d find food and whether they’d be able to make it back to base without their gear. 
 
    However, looking at the distant glow of the still-blazing camp at the edge of the plains, there was only one question that Lola could voice first. 
 
    “Who, or what, was that?” 
 
    “That, I believe,” Keira smiled weakly, “was the Sandman.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Part Four 
 
    “Wait, you mean the Sandman?!” one of the male elves exclaimed. “As in, the guy that single-handedly decimated Azurvale’s criminal underworld?!” 
 
    “Well, yeah… I mean, maybe… I don’t know, could be?” 
 
    Keira’s wavering response did little to reassure the man. 
 
    “Look, I’m not sure if that’s really the Sandman from the rumors,” Lola butted in, “but I’ve seen that guy before. We caught a glimpse of him a week ago when we were sent to clear out a group of bandits.” 
 
    “Wh-what happened to those bandits,” he asked her. 
 
    “Gone without a trace. Not even blood was left behind.” 
 
    “And you’re sure it’s the same one?” 
 
    “Trust me, there’s not a lot of guys taller than me. I’d almost think he was a demon or something if not for his lack of horns.” 
 
    “Oh, right,” Jules mumbled from the side. “I should probably summon my familiar now that I have the chance.” 
 
    The Warlock had put off doing so because of the danger involved. Standing perfectly still for ten whole seconds in the middle of a war zone while concentric circles of light swirled around him seemed like an immensely stupid idea. But, now that they were out of that damned camp and too far away for the light show to attract any unwanted attention, he wasted no more time in summoning his familiar. All eyes were on Purupururin when she materialized out of thin air—dressed in high heels, lacy stockings, matching gloves, a fetishistic corset, and a positively tiny thong. As scandalous as that outfit was, the succubus was still the most modestly dressed person in the group. 
 
    An absurd-sounding, yet true fact that all of the adventurers seemed to realize at the same time. 
 
    “Oh, right!” Keira exclaimed. “I managed to find everyone’s stuff!” 
 
    She took the large leather bag strapped around her shoulder and began emptying its contents out on the ground. It turned out to be a high-class Bag of Holding that the humans were using to store the prisoners’ confiscated belongings. 
 
    “You seriously went around looking for those?” questioned the man from before. 
 
    “I know it was a stupid thing to do, but… I couldn’t just leave these behind.” 
 
    She solemnly rubbed the three steel rings on her right hand. 
 
    “Besides,” she added, “I don’t think we’ll make it that far just in our underwear.” 
 
    The group may have ‘borrowed’ some weapons during their escape, but they’d been so focused on running away that none aside from Keira had even considered to look for anything else. 
 
    “I suppose it was the right call,” Lola nodded. “How did you break out, exactly?” 
 
    “Hmm? What are you saying, Lola?” Keira replied with an aloof smile. “We were together the entire time, weren’t we? That mysterious stranger freed us, yes?” 
 
    “Huh? But you got carried off by-” 
 
    “We. Got. Freed. Together. Right?!” 
 
    “… Right.” 
 
    It was painfully obvious she didn’t want to talk about what had transpired after she was separated from the group. The others made grim expressions as they silently got dressed. They shared a few worried looks and wordlessly agreed not to touch that particular topic, at least for the moment. 
 
    “Say, that’s weird,” Jules spoke up. “I don’t see my staff. Or my rings, for that matter.” 
 
    His clothes, armor, cloak, and alchemical field kit were all there, but the mithril-tipped staff and enchanted jewelry were gone. Others also couldn’t find whatever magical or valuable items had been taken from them. 
 
    “I dunno. Maybe they put the fancy stuff in a different bag or something?” Keira shrugged. 
 
    It certainly wasn’t like some shiny-obsessed monster stole those items specifically. 
 
    “More like the thieving bastards kept the expensive stuff for themselves,” someone else complained. The rest readily agreed. 
 
    This vitriolic assertion wasn’t entirely caused by propaganda-fueled prejudice. Unlike soldiers, adventurers had to procure and provide for their own equipment, so having their most prized possessions wind up missing was a bitter pill to swallow. 
 
    “How come only her valuables were left behind?” one of the other female Rangers pointed at Keira. 
 
    “These rings are sentimental, you jackass,” the redhead snapped at her. “They’re not magical, they just… Look, I know you’re angry, but I grabbed what I could, okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right. I’m sorry for saying that,” the Ranger quickly apologized. “It wasn’t fair. Really, thank you, for everything.” 
 
    With that matter settled, everyone geared up. The group began the long trek back to base, unsure of what to think of the evening’s events. Except for the two succubi in their midst. It went without saying that the one masquerading as Keira knew exactly what had transpired, seeing as she helped make it happen. Purupururin, on the other hand, had watched the Boxxy show with great interest while she was ‘away.’ She couldn’t help but be impressed at how masterfully her fellow succubus played her part as Keira. Then again, it was hardly surprising considering her heavy involvement in the development of the persona. 
 
    Back on Boxxy’s side, it continued its indiscriminate rampage, and managed to slaughter around seven hundred of the Empire’s soldiers before being forced to pull back. It would have gladly continued, but it was running out of steam. Even if Butcher of Humanity constantly replenished bits of its HP and MP, it didn’t mean it could fight indefinitely. Still, it lasted much longer than it would have otherwise, and was genuinely thankful for having this Perk for the first time in its life. 
 
    As expected, the Doppelganger Job barely went up to Level 22 despite having murdered a large number of people during the first phase of the attack. It once again reaffirmed that the Job wasn’t a battle-oriented one. That said, it wondered whether it should look into getting a Job that focused on melee combat, hopefully one that could make use of as many of its varied Attributes as possible. In any event, it had realized partway through the massacre that it was wasting valuable combat XP fighting the humans in close quarters and switched to using only Spells and familiars. Thanks to that, it managed to advance its Warlock Job all the way up to Level 47, giving it access to a tasty new Skill. 
 
    [Soul Link]
The Warlock’s demonic servants are made to share both the boons and burdens of life.
Requirements: Level 45 Warlock, Demonology
Type: Sustained
Activation Time: Instant
Cost: 10 MP/sec
Range: 100 Meters
[Active Effects]
Transfers 30% of the damage taken by one familiar to all other familiars.
Temporary effects bestowed upon one familiar will also be bestowed to all other familiars.
[Passive Effects]
Increases the HP of all summoned familiars by 3% per Level of this Skill.
Reduces the MP cost of this Skill by 50% at Level 5 of this Skill.
Merges the telepathic links between the summoner and their familiars into a single channel.  
 
    This Skill had several potential applications, but they all equated to the same result—its minions would be much harder to kill. It also allowed Boxxy to use the relatively short-ranged Dark Infusion Spell to power up all three of its familiars at once, as long as they were within the very generous one-hundred-meter range of Soul Link. This would, in theory, also work with other strengthening effects, such as a Priest’s magical blessing or alchemical elixirs. However, it seemed likely this ability would also spread negative effects, such as the dark chains summoned by its Shadowbind Spell. Boxxy would need to experiment with the Skill to determine its limits, but it didn’t have the time for that at present. 
 
    As for the ‘merging of telepathic links into a single channel,’ it basically meant that all of the demons could now mind-talk to one another and their master, which made communication easier. 
 
    The monstrous Warlock had also learned two new Spells after rising to Level 47. One was a Ruin Spell called Reality Slash, which allowed it to launch an invisible blade that did physical damage rather than magical. It seemed useful for cutting through anti-magic defenses, but was a lot less effective against armor. The other one was Mind Control, which did exactly what its name implied. Boxxy already possessed the far superior Puppet Parasite Skill, so that particular Spell would probably never see much use. It honestly considered most of the Domination Spells at its disposable to be rather lacking and unreliable. Even Mass Panic Spell Crystals were obsolete considering the combination of Butcher of Humanity and Despair Aura had pretty much the same effect. It was a bit disappointing, but the shapeshifter didn’t think it too big an issue since it hadn’t gone out of its way to acquire those Spells. 
 
    This was unlike that Fleet Footed Ranger Skill it was forced to pick up. The slight bonuses that Ranger Skill provided to its Agility (AGI) Attribute were really all it was good for. The monster really didn’t feel like picking it up, but it had little choice in the matter. Adventurer guilds had mandatory Full Appraisals every now and then, and Essence Concealment could only hide parts of its actual Status, not show things that weren’t there. Therefore, Faehorn would eventually find out if Boxxy only pretended to pick Fleet Footed. Ignoring the old elf’s sage advice was a very un-Keira-like thing to do, so it had already given up on the Skill as a necessary sacrifice. 
 
    While Boxxy enjoyed the rewards of that Imperial harvest, the group of eleven Republic escapees continued steadily making their way towards Fort Yimin. After skillfully establishing herself as the de-facto leader, Xera volunteered to watch their backs while another Ranger took the lead. It was unlikely any of the 8th Imperial Expeditionary Force would dare chase after them considering the losses Boxxy had incurred, but the escapees wouldn’t know that. It was also the perfect excuse to allow the succubus and her Master to stealthily swap places (and outfits) while the others took a brief rest in the shade of one of the few hylt trees in the Clattering Plains. 
 
    They reached Fort Yimin shortly before sundown, almost a full day after the rest of their allies. Unsurprisingly, their sudden and unexpected appearance caused a bit of an uproar. The higher-ups had more or less written them off as dead, and yet here they were— exhausted, starving, and thirsty, but most definitely alive. Their identities were confirmed through Appraisal, after which they were taken in to be asked a bunch of questions.  
 
    That was how Keira found herself in a tiny room of wood and stone. The walls were depressingly bare and dull and the only furniture around was a small square table in the middle with two chairs on opposite ends. The catgirl sat in one, happily devouring the small plate of grilled meat in front of her. She wasn’t quite sure what animal it came from, nor did she care. The superb taste of human flesh was still fresh in the back of her throat, so she focused on that vividly delicious memory as she thoughtlessly scarfed down whatever this meal was. 
 
    At that point, Boxxy began to consider the merits of learning how to preserve meat. Thoughts of human jerky, smoked liver, pickled hearts, and salted fingers passed through its mind, causing its appetite to flare up even more. Eating those things bloody raw was preferable, but there had been far too many bodies for it to devour in one go back in that fight. It had to regretfully leave most of them behind, and the six corpses it put inside its Storage were going to start rotting pretty soon. Besides, cooking those tasty things with other moderately tasty things was bound to let them reach new pinnacles of tastiness, right? 
 
    The monster therefore deemed that learning to cook was an endeavor worthy of its time. The Cooking Skill was a general Skill that anyone could acquire and Level Up if they put the time and effort in, not unlike Stealth or Meditation. Boxxy had no idea what exactly the Skill did, but it knew it to be like a miniature and condensed version of the Alchemist Job. Since the shapeshifter thought it did a great job mixing up the ingredients required for the Ritual of Unholy Wealth, it figured cooking couldn’t be that difficult. 
 
    Thinking on it some more, Boxxy realized something. If cooking wasn’t all that difficult, and anyone could learn the Skill, then the shapeshifter didn’t really need to do so personally. In fact, having someone else put the work in only for the selfish monster to reap the benefits sounded like a much tastier concept. Now, if only it knew someone gullible enough to waste their own time and effort for the sake of a man-eating murder-box. 
 
    Oh wait, it did. 
 
    [Boxxy: Ambrosia, are you there?]
[Ambrosia: Greetings, milord. ‘Tis good to hear thou art in good health.]
[Boxxy: Ah, yes, hello. Anyway, you can’t cook, right?]
[Ambrosia: ‘Tis so, milord. I get mine sustenance from the ground beneath mine roots and the sun above mine leaves, after all.]
[Boxxy: Can you learn to cook, then? For my sake?]
[Ambrosia: It would be mine honor, nay, mine pleasure to master the culinary arts in thy name, milord!]
[Boxxy: Very good. Just make sure you focus on meat-based recipes. Use the prisoners for ingredients.]
[Ambrosia: Understood. I shalt make sure to prepare a feast for thy triumphant return.] 
 
    Well, wasn’t she enthusiastic? Boxxy actually looked forward to the very capable dryad’s results after hearing that. It had some doubts whether the dryad’s tastes would line up with its own, or whether a sentient piece of vegetation was capable of tasting things in the first place. Still, it was hardly an issue. Worst case scenario—it would just teach Ambrosia what sort of food it liked best and have her prepare it. That would have to wait until later, however. For now, it needed to focus on this tiny room it was locked in, as well as the people it sensed gathering outside the door. 
 
    The door opened to reveal the grizzled face of Faehorn, as well as the stern-looking communications officer Keira had been in touch with until recently. The veteran adventurer sat down opposite the catgirl, while the other stood at attention behind him. 
 
    “Keira Morgana,” he said with a dry voice. 
 
    Keira swallowed her mouthful of meat loudly while breaking out into a cold sweat. His attitude was very reminiscent of how he behaved during her training. A few tense moments passed before a relieved smile floated onto her teacher’s face. 
 
    “It is good to see you’re alive, kid.” 
 
    “Th-thank you, sir.” 
 
    “And I believe you already know Primus Silus Underwood from the FIB.” 
 
    He gestured at the man behind him. He and Keira nodded to each other in greeting. Of course, Boxxy was surprised when it heard the name ‘Underwood’ during its briefing more than a week ago, as it had used that alias during its departure from the Empire. It quickly learned this was just a weird coincidence. The only reason it chose the name ‘Chester Underwood’ back in Bootlick was because it thought of itself as a wooden chest that had gone undercover. It thought it was being clever at the time, but Snack kindly pointed out this was actually an idiotic name, so it picked something far less obvious for its next public persona. 
 
    After exchanging greetings, Faehorn began interviewing Keira regarding the events that had taken place since they last saw each other while Silus mostly stood and listened. The catgirl relayed a similar story as the rest of the escapees. Their team found themselves surrounded and surrendered as prisoners of war under Axel’s protection, but not before shattering the Comm-crystal as instructed. They were then stripped of their belongings, locked up, and took the opportunity to escape when a mysterious figure raided the Imperial army’s camp. 
 
    There was just one discrepancy that Faehorn wanted to address. 
 
    “So, you say you were freed by this Sandman character?” 
 
    “Y-yes?” 
 
    “I already know that’s not what happened, Keira.” 
 
    “Wh-what do you mean?” 
 
    “Some of the others said you were taken away in the middle of the night by some men and came back looking… disheveled.” 
 
    “…” 
 
    The beastkin fell silent and looked down at her hands, avoiding her mentor’s eyes. 
 
    “Did they do anything to you while you were separated?” 
 
    “N-no…” 
 
    “You’re absolutely sure? Nothing happened to you?” 
 
    “…” 
 
    “Keira. Don’t make me fetch an interrogator.” 
 
    “…” 
 
    “Ah… damn, I’m no good at this…” 
 
    “Allow me, sir.” 
 
    Silus spoke up for the first time since coming into the room, then traded places with Faehorn. 
 
    “First of all, I apologize for Faehorn’s stern words. I want you to understand, you are here among friends, and you are not under any suspicion or in any sort of trouble.” 
 
    The catgirl gave a small nod. 
 
    “Now, as good as it is to see you’ve made it back, we need to know where and how you obtained the documents you brought us.” 
 
    He was referring to the ‘present’ that Keira had brought back—a bunch of maps and letters that a rookie conscript like her would have no chance of understanding. 
 
    “Is it okay if I ask you a few simple questions?” 
 
    “Sure. I mean, uh, yes, sir,” she quickly corrected herself. 
 
    “Very good. Now then, according to your dossier, you have decently developed Lockpick and Stealth Skills. Is this correct?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “And I am also led to believe that your claws can be quite dangerous when used properly.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Meaning you used your natural born gifts and basic Skills to break free of your bindings while your captors were otherwise distracted.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” she repeated yet again. 
 
    Faehorn raised an eyebrow in admiration. He was honestly quite impressed at how tactfully Silus skirted the heavy topic that he failed to approach directly. It was quite clear that, judging from what he heard, the catgirl had been sexually assaulted during her imprisonment. While that both was and wasn’t the case in reality, it was still the only conclusion he could reach. It was a sensitive issue that he clearly had no idea how to approach. He usually let his friend Lichter do the talking whenever things like this propped up. The Paladin had always been the ‘people person’ of Faehorn’s adventuring party, as he was a lot more tactful than the other two. Unfortunately, the angelic elf had been stationed somewhere else entirely, so the Ranger couldn’t rely on him this time around. 
 
    “Why did you not escape immediately upon freeing yourself?” Underwood inquired. “Why take the extra risk to find the prisoners’ belongings?” 
 
    “Because we wouldn’t get far without them,” she answered curtly. “Facing the wilderness without the right tools is tantamount to suicide.” 
 
    Her mood seemed to improve as she said that, as did Faehorn’s. He felt proud that this girl remembered his ramblings, even under those dire circumstances. 
 
    “Did you run across these papers while searching for your equipment?” Silus continued. 
 
    “Not exactly. I only just found our stuff when Sandman started making noise and the whole camp rose up in arms. I was desperately running from cover to cover, trying to stay hidden and too afraid of being found out what with all those soldiers running around. I somehow stumbled upon this big tent with a bunch of important-looking charts and stuff. I figured they might be useful, so grabbed as many as I could and stuffed them in the bag while I had the chance.” 
 
    “I see, so that’s how it was. Tell me, this ‘Sandman’ character, do you know him?” 
 
    “No,” she shook her head. “We did meet though, back in Azurvale. Well, not ‘meet’ meet, but… You know…” 
 
    “You had an encounter.” 
 
    “Yeah, that.” 
 
    “Alright, and what happened afterwards?” 
 
    “Well, some guards showed up and took me in, then gave me a stern talking to.” 
 
    “They did what?” Silus raised a curious eyebrow. 
 
    “Yeah, I didn’t get it, either. I was the one that got mugged, yet I still felt like I was being arrested. It took forever before me and my, uh, roommate were allowed to go home.” 
 
    Faehorn failed to stifle a chuckle while his colleague pinched his nose with a sigh. 
 
    “I meant, what happened after you got those papers?” he clarified. 
 
    “Oh! Right! Sorry!” Keira apologized messily. “I, uhm, I followed after the path that guy opened up. He was just cutting his way through their camp, you know! He was super strong and really amazing! He had all these tough-looking demons and these flashy lights, then these huge fiery rocks fell down, and-” 
 
    Underwood raised a hand to interrupt and calm down the overly-enthusiastic catgirl. 
 
    “And that’s how you re-joined the others, did you?” 
 
    “Ah, yeah. That’s right. Sir.” 
 
    “Very good, miss Morgana. That’s all I needed to hear from you.” 
 
    The stern-looking elf stood up, leaned over the table and whispered gently. 
 
    “I know some excellent people that can help you deal with any and all emotional troubles you might have. I can point you to them if you ever feel the need to let something heavy off your chest.” 
 
    “I… I don’t-” 
 
    “Remember, the wounds we can’t see are often the deadliest. Best to get them treated immediately.” 
 
    “I see… Just a wound, is it? I think I’ll do that, then. Thanks, mister Underwood,” she said with a weak smile. 
 
    “Think nothing of it, trooper,” he answered with a faint smile. “Now then, it’s a bit sudden and informal, but we’re in a bit of a rush, so please bear with me and step outside.” 
 
    “Y-yes, sir. Right behind you.” 
 
    Underwood’s face tensed up once more as he stood upright with his hands behind his back. Keira and Faehorn followed him out of the room and into the hallway, only to be met with over thirty people that seemed to be waiting for them, most of them adventurers. They were lined up on either side of the hallway and wearing their respective guild uniforms. Among the familiar faces were Keira’s team members—Lola and Jules—as well as several other classmates and fellow adventurers she hadn’t seen in a while. The other former prisoners were naturally present, and even Fizzy was there for some reason. 
 
    “Legionnaire Keira Morgana of the 3rd Republic Legion’s 1st Scouting Battalion!” 
 
    Silus called out the catgirl’s full rank and name, causing her and the others to stiffen up and stand at attention. The redhead tracked Underwood with her eyes as he walked up to her and stared at her intently. She didn’t move a single muscle. 
 
    “For your exemplary service to the Republic,” he said in a clear, commanding tone, “for showing outstanding bravery and ability in the face of adversity, for going above and beyond the call of duty, for risking life and limb to safeguard the lives of your fellow countrymen, you are hereby awarded the Golden Crescent.” 
 
    The elf reached into his coat’s inner pocket and took out a tiny black box. He opened it to reveal an award with a very literal name. It was an eight-centimeter-wide golden crescent. The medal was delicately engraved with various decorative patterns and the initials ‘K. M.’ clearly stamped in the middle of it. Silus deftly pinned it to the right breast of Keira’s green tunic with the edges pointed upward, almost as if it were a smile. Once he finished, he stood aside while the others applauded and cheered in a rather disorderly manner. 
 
    Underwood waited for them to quiet down for several seconds before continuing. 
 
    “For your meritorious deeds, firm decision-making under pressure, and commendable strategic thinking, you are also hereby promoted to the rank of Decanus,” he declared with a polite smile. “We expect great things from you, Miss Morgana. Now, take a good, long rest and report to my office first thing in the morning the day after tomorrow for your next assignment.” 
 
    “Yes, sir! Thank you, sir!” 
 
    Keira gave a genuinely enthusiastic response as applause and congratulations poured down on her once more. Of course, Boxxy was happy. Granted, it wasn’t quite sure what sort of significance this award had, but it was a uniquely shiny thing that made all that extra effort worth it. As for the Decanus thing, it simply meant Keira was now a non-commissioned officer in the Republic’s military forces. It was roughly equivalent to the rank of Sergeant in the Imperial army, which gave her the authority to lead and command a squad of up to ten soldiers. Not the most glorious of assignments, but still a monumental achievement for a sixteen-year-old rookie. 
 
    “People!” Faehorn shouted, causing the noisy atmosphere to grind to a complete halt. “There’s a time and place for celebration, you know!” 
 
    The others looked at each other with difficult expressions, as if someone just farted in their salad. 
 
    “Which, by the way, is thirty minutes from now, and in the mess hall. Drinks are on me!” 
 
    The cheers resumed as the gathered rabble dragged the hero off to celebrate. Faehorn watched them with a smile, while Silus maintained his serious expression. Once the rabble cleared off, the two veterans stepped back into the tiny, soundproofed interrogation room. 
 
    “She’s clean,” Silus immediately said. “Well, she probably feels sullied after what happened, but she seemed genuine enough.” 
 
    He’d lied through his teeth when he said Keira wasn’t under suspicion earlier, although the brief chat blew most of his worries away. 
 
    “That’s good,” Faehorn sighed with relief. “I’d hate to have to put her through any of the more… rigorous interrogation. Especially considering what she brought us.” 
 
    The plans Keira brought back were still undergoing analysis, but they clearly showed the Imperials’ aim to siege Fort Yimin within the week. This was much earlier than anticipated, and the forces they were sending were overwhelming. 
 
    “I just hope the poor kid isn’t traumatized by the end of all this,” said the worrywart of a Ranger. 
 
    “Indeed. Well, that’s why it’s important to let her and the others make happy memories while they can.” 
 
    Objectively speaking, their chances of holding the fort were next to nil. An ambush in the wilderness was one thing, but a siege was where soldiers had the definite edge over adventurers. The Empire’s military completely outclassed the Republic’s in every way that mattered, and the humans would bring quite a few powerful individuals of their own. At this point, the question wasn’t whether the 3rd Republic Legion could hold Fort Yimin, but how much damage they’d be able to inflict on the enemy before they fell.  
 
    “This Sandman character worries me, though,” Faehorn changed the subject. “Just how is he related to all this?” 
 
    “I can’t say. His motives, methods, and movements are all unclear at this point. However, like it or not, we do owe him.”  
 
    Silus reached into his breast pocket and pulled out a torn, wrinkled and slightly stained piece of paper. 
 
    “Literally,” he stressed while passing it to Faehorn. 
 
    “What’s this?” 
 
    “Something that was dropped off in front of the gates earlier today. It was nailed to the dismembered head of one Lord Hayhurst, former commander of the 8th Imperial Expeditionary Force.” 
 
    Faehorn took the piece of paper and looked at it with ever-widening eyes. 
 
    “Is this a joke?” 
 
    “Do I look like I’m laughing?” 
 
    The Ranger looked down at the note once again, both impressed and disgusted at the shamelessness of it all.  
 
    INVOICE 
 
    From: Sandman Assassinations Inc.
To: To whom it may concern, 3rd Republic Legion 
 
    Invoice #000001
For services rendered:
Imperial soldiers x 700 – 7,000 GP
Commanding officer x 1 – 1,000 GP
Next-day delivery – 300 GP
Subtotal: 8,300 GP
Boxing tax: 5%
Total: 8,715 GP 
 
    Payment terms: To be received within 5 days. Tell the red cat-eared beastkin to drop it off at the 600-year-old hylt tree south of the fort. 
 
    We appreciate your patronage and look forward to doing business with you again in due course. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five
Making Connections 
 
   


  
 

 Part One 
 
    There was a sharp knock on the door to Silus Underwood’s office. The man himself was already hard at work organizing the information from the stack of reports on his desk, despite it barely even being dawn. He hadn’t slept the night before, though he certainly didn’t let his fatigue show. 
 
    “Enter,” he called out while scribbling on a document. 
 
    The door swung open and the newly-appointed junior officer walked in, announcing her presence with a salute. 
 
    “Decanus Keira Morgana, reporting as instructed, sir!” 
 
    It was an all-too-chipper voice that swept away the stale atmosphere of the messy office, making it the slightest bit more jovial. Her full-faced smile and gently swaying tail gave the impression of a person who had obtained true happiness. It was hard to believe this was that same frightened girl who seemed terrified of admitting she’d been allegedly violated just a few days ago. 
 
    “Ah yes, please have a seat, Decanus. I’ll be with you in a moment.” 
 
    The beastkin did as instructed and seated herself in the chair on the opposite end of the desk. Silus continued working on his estimate of the casualties should the Empire’s impending siege of Fort Yimin go unhindered, but his mind was elsewhere. He stealthily appraised and observed the catgirl out of the corner of his eye, watching every tiny mannerism, twitch, and idle motion. The reason for this scrutiny was that, in Underwood’s opinion, she seemed far too happy considering her circumstances. 
 
    Even though her behavior seemed odd and out of place at first glance, prior conversations with those close to her suggested this was actually normal for her. Her mood here at base supposedly swayed back and forth between gloomy and cheerful like a pendulum, to the point where one could call her volatile or unstable. Yet out in the field, she displayed a surprisingly serious and calculating demeanor. It was as if there were several different people living in that head of hers. Granted, it would be difficult to find an adventurer who was ‘playing with a full deck of cards,’ as it were, but the near-total lack of animosity in her was noteworthy.  
 
    In fact, the only time she showed any genuine hostility was whenever the topic of the Empire’s military came up. She seemed to hold some sort of grudge towards them, but it was important to note this was limited to their soldiers. She had no issue communicating or working with any human adventurers that sided with the Republic, which spoke favorably of her character in Underwood’s personal opinion. Indiscriminately hating the many because of the actions of the few was the sort of thing that fanned the flames of this damned war to begin with. 
 
    As for the girl’s character, Silus was able to reach the painfully obvious conclusion that she was too easy to read. She didn’t hide her feelings and her thoughts floated onto her face without hesitation. There was already somewhat of a rumor within the barracks how bad of a gambler she was. Her bluffing skills were so bad that some of the soldiers actually felt bad for taking her wages whenever they played cards. At least three of them had gone on record stating that it felt like bullying, especially since the girl kept blaming her losses on her own inadequacies. 
 
    Long story short, Keira’s currently fluffy state of mind was most likely caused by something that had happened very recently. 
 
    “You seem to be in a good mood,” said Silus after putting away the report. 
 
    “Hm? Ah! Yes, uhm, that is, I just got a letter from home, you see.” 
 
    “Good news, I trust?” 
 
    “Hehehe, that’s one way to put it,” she declared with a goofy grin. 
 
    The letter was from an individual called Rowana Slyth. It had actually arrived the day before, but Underwood used his authority to delay its delivery to read it for himself. The colorful language made it clear that she and Keira were more than just ‘roommates,’ and honestly made the elf uncomfortable. Spying on his subordinates like that may have been a necessary thing in his line of work, but that didn’t mean he liked it. 
 
    At least the invasion of privacy had been helpful. Knowing that Keira was in a romantic relationship made it easy to understand why she hesitated to speak of what transpired two nights ago. She was probably trying her best to purge the unpleasant memories from her mind. Well, that was possible in the literal sense with the help of a Psionic, but that was a rather extreme measure. Whether or not she actually visited those mental specialists Underwood mentioned during her debriefing was up to her, though it was unlikely she’d get the chance to while the war was going on. 
 
    It was unfortunate, but her mental health was a relatively minor thing when compared to the sort of issues Silus was currently struggling with. 
 
    “Now then, I must discuss a very sensitive matter with you. What I’m about to tell you is strictly on a need-to-know basis. You are not to speak of it to anyone outside this room unless I personally tell you to, understood?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Keira’s giddy demeanor disappeared, replaced with a more serious one as she saluted while puffing out her chest. The sharp movement made her new medal glint pointedly. The Golden Crescent was a relatively common award given out to distinguished individuals and was ultimately nothing more than a fancy trinket, but she clearly wore it with pride. Silus, for his part, was glad she earnestly accepted the gesture for what it was 
 
    “What do you make of this, Decanus?” 
 
    Silus reached into a desk drawer and took out the invoice that he had received several hours before the catgirl’s triumphant return and slid it across the desk. Keira picked it up and her expression went from surprised, to curious, to grim, then downright shocked as she scanned it top-to-bottom. 
 
    “This… Uhm… Is this a prank?” she asked with an incredulous voice. 
 
    “I said this was a serious matter, did I not?” he repeated sternly. 
 
    “Y-yes, sir. Sorry, sir.” 
 
    Her initial reaction had been more or less the same as everyone else’s who had seen that ridiculous scrap of paper, so Silus couldn’t really fault her for it. 
 
    “But still, a prank? What makes you say that?” 
 
    “Well, even if you ask me that… I don’t even know where to start. Sir.” 
 
    “Then start at the first thing that caught your attention.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Uhm, it feels weird for the Sandman to ask for money. Isn’t he an ally of justice?” 
 
    “You know that would technically make him our enemy, right?” 
 
    “Eh?” 
 
    “The Empire claims Teresa herself is on their side, you know.” 
 
    “Oh, right.” 
 
    Even if Teresa’s devoted most certainly took part in the war, whether the Goddess of Truth and Justice personally supported it was another question entirely. Mere mortals could not hope to comprehend the will of the Gods, but it was already public knowledge that Teresa’s Hero was slated to take part in the conflict was undeniable. That aside, the concept of ‘justice’ relied entirely on one’s perceptions and preconceptions. The virtue was a matter of perspective that could change at a moment’s notice. Silus was not a man who could trust in something as vague and fallible as that. 
 
    “To be frank, I’d be far more relaxed if this invoice was the real deal,” he admitted. “A motivation of wanting to make money is something I find easier to believe in than altruism.” 
 
    Of course, one needed to be wary of loyalty bought with coin. That wasn’t to say mercenaries and sell-swords were untrustworthy. It all depended on how professional they were, and whether or not they abandoned their contracts when it suited them. This was the kind of common sense the pragmatic Boxxy expected the elves’ higher-ups to employ. However, Keira was supposed to be a young, idealistic girl. Therefore, it made sure to show a troubled and uncomfortable expression at the elf’s words. 
 
    “So, then… this is the assignment you mentioned, sir?” 
 
    “That’s right. Although I do wonder why he singled you out. Do you have any idea why he would do that, Decanus?” 
 
    The shapeshifter had named itself courier so that it would know in advance what sort of funny business the elves would try to pull during the hand-off. It was also a question of whether they would pay willingly, but then it would just take what it was ‘owed’ through brute force. Should that happen, the stingy elves would only have themselves to blame. Besides, even if they were short on military personnel, it wasn’t like the Republic’s coffers were light. The shapeshifter was quite sure they’d have no trouble preparing the request funds on short notice. 
 
    It obviously wasn’t going to admit that, so it prepared a few answers to the very obvious question the officer asked. 
 
    “Maybe he feels I won’t betray him?” Keira offered. 
 
    “And what makes you say that?” 
 
    “I do owe him my life, sir. Twice, actually.” 
 
    “Yes, I suppose that’s true.” 
 
    It was also not really a question as to how or why she caught the Sandman’s eye. Not only had the two met practically face-to-face back in Azurvale, but she stood out entirely too much. She was the only beastkin in the 3rd Legion, and her fiery-red hair, ears and tail demanded one’s attention. Even the opposing force had no trouble singling her out after her capture. Her ability and potential were also outstanding, as evidenced not only by her results, but by how Faehorn himself gave her special, almost preferential treatment. The last few days had more or less convinced Underwood her motivations to fend off the Empire’s invasion was no less genuine than his own. 
 
    It was her loyalty to the Republic itself that was still in question. 
 
    “What if I were to order you to betray him, though?” he proposed. 
 
    Her face once again became deeply troubled, showing she was unsure as to what to answer. As expected, she was conflicted. Although Silus was curious whether her gratitude towards her savior or her duty towards her country was stronger, this was not the time for such a pointless test. 
 
    “Relax, it was a hypothetical question. No offense, but I don’t expect an earnest person like you to be able to follow an order like that, even if you wanted to.” 
 
    “Uh, thank you?” 
 
    “In any event, get your gear and get ready to depart within the hour.” 
 
    “So, we’re actually going to hand over this much money? Just like that?” 
 
    Her reaction was understandable. Nearly nine thousand Gold Pieces was quite literally a fortune. It was the sort of lump sum that could potentially set one up for life, if it was invested wisely. Either that or it would at the very least allow an adventurer to retire a decade or two early. 
 
    “Heh,” Silus chuckled dryly. “Believe it or not, his rates are actually very generous. Waging war is quite expensive.” 
 
    Indeed, from a purely logistical standpoint, the average Imperial soldier was worth thirty to fifty times more than the ten GP this Sandman charged for each of them. 
 
    “Besides,” the officer continued, “it is my personal and official opinion that we want to establish good relations with this entity, which is why we’ll give him a little gift to go along with the payoff.” 
 
    “Understood, sir. Still, I feel uneasy carrying that much money by myself…” 
 
    “Who said you’re going by yourself?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Nothing in the invoice said you had to go out there alone, so I’m sending you along with an armed escort, as well as one of our resident VIPs as insurance.” 
 
    Boxxy silently cursed its lack of foresight. This would complicate things, but it was fairly certain it could improvise something later. Right now, it needed to focus on the conversation. 
 
    “They’ll be there to back you up in case this is some sort of scam or trap,” Silus continued. “If that turns out to be the case, you are to abandon the money and retreat. The lives of my subordinates are more important than some coins and gems. Do I make myself clear?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir,” the beastkin saluted. 
 
    “Very good. Now, do you have any questions?” 
 
    “Just one. What is this boxing tax supposed to be? Is this a real thing?” 
 
    Of course, the creature was aware of the answer. While the ‘reasonable rates’ were something it discussed with Snack, the ‘boxing tax’ had been suggested by Arms. Although she probably meant it as a bad joke, Boxxy liked the sound of it and added it anyway. However, it would be un-Keira-like if it didn’t ask about obvious things like this. Besides, it was genuinely curious how the elves would interpret it. 
 
    “I suppose that’s the shipping and handling charge,” Underwood said with a humorless smile. 
 
    “Shipping and handling, sir?” 
 
    “The invoice was delivered in a wooden box, along with the enemy commander’s severed head.” 
 
    “I see…” 
 
    Though it ordered Claws to deliver said head, this was the first it heard of it being packaged. Where and how did that stalker even find a box in the first place? 
 
    “Anything else?” 
 
    “Not at the moment, sir.” 
 
    “Good. This concludes your briefing. Dismissed, Decanus.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Keira stood up with another salute and exited the office while Underwood went back to his duties. Half an hour later she was fully geared up and went to meet up with her armed escort—a platoon made up of fifty of the garrison’s veteran soldiers. One could easily tell them apart from the conscripted adventurers due to their gear. Although each individual wore something befitting their Job—light chainmail and padded armor for the scouts, thick cloaks and robes for the magic users, and metal-plated armor for the vanguards—they all had a uniform feel to it. Their matching appearance was primarily due to the predominantly silver-like color of their equipment and the eagle-wing-themed decorations and engravings along their shoulders and headgear. 
 
    Among them was the VIP that Underwood mentioned—someone that had Ranked Up from a regular elf into a high elf. She was an older woman, much like the various guild instructors, except that her face was still beautiful, elegant, and smooth with very few wrinkles. She had pure white skin that contrasted her long, raven-black hair and eyes. She was clothed in a luxurious black robe that seemed more like an evening gown than an adventurer’s attire. It looked as if someone had cut out diamond-shaped holes out of the fabric, exposing her navel, collarbone, shoulders, the sides of her thighs and her upper back to the world. It was a high-class magic item without a doubt, but it also made it clear this woman put too much stock into appearances. 
 
    “Greetings, child,” she said with a flourish of her arms. “Know that you are in the presence of Imiryl of the Maleficium. Fret not, for I shall guard your fragile existence without fail. All who seek to stand in our way shall be crushed under my heel!” 
 
    Her tone and attitude were condescending, to say the least. It was obvious she looked down on everyone around her as if they were dead weight. The soldiers around her merely rolled their eyes within their helmets, suggesting they were already familiar with her prideful behavior. Her arrogance was somewhat justified, however, as Boxxy had already caught wind of her reputation, and her apparent expertise with lightning magic. She could effortlessly trounce the shapeshifter if it revealed itself, so it had to make extra sure its act was flawless. 
 
    “Hi! I’m Keira! I’ll be in your care!” 
 
    The woman called Imiryl was stunned silent by the catgirl’s excessively casual tone.  
 
    “Wow, so you’re a high elf like mister Faehorn, huh? I was expecting someone important-looking, but I didn’t think you’d be this pretty!” 
 
    The woman just stared unblinkingly at the beastkin, almost as if she doubted whether the girl was an illusion of some sort. What sort of behavior was this? Was this whelp before her unable to grasp greatness when she saw it? 
 
    “I mean, between you and me,” the redhead lowered her voice, “he’s getting on in years a little, you know? I think his friend Lichter looks much better. Not that he’s my type or anything, but he’s quite handsome, isn’t he?” 
 
    Imiryl finally blinked, and then continued to do so rapidly as she struggled to wrap her head around the ever-shifting topic of conversation. 
 
    “So I heard you were like, a super famous Wizard, right? Say, you can shoot lightning of your eyes, right? Can you show me?! I always wanted to see someone shoot eye-lightning!” 
 
    The catgirl practically bounced in place with anticipation by this point, in stark contrast to Boxxy’s internalized panic. The chest-minded monster had no idea it would meet her face-to-face like this, so it had no other choice but to lay the act on thick. It didn’t even try to make friends with her, as there was no way this prideful snob would get along with someone as happy-go-lucky and bubbly as Keira. Staying in character at this point was more important than getting on Imiryl’s good side, especially since both Underwood and his superiors had their eye on the freshly promoted Decanus. 
 
    Besides, even if she was, by all accounts, a colossal bitch, the high elf Wizard was not the type of person that would vaporize someone just because they seemed rude and ignorant. 
 
    “Ahem!” one of the soldiers loudly cleared his throat. “Decanus Morgana, ma’am. I think it’s about time we set off.” 
 
    The beastkin was, technically speaking, in command of this little operation. The Sandman explicitly requested her presence, and she was one of the very few people to have met him. In short, this made Kiera the closest thing the Republic had to an expert on the masked figure. She also technically outranked the more senior Legionnaire who spoke to her, even if slightly. It was hardly a surprise that the man was as respectful to his superior officer as possible, as were his comrades. 
 
    That was only on the outside, of course. Inwardly they were all dreading having someone like Keira in command. It wasn’t because she was an adventurer, but because she seemed rather nutty. They were about to walk into a potentially lethal confrontation with a dubious mercenary, and yet the girl acted as if she was getting ready for a casual picnic. 
 
    “Hm? Oh! Right, sorry. I just got a little over-excited meeting Miss Imiryl in person. I heard so much about her at the guild.” 
 
    “It’s understandable, ma’am, but we really should be on our way.” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” 
 
    The catgirl coughed once or twice to reign in her mock enthusiasm, then asked the soldier who addressed her earlier. 
 
    “Then, you have the package?” 
 
    “Right here, ma’am.” 
 
    The soldier gestured towards the man immediately behind him, who carried a sturdy-looking metal chest locked up with a heavy padlock. 
 
    “Very good,” she said. “Mister- I mean, Primus Underwood also mentioned a special gift of some kind. Where’s that?” 
 
    “I believe that is in Lady Imiryl’s possession, ma’am.” 
 
    Those words snapped the needlessly haughty high elf out of her stunned silence. 
 
    “Indeed, it is,” she declared in a grandiose fashion. “However, its identity is not for one of your stature to know.” 
 
    “Alright. Then let’s move out, everybody!” 
 
    Relieved to finally have some coherent orders, the soldiers assumed a loose, square-like formation with Keira, Imiryl, and the locked chest at the center, then moved out through the front gates. The hylt tree mentioned in the invoice was one of the oldest trees in the region and a well-known landmark. It was also a about twenty kilometers south of the fort, so the group would normally have a long march ahead of them if Imiryl wasn’t there. 
 
    Once the patrol was out of the front gates and a good three-hundred-or-so meters away from the fort, the high-Level Wizard started casting a grand Spell.  
 
    “Gate!” 
 
    A circular, magical doorway sprang out of thin-air, one that was almost as big as the fort’s main entrance. The scenery beyond the portal was that of a grassy plain, with an impossibly tall tree visible in the distance. One by one, the soldiers strode through the Gate as if it were an everyday occurrence. There was hardly any resistance, not even a peculiar sensation as Keira passed through it. It was as natural and effortless a transition as going from one room to the other. Imiryl, who was busy maintaining the portal, was the last one to go through before it collapsed in on itself. 
 
    All things said and done, they appeared a distance that was less than ten minutes away on foot from the tree. It was possible to transfer everyone directly under the tree’s canopy, but that might have been considered a hostile action by other party. As for why they had to step away from the fort, there was a powerful ward around the place that interfered with most forms of spatial magic. It was standard procedure to fortify a stronghold against teleportation, otherwise they ran the risk of the enemy transporting their forces directly inside the fort and bypassing the walls entirely.  
 
    This bit of trivia came as a surprise to Boxxy since Transfamiliar worked just fine within the fort’s confines. Then again, the laws of magic governing that particular Spell were different from those employed by a Wizard’s spatial manipulation, so it made sense in its own way. It was a very welcome discovery, because it meant that the shapeshifter held an edge in mobility its ‘allies’ might not anticipate. 
 
    The armed escort resumed their formation and approached the five-hundred-meter-tall tree warily. The Wizard deployed a transparent bubble around them, a barrier of some kind that would protect them from any incoming magical attacks. They raised their guard even further as they entered the shadow of the tree’s vast canopy, but there was still no sign of life. At least, not until they got within a dozen or so meters from the tree’s massive trunk. 
 
    “Who goes there?” 
 
    A woman’s voice rolled in from above, causing the soldiers as well as Imiryl to brace themselves for attack. However, nothing happened for the next thirty seconds, nor did anyone raise their voice. At least not until one of the men gently ribbed a certain catgirl with his elbow, reminding her she was in charge. 
 
    “Uhm! Hello there! I’m Keira! I’m here to see Mister Sandman!” 
 
    “Do you have an appointment, or something?” 
 
    “Yes! We’re here to deliver payment for, uh, services rendered!” 
 
    “Ah, you must be the kitty I was told about. What of those angry looking men and that old hag? They your mates?” 
 
    “Old hag?” Imiryl muttered under her breath. 
 
    “Yeah! They’re my escort! They won’t attack, so, can I please speak to Mister Sandman?” 
 
    “I was told to permit you, and you alone! The others must leave my shadow if you wish for an audience!” 
 
    “Then, it’s okay if the others step back a bit, right? Okay, everyone, let’s-” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Imiryl stepped in. “I shall not let this poor child be taken in by such petty tricks. Show yourself!” 
 
    “I’m already in front of you, you old bat. Are your eyes just for decoration? Or do you perhaps need glasses in your old age?” 
 
    “De-spell!” 
 
    “No, wait!” Keira tried to stop the enraged elf, but it was too late. 
 
    An invisible wave of magic exploded out of the Wizard’s outstretched hand and washed over her surroundings. It was a Spell meant to negate ongoing magical effects by forcibly dispersing the mana holding them together. She expected to hit someone cloaked in Invisibility or hiding behind an illusion of some sort, but ended up with a completely different response. 
 
    “Oy! That hurt, you uppity cunt!” 
 
    A snake-like root sprouted out from the ground beneath her feet and delivered a splendid uppercut-like blow to the high elf’s chin, knocking her into the air. A countless number of other, smaller roots sprouted out from the grassy soil, firmly entangling the entire platoon and forcing them to the ground before they could do anything. Only Imiryl managed to escape by flying up into the air with her magic. 
 
    A number of green vines shot out horizontally from the tree’s thick trunk, firmly wrapping themselves around her hands, feet, mouth and throat. Not only was she unable to chant, but she immediately felt her MP drain away at a rapid pace. Those parasitic plants sucked her magical reserves completely dry within seconds and slammed her into the ground like a comatose fish. This left the pompous Wizard in the same helpless predicament as the others. 
 
    Having been singled out, the Wizard was dragged across the dirt until she was at the very foot of the hylt tree. It was then that the dryad residing within the venerable plant finally showed herself. The green-skinned woman walked out of the bark as if it were a curtain, causing everyone present to stare at her with wide open eyes. She was much younger than Ambrosia, so her proportions were not quite as voluptuous. In fact, her appearance was like someone in her late teens, much closer to Keira’s modest proportions. She had the same hair-like vines growing out of her scalp as Ambrosia, although her lack of antlers was, according to the elder dryad, a sign that she had not matured fully. 
 
    The tempestuous tree spirit silently looked over everyone present before turning her attention to the ‘uppity cunt’ at her feet. She squatted down and glared at her with a look that could kill. 
 
    “Why the fuck did you just disperse the mana inside my trunk, you twat?!” she said in a clearly pissed-off tone. “I need that shit to live. Do you have any idea how painful that was? No, of course, you don’t! You hoity-toity, smart-assed, stick-twirling, twinkle-fingers are all the same! You think you’re all that just because you can conjure a few sparks? Well, guess what. You’re not the top bitch ‘round here. I am!” 
 
    The furious dryad took a few deep breaths as she let her tirade peter off. 
 
    “It’s okay, though. I won’t kill you. I’ll just have to teach you a lesson.” 
 
    A thick root jutted out from the soil behind her, and the dryad seated herself on top of it. She gestured at the vines binding Imiryl, which dragged the powerless Wizard closer to her and forcibly bent her over the dryad’s knees. A few extra vines rolled up the hem of her dress-looking-robe until her pale butt and lacy black underwear were visible to all. 
 
    “I shall now begin instructing you on the nine-hundred-and-ninety-nine reasons why you should respect your elders.” 
 
    The dryad then raised her hand and spread her palm wide. 
 
    “Number one.” 
 
    *SLAP* 
 
    “UMPF!” 
 
    She spanked Imiryl with all her might, making her rump jiggle furiously while its owner let out a muffled yell of pain. 
 
    “Two.” 
 
    *SLAP* 
 
    “GNNNN!” 
 
    One could see the shockwave of each hit travel down her thighs, almost as if someone had thrown a stone in the still waters of a pond.  
 
    “Three.” 
 
    *SLAP* 
 
    “UNGH!” 
 
    The dryad kept slapping her hard enough to leave a bright red handprint on the nearly snow-white skin of the elf’s buttocks. 
 
    “Four.” 
 
    *SLAP* 
 
    “GRMPH!” 
 
    To say it looked painful was an understatement, especially considering the tears streaming from the humiliated Wizard’s eyes. 
 
    “Five.” 
 
    *SLAP* 
 
    “RRRGH!” 
 
    And of course, watching this all unfold, were the fifty-odd members of Keira’s armed escort. 
 
    “Six.” 
 
    *SLAP* 
 
    “GRRRHR!” 
 
    The vast majority of them thought the arrogant bitch deserved it, as it wasn’t the first time her spoiled attitude had caused problems for them. 
 
    “Seven.” 
 
    *SLAP* 
 
    “HRRRHG!” 
 
    Still, there were some that felt bad for her, and that number only grew as the punishment dragged on. 
 
    “Eight.” 
 
    *SLAP* 
 
    “KHGR!” 
 
    As for Boxxy, who was still masquerading as Keira, it could only grumble internally at this development. 
 
    “Nine.” 
 
    *SLAP* 
 
    “HNNNG!” 
 
    These ‘nine-hundred-and-ninety-nine reasons to respect your elders’ was definitely not what it had in mind when it told Snack to teach that impressionable dryad how to use non-lethal force. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Part Two 
 
    It had been nearly forty minutes since the dryad started ‘educating’ Imiryl, and she was just about done by the sound of things. 
 
    “Nine hundred and ninety seven.” 
 
    *SLAP* 
 
    “HMMMMN!” 
 
    The Wizard’s face had long ago become a sopping mess, and her audience doubted whether that red palm-print would ever fade from her backside. 
 
    “Nine hundred and ninety eight.” 
 
    *SLAP* 
 
    “GRRRRGH!” 
 
    As for Boxxy, its only qualm about the situation was that it had to return the captive high elf safe and sound. It would’ve loved to try and absorb her body if that hadn’t been the case. 
 
    “Nine hundred and ninety nine.” 
 
    *SLAP* 
 
    “HNNNNNG!” 
 
    That should have been the dryad’s final lesson in ‘respecting the elderly,’ yet she seemed hesitant in letting her victim go. 
 
    “Ah, sod it! Might as well go for the big one thousand!” 
 
    *SLAP* 
 
    “GRNNN!” 
 
    With a final parting slap, she tossed the sobbing Imiryl aside like a filthy rag, released the platoon from their bindings, and calmly walked back inside her tree. 
 
    “Now then, all of you except the cat, get the fuck out of my sight!” 
 
    “Y-you heard the lady!” Keira stammered. “Everyone else, fall back!” 
 
    The soldiers gladly followed orders and moved away from the tree in an orderly fashion. A couple of them picked up the thoroughly humiliated high elf and carried her off. They would try and apply healing magic directly to her bruised bum, but many of them doubted whether she would be able to sit down anytime soon. It was almost a shame this mission was supposed to be a secret—they’d have one damn spectacular story to tell back at the barracks otherwise. 
 
    Once everyone except Keira was a good two hundred meters from the tree, they finally caught a glimpse of the so-called Sandman. A tall figure with a long, dark cloak wrapped around it dropped down from the canopy and landed with a dull thud on the grassy soil. He walked up to the clearly startled beastkin, who immediately bowed and squealed out an apology of some kind. The Sandman just stood there and nodded a few times, after which they apparently began a proper dialogue. 
 
    Or at least that’s what her escorts assumed. Though the Rangers did their best to listen in on the conversation, the most they could make out was some barely audible voices and no actual words. They couldn’t read lips with their superior sight, either, as one of them was masked and the other stood with her back towards them. This was, of course, entirely intentional, as Boxxy merely pretend to have a conversation with the fiend posing as its older ego. 
 
    Underneath that baggy cloak, messy bandages, and sloppy face-wrap was none other than Kora. She’d been instructed to break off her horns and tear off her extra pair of arms so as to fit inside the costume. The demon was currently pantomiming in accordance with her master’s mental commands. She was unnaturally cooperative with this ruse, now that Boxxy thought about it. Its Demonology Skill then reminded it that a demon’s horns were a rather important thing, and Arms losing hers had taken away much of her inherent aggression. This was normally a bad thing since ‘aggression’ was a fiend’s main weapon, but it seemed to work out alright for this little play. 
 
    A few more minutes of this farce passed before the catgirl-shaped-monster turned to face the platoon in the distance and sent her second-in-command orders through Whisper Wind. 
 
    “One of you bring over the payment over, Mister Sandman wants to see it. Oh, and don’t forget miss Imiryl’s present too.” 
 
    The man looked towards the Wizard to find her curled up on the ground and hugging her knees in the fetal position. Even if her physical wounds were treated, the emotional scars would take a while before they healed. Still, she at least understood the whole thing was her own fault, so she complied with Keira’s request without a single word of complaint. She opened her Item Box, an Enchanter Skill that was nearly identical in function to Boxxy’s Storage, and took out a Masterwork-quality mithril rapier. It was a magic item she had personally enchanted and was no doubt the ‘gesture of goodwill’ that Silus Underwood had mentioned during the briefing. 
 
    The Legionnaire in charge of the money took it from her and brought it over to the duo under the tree along with the all-important metal chest full of gold. Keira met him partway, around thirty meters from the hylt tree. Her eyes grew so wide at the sight of the fancy weapon that they looked like they’d fall out of their sockets. That was an understandable reaction. The soldier who brought the weapon over on his belt was just as impressed. 
 
    To start with, the glistening white blade, intricately detailed spiral-shaped guard, and jewel-encrusted handle made it immensely beautiful, but it was no mere decoration. It was a light, graceful weapon that could be used for both thrusting and slashing attacks thanks to its magically-boosted sharpness. The other enchantments Imiryl had put on it were self-repair and increased durability, ensuring its edge remained as deadly as possible regardless of how much abuse its wielder put it through. 
 
    The beastkin took the valuables off the man’s hands with a nervous word of thanks. She made her way back to the Sandman while the elven soldier returned to his colleagues with a bitter smile. That sword was probably worth at least one and a half thousand gold pieces, meaning he just finished handing over a total of over ten thousand GP to a complete stranger. Then again, it was never his money to begin with, so he didn’t dwell on it. Besides, getting to see that lethal art piece up close was a treat in and of itself. 
 
    The elven Rangers kept watch from a distance as their redheaded commander unsteadily carried the heavy valuables over to the Sandman. She set the chest down in front of him, unlocked it with the key and opened its lid. The Sandman peered into the steel lockbox for several tense seconds. Seemingly satisfied with the amount, the stranger gave a grand nod and shut the container with his armored boot. 
 
    However, when presented with the rapier, he clearly didn’t want to accept it for some reason. Keira fidgeted around a bit and flailed her arms around in a panic, seemingly trying to convince him to take it. She seemed to succeed at first as the cloaked figure’s massive hand reached out and picked up the comparatively tiny sword, but he then immediately handed it back to her. There was some more arm flailing and head shaking on the beastkin’s part that did very little to help the situation. Eventually she was forced to take it back with her to the others while the Sandman picked up the chest. Some vines descended from the top of the tree and carried the tall figure off into the canopy, hiding him from sight. Again, that was mostly for show, as the gold in the chest had already been discreetly stashed away inside Boxxy’s Storage. 
 
    Keira silently re-joined the platoon with a deeply troubled look on her face. The soldiers had been mostly quiet as well, as they didn’t know what to make of the situation. They didn’t particularly want to know, either. They weren’t paid to do troublesome things like ask questions. If anything, since their current assignment was supposed to be kept a secret, keeping their mouths shut actually meant they were following orders. The only reason the Rangers kept an eye on things in the first place wasn’t out of curiosity, but so that they could react in case things turned violent again. It was a good thing it didn’t come to that, though. The distance between them and their target meant that the things they could have done to protect Keira in that situation could be accurately described as ‘jack shit.’ 
 
    So, with their duty fulfilled, they propped up the still-upset high elf Wizard so that she could open a Gate back to Fort Yimin’s outskirts. Once they were back at base, Keira marched herself straight into Underwood’s office. The elf was more than a little surprised to see her return with the mithril rapier on her belt, and asked for her report. 
 
    Keira explained everything since meeting up with her escort, up to the point where they were addressed by the mysterious voice and asked to leave. Underwood let out an exasperated sigh when he heard Imiryl lost her cool and unleashed a wide-range De-spell. 
 
    “I knew I should’ve waited for Faehorn to return from his mission,” he muttered with his face in his palms. 
 
    Not only had Imiryl jeopardized the mission, but she had also ruined one of his plans. The intelligence officer had secretly ordered his people to put a tracking Spell on a bunch of those coins, but her rash actions had no doubt dispersed the temporary enchantment. It would have all been for naught, regardless. Boxxy had picked up on the oddity in the gold with its magical perception before the money had even left the fort. Claws was more than capable of ‘eating’ the tracking magic, if Imiryl hadn’t done it first. 
 
    “What happened next?” Silus asked. 
 
    “Well… the disembodied voice said something along the likes of, ‘That hurt!’ and then… we were caught.” 
 
    “Caught, you say?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Roots came out of the ground, bound us and sucked up our MP. “ 
 
    “All of you? Including Imiryl?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. It all happened so fast that none of us could offer any real resistance.” 
 
    “Was this the Sandman’s doing?” 
 
    “No, sir. It was that green woman that showed up.” 
 
    “Green woman?” 
 
    “Yeah, she walked out of the tree like it was nothing. She looked around my age, and had leaves covering her, uh, immodest areas. Oh, and her hair looked like a bush.” 
 
    “Strange. I’m sure there were no reports of such a person in the vicinity. Anything else you can tell me about her?” 
 
    “Uhm, Mister Sandman knew her. Seemed to be her boss, or maybe companion. Oh, he also said her name was Cyrilla, and that she was a dryad.” 
 
    “A dryad? Like the legends?” 
 
    “Legends, sir?” 
 
    The most Underwood, or anyone else for that matter, knew about dryads was that they were divine spirits that dwelled within hylt trees. There would sometimes be reported sightings of them here and there, but they were so extremely reclusive that very few people believed they were real. Even if they shared a world with ghosts, dragons, gods, demons, and all manner of other mythical beings, it was only natural to be skeptical of unfounded claims and old stories. 
 
    “Look them up for yourself later, Decanus.” 
 
    However, Silus didn’t particularly feel like explaining all that to the catgirl. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “So then, what did this dryad do?” 
 
    “She, uh, spanked Miss Imiryl.” 
 
    “Spanked?” the man repeated in disbelief. 
 
    “Yes, sir. Pulled up her robe, bent her over her knee and everything. She wasn’t holding back, either. Her butt shook with each hit, you know.” 
 
    “And the others can confirm this?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. We were pretty much forced to watch the whole thing.” 
 
    “I see… But why spanking, of all things?” 
 
    “I don’t know, sir. She called it ‘the nine-hundred-and-ninety-nine reasons why you should respect your elders,’ or something like that.” 
 
    Silus took a deep breath. 
 
    “She didn’t… really hit her that many times, right?” 
 
    “She actually went for the full thousand. Sir.” 
 
    “Sweet Nyrie…” 
 
    He pinched the bridge of his nose in exasperation. Humiliation like that would have turned that prideful woman into either a sobbing mess or a furious typhoon of destruction. And it was obviously the former, judging from how Keira was still around to tell the tale. A strong-willed woman like that would bounce back in no time, but Silus couldn’t help but feel partly responsible. The fact that Imiryl didn’t know she might encounter a freaking dryad on this mission was technically Underwood’s fault, even if he had no way of knowing that in advance. 
 
    “Alright, moving on. What happened afterwards? You said you spoke with the Sandman?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. The dryad released us from the roots and told everyone but me to leave. Mister Sandman showed up once the others pulled back. I apologized on miss Imiryl’s behalf and thanked him for saving me.” 
 
    “What was he like? His appearance, voice, mannerisms, anything you can tell me?” 
 
    “W-well, he’s super tall, well over two meters. Couldn’t see anything of him under that cloak and mask, other than those weird yellow eyes. No idea what the deal with those is, though.” 
 
    “There’s at least a dozen ways to produce that sort of effect, ranging from alchemy to enchanted eyewear. It’s of no importance,” Silus dismissed her concerns. 
 
    “Y-you sure, sir? It was super creepy,” Keira insisted. 
 
    “That’s the point, Decanus. It’s psychological warfare. The same goes for his apparent height. It’s most likely magically augmented, or he uses some other kind of trick to make himself appear more intimidating.” 
 
    It was possible that was the man’s natural size, of course. The giants of Percepeia typically stood three meters tall, so an offspring between them and an elf or human would theoretically have Sandman-like proportions. However, giants were quite rare and half-breeds with them were even rarer. It wasn’t unprecedented or impossible for the masked vigilante to be one, just highly unlikely. 
 
    “What of his voice?” Silus questioned. 
 
    “In a word—manly,” Keira firmly stated. “The sort of deep, smooth, unshakable tone you’d expect from Mister Faehorn if he were younger.” 
 
    Underwood asked a few more questions regarding manner of speech, word choice, body language, and anything else that might tell him more of the Sandman’s personality. Unfortunately for him, Keira claimed to have been far too stressed to watch for tiny details like those. She could only offer vague and unhelpful descriptors like ‘scary,’ ‘serious,’ and ‘creepy.’ Her commanding officer was forced to give up on this line of questioning and moved onto the next part of the debriefing. 
 
    “What of the payment?” 
 
    “Well, sir, he took the gold, but didn’t want your gift.” 
 
    The catgirl apologetically took the Masterwork rapier off her belt and set it on the table. 
 
    “I can see that. I’m asking why he rejected it.” 
 
    “He said it was ill-suited to him, sir. And I think I agree. His hand was way too big to grip it. The handguard was in the way and everything.” 
 
    “Hmm, so a practical man, huh? I expected him to accept it purely for its monetary value, but it seems he’s not just some greedy fool.” 
 
    “Er… you were testing him, sir?” 
 
    “Indeed, I was. Actions speak louder than words, Decanus, and the fact he didn’t blindly pocket it is very promising indeed.” 
 
    “O-oh…” 
 
    Boxxy had not considered this in the slightest. In fact, it had every intention of keeping the shiny weapon, albeit in a slightly different fashion. 
 
    “Decanus Morgana? What did you do?” 
 
    The way the catgirl shifted uncomfortably in her seat while her eyes desperately avoided Underwood’s was more or less the same as holding up a giant, flashing ‘GUILTY’ sign above her head. 
 
    “I, uhm, I panicked,” she admitted. “I said I was under orders to deliver it to him, and that I wouldn’t leave until he took it. I immediately realized how stupid that was, but it convinced him to accept it.” 
 
    “Then why is it here on my desk, Decanus?” 
 
    The beastkin did her best to avoid Silus’ piercing gaze as she whispered her reply. 
 
    “He… gifted it… back… to… me…”  
 
    This was Boxxy’s true intention. It wanted Keira to use this wonderful weapon. It was so incredibly shiny that it wanted to have it nearby at all times. That, and having the beastkin ‘learn swordplay’ was a perfect excuse to seek out a melee-oriented Job. There was a high probability the elves would just take the weapon back and lock it up somewhere, but it had some sound arguments prepared should that happen. After all, Sandman and Keira would most likely meet again, and the former would be very upset if he found out his gift was forcibly taken from its rightful owner. Something like that would surely put a damper on the good relations the gift was meant to secure. 
 
    However, Silus’ reaction was outside the scope of Boxxy’s expectations. He didn’t scowl, sigh or get angry. Quite the opposite, in fact. 
 
    “Hah.” 
 
    He laughed. 
 
    “Hahahahahahaha! Ahahahahahahaha!” 
 
    It was a full-blown, hearty laugh, probably the first one he’d had in a long time. A few tears even welled up in the corner of his eyes as he pounded on his desk with his fist. The troubled Keira had no idea how to react, so she just stood there with an uneasy look on her face.  
 
    “Hahaha! Haha… Haaaaaaah.” 
 
    The intelligence officer calmed down a short while later with a long, drawn-out sigh. 
 
    “He read me,” he said with a hint of admiration in his voice, staring off beyond the horizon. 
 
    No, you’re definitely misunderstanding something, Boxxy retorted inside its head. 
 
    “He totally saw through me, didn’t he?” 
 
    Definitely had no idea what you were up to. 
 
    “This is like he accepted our gratitude without taking our gifts!” 
 
    You can shove your gratitude up your ass. I just wanted the shiny things. 
 
    “I bet he even told you something like, ‘You need this more than I do’ or, ‘Use this to better protect yourself and those you love.’” 
 
    Nope, it was just an excuse to let Keira keep the shiny thing. 
 
    “He’s testing me in return, I know it!” 
 
    The only thing I want to test is your flavor. 
 
    “Something like, ‘Let’s see if you value your people or your things!’” 
 
    Things are more valuable than people though. Unless they’re shiny like Fizzy. Or tasty like Snack. Ah, but those technically aren’t ‘people.’ 
 
    “Not to mention he has a dryad bound to his service!” 
 
    That’s mostly because she’s an idiot like her mother. 
 
    “This Sandman likely has a much keener mind than I originally assumed. I bet there’s a deeper intent behind every move he makes.” 
 
    No, see, the whole reason I’m doing this is to get you to pay me for eating tasty things. 
 
    “Have it his way, then. Decanus Morgana, you can keep that blade as a token of your benefactor’s goodwill.”  
 
    Okay, I like him. I’ll eat him last when the time comes. 
 
    “Use it with pride!” 
 
    Oh, right, time to get back into character! 
 
    “B-but, sir, I don’t even know how to use a sword!” 
 
    “Then you will learn,” Silus said matter-of-factly. 
 
    “B-b-b-but this is too much! I can’t possibly accept-” 
 
    “You will wield that blade and you will like it. This is an order, not a request, Decanus!” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Now that that particular matter was settled, Boxxy decided to put some distance between Keira and Sandman. 
 
    “Ah, sir, I almost forgot! He said to give you this.” 
 
    The catgirl dug around her pockets for a bit before bringing out a blue, cubic Comm-crystal. 
 
    “Oh, he left us with a way to contact him, huh?” the elf mused. “How very generous. There’s just one problem.” 
 
    The item’s inner-blue glow flickered pathetically like a candle in the breeze, a clear sign that its other half was out of reach. There was no mystery as to why that was. Silus recognized this model as a relatively cheap one that anyone could buy. It worked much the same way as the military-grade Comm-crystals his recon teams were issued, but only had about a tenth of the maximum range. Of course, it wouldn’t be able to reach the other one, which was presumably more than twenty kilometers away atop a dryad’s hylt tree. 
 
    In actuality the other Comm-crystal was ‘out of range’ because it was in Boxxy’s Storage, but Underwood’s concern was something else entirely. 
 
    “Decanus, did he give you a password?” 
 
    It was impossible to activate the item on their side without speaking the necessary keywords. They could respond to any communication attempts, but not initiate them. 
 
    “Er, no, he didn’t. Sir.” 
 
    “So that’s how it is, huh? ‘Don’t call us, we’ll call you.’ As expected, a careful individual.” 
 
    The man once again stared off into the distance as if he just saw a mountain he has to climb. This overly dramatic gesture caused Boxxy to silently label him as a moron who got needlessly motivated over unimportant things. A few moments later, Underwood turned his attention back to Keira. 
 
    “That will be all. Good work today, Decanus.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “Also, I suggest you actually learn how to wield this,” he said, gesturing to the rapier on his desk. “Using it as just a decoration for your waist would be an insult to the weapon and its makers.” 
 
    The news that the Empire would siege the fort within the week had already circulated among the troops. Thankfully, the Sandman’s actions would likely set them back for several days, giving the Republic forces much-needed time to prepare. It wasn’t a lot of time, but more than enough for Keira to grasp the basics of swordplay. Knowledge and techniques that would otherwise take months could be learned in mere days through the miracle of Skills. The teenage girl wasn’t going to become a master swordswoman in a week, but she’d at least be able to put up a fight if someone cornered her. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Keira saluted. “In that case, do you happen to know if miss Hilda is around?” 
 
    “I believe she’s out on patrol. She should be back within the hour.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    She hesitated for a moment before picking up the weapon, then left the office with another salute. With her gone, Silus slumped back into his chair with a vague smile. 
 
    “The dwarven instructor from the Knights of Elena, huh?” he muttered. 
 
    He had intended to point Keira to one of his subordinates for training, but realized that would have been a poor decision. The man in question was a soldier first and a teacher second, which made him rather unsuited to be the beastkin’s instructor. Adventurers had to be taught by other adventurers, after all. Even if their Jobs were the same, their perspectives and frames of mind were completely different. 
 
    For instance, one was a disciplined, seasoned veteran who had more or less mastered the art of melee combat, while the other was a violent, swearing drunk of a woman with a penchant for needlessly breaking things. 
 
    “… Oh.” 
 
    And Silus had just sent an impressionable young girl with a known taste for explosives straight to that monster of a woman. 
 
    “I just hope the fort survives until the Empire gets here…” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Part Three 
 
    “Nope, not happenin’!” 
 
    Hilda’s response to Keira’s request for training was as negative as it was sudden, not to mention loud. 
 
    “Uh… Err… Huh?” 
 
    It surprised the redhead to the point where she couldn’t articulate words and instead only made stupid, confused noises. 
 
    “Ye can’t go demandin’ a new Job like that willy-nilly, ye silly git!” the elderly dwarf crossed her arms. 
 
    Okay, perhaps, ‘Hi, miss Hilda! Please teach me how to Warrior!’ was not the best way for Keira to frame her request. Especially not when she made it the instant she saw Hilda entered through the fort’s gates with her patrol. 
 
    “Er, that is, the training fee-” 
 
    “It ain’t about the gold, ye bloody fool!” 
 
    The two’s high-volume conversation attracted the bemused glares of many soldiers and adventurers alike. The gathering audience was something neither the dwarf nor her would-be disciple seemed to be conscious of. One of the spectators, a member of Hilda’s guild, judging by his blue Knights of Elena tunic, stepped in. 
 
    “Yo, Boss-Lady!” he called out to her. “You’re doing the thing again!” 
 
    “Huh?! Oh, right. Oy! One of you lot go grab Jessie and tell ‘er to come at the usual spot!” she shouted and someone ran off somewhere. “You there, kittyface, come with me!” 
 
    The fully-armored Hilda motioned for the catgirl to follow her to a slightly more private space. The two of them made their way through the space between the fort’s inner and outer walls and onto the large, flat training field next to one of the soldier’s barracks. They went over to a corner between the building and the fort’s wall, where Hilda finally took off her helmet. Her face was wrinkled, her hair was gray, and her skin was rough and craggy, but her piercing green eyes held enough fiery vigor to make the undead want to willingly return to their graves. 
 
    “Alright, lassie, first of all, who are ye?” 
 
    “Ah, uhm! Decanus Keira Morgana of the 1st Scouting Battalion!” she answered with a salute. 
 
    “Ye been playin’ soldier a bit too much, methinks.” 
 
    “I’m Keira, an adventurer from the Hidden Arrow guild.” 
 
    “And don’t ye forget it! Ye need to have some self-respect for yer roots if ye don’t wanna lose yerself out there! Now then, ye’re one of Faehorn’s lot, right?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Then ye should know full well Ranger and Warrior Jobs have terrible compatibility.” 
 
    Hilda was talking about how the two vocations were almost entirely mutually exclusive. Attributes, Skills, Martial Arts, weapons, armor—everything one Job demanded was useless for the other, and vice-versa. The roles they played both in and out of combat were also completely disparate. One could argue that a Warrior’s Iron Grip Skill could be used to apply part of one’s Strength (STR) Attribute to the damage of ranged attacks, but a single wheel does not a cart make. 
 
    “I do but, okay, I think I misspoke,” Keira explained “I want to learn how to use this effectively.” 
 
    She unsheathed the beautiful mithril rapier from her belt. Hilda wasn’t surprised in the slightest, as she’d pretty much guessed that was the cause of that ridiculous line she was greeted with upon the return. It wasn’t like the catgirl tried to hide it, and the dwarf already had a habit of picking out every sword, axe, dagger, spear and mace in her vicinity. It was sort of an occupational hazard. 
 
    “Yer conviction is lackin’, lass,” she said in a damning tone. “Ye don’t go around gettin’ a new Job just ‘cus you got yerself a new toy to play with.” 
 
    “No, but see, I’m no good when something gets up close to me. I mean I got claws and stuff, but that won’t work on trained soldiers… What I’m saying is, I’m not trying to master the sword. I just need to be proficient enough so that I’m not instantly dead if someone snuck up on me.” 
 
    “… Okay, that’s better. Ye’re still not cut out fer a Warrior, though. Ye’re better off learnin’ a Rogue’s trade.” 
 
    “That won’t help me take down opponents that come at me head on, though.” 
 
    That wasn’t entirely true, but Rogue Skills had too much overlap with what the Mimic Job was already capable of, and this seemed like a sound enough argument. 
 
    “Aight, fair ‘nuff. Still, ye don’t really need a Job if it’s just swordplay.” 
 
    It was an undeniable fact that the Sword Mastery Skill could be learned by anyone, even monsters. 
 
    “Miss Hilda, please stop testing me,” said Keira indignantly. “We both know a Mastery Skill by itself is meaningless.” 
 
    Even if one knew how to swing a sword around, it was hardly enough to qualify them as a competent swordsman. They’d get demolished instantly by someone who had the right Attributes and Skills to support their fighting style. 
 
    “Fine, fine!” the dwarf threw her hands in the air. “Leave it to that old shoe strap to get all the sharp ones,” she mumbled. 
 
    “Shoe strap?” 
 
    “Never mind that. Listen ‘ere, kitty-” 
 
    “Keira.” 
 
    “Keira, right. I appreciate yer enthusiasm and all that, but yer just not cut out fer it. Ye don’t have the right build, the right foundation to be a Warrior. Yer arms are like noodles and yer body’s too light.” 
 
    Even if anyone could become a strong Warrior in theory, some were far better suited than others. The Job required one to forge their own body into a weapon, but the quality of said weapon varied greatly depending on the base material, so to speak. Yes, Attributes had the power to make one far more athletic than they had any right to be, but there were certain biological limitations they could not overcome. One such example was that a beastkin female would always be inferior to a human male when it came to muscle mass, endurance, and stamina. That difference would only grow wider as both individuals advanced as Warriors. 
 
    In short, Keira would need to be a massive tower of a woman like Lola if she hoped to go toe-to-toe with the Empire’s footmen. 
 
    “Then, what about being a Berserker?” the redhead suggested. 
 
    “Same thing. Actually, that one’s an even worse match for ye. Yer way too happy-go-lucky to work up the right sort of temperament one needs to really master the Job.” 
 
    “I can get angry when I need to!” 
 
    “Do not lump a Berserker’s unyielding rage with yer petty tantrums, child!” 
 
    The dwarf shouted with a voice dripping with bloodlust. It carried this supernatural weight around it that made one’s blood freeze over. Although Hilda was a Warrior instructor, that didn’t necessarily mean she was a Warrior herself. She simply knew everything there was to know about the Job. Her actual occupation was that of a Level 100 Berserker. An occupation that, as she demonstrated, came with a few quirks. 
 
    “It is fury that burns as bright as the sun, yet is also black as the darkest abyss. It rises up from the depths of our souls, tryin’ to consume us, beggin’ to bathe in the blood of those around us—friend and foe alike. In some ways, our worst enemy is ourselves.” 
 
    Boxxy legitimately felt a degree of fear and pressure it hadn’t experienced in a long time. This feeling was amplified tenfold in Keira’s reaction as the catgirl shrank back from the terrifying dwarf, shivering and sweating profusely all the while. 
 
    “But we don’t just let that side of us run wild. We cannot let it. So, we harness it, control it, nurture it, and direct it. It’s a grim and violent path that muddles the line between men… and monsters.” 
 
    The oppressive atmosphere slowly waned away as Hilda reigned in her boiling rage.  
 
    “Think ye can manage that, girlie.” 
 
    “N-n-n-n-no… ma’am…” 
 
    That was the truth from the bottom of the shapeshifter’s heart. Even if Boxxy knew anger, the sheer pit of malice it just saw brought new insights into Kora’s perpetually violent nature. Being a Berserker was something that ran far deeper than just a collection of self-destructive Skills. 
 
    “Aye, didn’t think so. Anyway, on the opposite end of the spectrum are Monks. But ye lack the sort of discipline and peace of mind to make good use of that, either. Being a Paladin is right out.” 
 
    “I- I see… So, I guess I’ll have to seek out a Rogue trainer after all…” 
 
    That wasn’t necessarily the case. The doppelganger could get what it wanted originally if it used a random disguise for long enough to obtain the Warrior Job as a fresh-faced recruit. The only issue was that this course of action would need to wait until Keira got back to Azurvale. 
 
    “That won’t be necessary, lassie.” 
 
    Hilda’s words threw its scheming mind completely off-track. 
 
    “Ye see, I had a feelin’ this is where we’d end up. Fortunately fer yer scrawny arse, I know a Job that’ll suit ye just fine!” 
 
    The dwarf turned her head to the side and beckoned over the woman who had been standing nearby like a sore thumb for the past while. She had auburn hair, brown eyes, a very slim figure, and wore extremely light armor bordering on plain clothes. She bore a large scar on her right cheek, and her otherwise plain face placed her somewhere in her early thirties. She was also human, which immediately prompted Boxxy to start releasing calming pheromones to counteract its Butcher of Humanity Perk. It didn’t seem to work too well though, as she still eyed the catgirl with a sharp glare. The shapeshifter silently wished for a way to turn that blasted effect off, but such a method was unlikely to miraculously appear out of thin air. 
 
    “This here’s Jessie. Ah, don’t mind that mean look of hers,” said Hilda. “She can’t help it.” 
 
    “Oh, so she’s actually nice once you get past it?” asked Keira hopefully. 
 
    “Nah. She’s still a massive cunt, but it’s best if you try and ignore it.” 
 
    “Watch your mouth, you old bat,” the woman growled. “I’ll rip your damned tongue out if you don’t.” 
 
    The dwarf rolled her eyes at the befuddled catgirl as if to say ‘case in point’ before turning her attention back to the matter at hand. 
 
    “Anyway, Jessie’s got an attitude problem, but she can give ye just the Job yer lookin’ fer.” 
 
    “Just so you know,” the woman glared at the catgirl even harder, “if you want training, you gotta pay up.” 
 
    “Ah! If it’s money, then-” 
 
    Keira reached for the coin pouch she had prepared in advance, but the woman snatched it out of her hands. She dumped the coins inside onto her palm, picked out a total of 200 GP and then haphazardly tossed the pouch at the catgirl’s feet. 
 
    “I appreciate your patronage,” she said with a rotten smile. 
 
    She had no idea just how close she was to getting herself killed. It had taken every last drop of Boxxy’s self-control to keep it from lashing out, ripping her arm off, beating her half to death with it, and then eating her still-twitching corpse whole. While it inwardly congratulated itself on not brutally murdering the woman, the dwarf moved in and punched her colleague in the gut, forcing her to keel over and drop the gold. Being struck by that heavy-looking metal glove was no different from being hit by a giant hammer, and it very nearly knocked the woman unconscious. 
 
    “Oy!” Hilda shouted at her. “None of that!” 
 
    She bent over, picked up the scattered gold and returned it all to Keira with an apologetic tone. 
 
    “Sorry ‘bout that. She’s a bit of a twat, but she’s still the only Blade Dancer trainer we have on hand at the moment.” 
 
    “Ah… thanks…. What’s a Blade Dancer, though?” 
 
    This was not a Job either Keira or Boxxy had heard of before. 
 
    “Well, it’s probably best if I show ye. C’mon, Jess, let’s have a little spar fer yer new disciple’s benefit!” 
 
    “Koff, koff!” the woman sputtered. “I’ll get you this time, ya old bat!” 
 
    Jessie scrambled to her feet while coughing profusely. She stabilized her breathing and pulled out one of the two swords on her left hip. It was a sabre—a type of one-handed sword with a long, thin, and slightly curved one-sided blade. It was quite similar to the rapier that started this whole thing, except that particular treasure of a weapon was straight, and more needle-like. Jessie assumed a one-handed stance with her right shoulder pointed forward and her left arm behind her hip. It almost looked classy, if not for the sour expression on her face. 
 
    “Adagio Variation.” 
 
    Her body glowed with a soft, blue light that gradually faded away after a few seconds while Hilda took one of the blunted training swords from a nearby weapons stand. 
 
    “Right then, come at me,” the dwarf beckoned. 
 
    Jessie lunged forward with a vicious stab aimed directly at the dwarf’s unarmored face, but was avoided with a tilt of her head. The human clicked her tongue and stepped abruptly to the right while swinging her sword diagonally, but her blow was effortlessly deflected by the dwarf’s sword. She kept making sudden, deliberate movements as she tried to poke holes in Hilda’s guard. Despite her best effort, all of Jessie’s attacks were effortlessly dodged or parried. The dwarf struck back with speed that matched the human’s, which was surprising given her stature. Then again, Boxxy was sure the ‘old bat’ was holding back quite a bit. This wouldn’t be a very good demonstration if the one showing off was knocked out in one hit, after all. 
 
    However, Hilda’s attacks were still as sharp and deadly as Jessie’s. The Blade Dancer avoided them with minimal movements, either by stepping back or to the side. It seems she didn’t want to even try parrying or deflecting them with her weapon. This was probably a good idea since she’d likely be overpowered by her opponent’s brute strength. She also tried to use the gap between Hilda’s strikes to counter with a stab or slash, but those mostly just bounced harmlessly off of Hilda’s thick armor. 
 
    “C’mon, Jess, this can hardly be called a demonstration,” the dwarf called out in a bored tone. “Get a bit serious, will ye?” 
 
    No, she’s already serious, Boxxy noted internally. Seriously trying to kill you, that is. 
 
    Each and every one of the Blade Dancer’s attacks were aimed at vital areas such as the eyes, throat or the tiny gaps between Hilda’s armor plates. Unlike her opponent, she gave it her all and didn’t hold back in the slightest. Or at least, that’s how it appeared at first, but the Blade Dancer stopped her feet abruptly at those provocative words. 
 
    “Alright, you asked for it.” 
 
    It seems she was indeed holding herself back somewhat. Jessie lowered her stance into a far more relaxed one while drawing the second sword from her hip. It was a sabre, just like the first, only it seemed to be slightly shorter. She twisted her body around, positioning her left blade over her head and the right one parallel to her hip. She moved with such grace that it almost made her metal weapons seem like cloth ribbons. 
 
    “Presto Variation!” 
 
    Much like before, her body briefly glowed with a soft light. Only this time it was a green one. The exact effects of those Skills were unclear due to the weird words mixed in, but it was definitely a type of body strengthening technique. 
 
    “Dancing Swords!” 
 
    The next Skill she used caused transparent copies of her weapons to appear out of thin air. They floated around her unnaturally as if held by invisible strings, but were definitely guided by her will. 
 
    “Winterlich Waltz!” 
 
    At those two words, Jessie renewed her assault, but her movements were massively different from before. Rather than thrusts or short slashing motions, she made wide, grand swings as she twirled in and out of Hilda’s range. Her weapons left behind faint-blue trails as they swung through the air, and left a thin layer of frost whenever they collided with Hilda’s armor or training sword. 
 
    Her speed was noticeably higher, almost incomparable to before. It was at the level where Keira would normally see her as a blur that quite literally danced circles around her stationary opponent. Of course, the catgirl was anything but ‘normal’ and could easily track her movements, though she doubted whether she could move at those speeds. Even Hilda had trouble keeping up with them completely. 
 
    The Dancing Blades performed similar movements to their owner, forcing the dwarf to bring her large shield to bear in order to properly defend against the countless strikes coming at her from various angles. However, neither the floating blades nor the physical ones could get a clean hit on the veteran combatant. A few accurate swings of Hilda’s weapon quickly destroyed those flying annoyances, but it created a tiny opening for the Blade Dancer to launch her next attack. 
 
    “Blade Tornado!” 
 
    At Jesse’s words, both her blades abandoned their blue glow, and instead shone with the dull red light typical of most Martial Arts. The woman spun around on one leg like a human top, becoming a literal whirlwind of steel. Her attack let off a barrage of sparks and a chorus of screeches as her swords grinded against Hilda’s shield like a high-speed circular saw, though the dwarf didn’t seem to struggle in the slightest. 
 
    In fact, she found a gap and swung her sword down onto the spinning Jessie, who had to abandon her technique to dodge it by a hair’s breadth. The dwarf took a few more swings with her blade, but her opponent swayed gently like a blade of grass swaying against the wind. The unnatural movements seemed to ignore the way joints, momentum, and gravity normally worked and flowed into a sweeping strike at the sides of the dwarf’s knees. A nasty scraping noise rang out as her blade cut through the gap in Hilda’s armor, though it drew no blood. 
 
    “Flamenco de Fuego!” 
 
    Jessie switched strategy again, changing her movements’ rhythm and flow. She moved with rapid side-steps and made short, fast jabs and slashes at her opponent’s face and joints with blades coated with a thin layer of fire. She came at the dwarf from various angles, constantly shifting her position. She seemed to finally be pushing past the veteran’s iron-tight defenses. 
 
    “Rose Thorns!” 
 
    She overlapped whatever she was doing with another Martial Art. Her right hand launched a barrage of stabs, making it look like her blades had multiplied. A few of the thrusts successfully penetrated Hilda’s guard, scratching her cheek and singing her hair slightly. This did not sit well with the shorter fighter. 
 
    “Shield Bash!” 
 
    The dwarf surged forward while swinging her shield arm. The mass of metal slammed into the Blade Dancer, interrupting her performance by sending her flying several meters through the air. She landed on the hard-packed ground, rolled over twice and ceased movement altogether. Well, she was probably alive since her chest was moving up and down, but she wouldn’t be waking up anytime soon by the look of things. 
 
    “Phew,” Hilda exhaled before turning to face the blank-faced beastkin. “Well, there ye have it, kit- I mean, Keira. As ye can see, Blade Dancers are a melee-oriented Job that relies on swift movement and pinpoint strikes rather than brute force.” 
 
    The dwarf put away her training sword and patted down the singed and frosted parts of her gear before continuing. 
 
    “They also get some basic body reinforcement magic to use on themselves, and a number of other tricks to keep opponents on their toes. Those dances ye saw let them imbue their attack with various elemental effects. Well, they’re kinda weak since a Dancer’s INT is pretty low, but ye can still nail a monster’s Bane or damage someone through their armor.” 
 
    The dwarf glanced over to the still-unmoving Jessie and turned her attention back to Keira. 
 
    “Well, we got a bit of time before her Royal Twattiness wakes up, so I can answer any questions ye got fer me.” 
 
    “Are… Are you sure?” the redhead warily spoke up. “Shouldn’t we wait until she gets back up?” 
 
    “It’s fine,” the dwarf said dismissively. “I may not look it, but I know quite a bit about that prancing prat’s Job. She’s just here to give you the Job, I’ll be the one overseein’ yer actual training. Or at least as much as I can, what with the war business going on.” 
 
    “Oh. Then, uhm, what are Blade Dancers best at?” 
 
    “It depends on the individual, but generally speakin’ they’re at their strongest in one-on-one combat. They can deal with lots of small fries fairly easily, too. They can also use those stances—or ‘Variations’ as they’re called—to raise their speed even further, but their stamina and MP will disappear in a flash if they overdo it.” 
 
    “What about weaknesses?” 
 
    Besides being grossly out-Leveled by a dwarf Ranker, of course. 
 
    “Being outnumbered by opponents of relatively equal strength is bad. I mean, that’s normally the case for everyone, but Blade Dancers have it extra-rough, and something they normally avoid at all costs. Fightin’ stuff with long-range attacks or heavy armor also puts ‘em at a significant disadvantage, but ye can probably handle all that with yer Ranger tricks.” 
 
    “So one Job covers the other’s weak points! I see, I see!” 
 
    Mobility and precision were a Ranger’s strong points, but it was a Job that was almost entirely focused on projectile-based weaponry. Bows, crossbows, slingshots, throwing knives—that sort of thing. By themselves, they were almost completely defenseless in close quarters combat. It went without saying they’d lose instantly if caught by a Warrior, Rogue, or any other melee specialist. Avoiding those types of Jobs was easier said than done, because they all had ways of closing the gap between them and their target. Lola, for example, could use a Skill that launched a harpoon-like projectile made with magic, which could be used to pull her and her target closer together if it hit. 
 
    In other words, ‘I will be fine if I don’t get hit’ was a foolish sentiment among adventurers and monsters alike. Therefore, having a melee-oriented Job that was highly compatible with a Ranger’s natural strengths made for a very attractive proposition. Blade Dancer was more or less perfect for Keira. In fact, it was actually better suited to her than Ranger given the shapeshifter’s experience with close-quarters combat. It might have even picked this Job for its alter ego in the first place if it had known about it at the time. Unfortunately, even Boxxy recognized the catgirl’s apparent build was ill-suited to being a Warrior, so it hadn’t even bothered to ask the Knights of Elena. There was no telling how long it would have remained ignorant to Blade Dancer’s existence if it hadn’t decided to ask Hilda for advice. As expected, the insight and knowledge of one who has lived a long time was a tasty resource to have. 
 
    There were still a few nagging thoughts regarding that Job, though. 
 
    “How come I’ve never seen a Blade Dancer around before?” 
 
    The monster was quite sure it would remember them if it came across them. Of course, trying to remember each and every person it killed was like counting the number of breaths it had taken, but it was sure a fighting style like Jessie’s would stand out in its memory. 
 
    “Dunno,” said Hilda with a shrug. “It’s not like it’s a weak Job or anythin’ like that, but it never really caught on ‘round these parts. Maybe it’s a culture thing or a race thing, but I just think that very few people around Azurvale have the natural aptitude fer it. Dwarves like me are right out. It’s pretty popular among yer kind to the far east, though. There’s a good chance yer compatibility with it is good.” 
 
    “Ah, so that’s how it was,” the redhead nodded. 
 
    “Anything else on yer mind?” 
 
    “Yeah. Was this spar really necessary?” 
 
    The dwarf obviously knew the ins and outs of the Job, and her words explained it much better than her actions. This entire demonstration was rather pointless in retrospect. It just seemed like harassment or bullying. 
 
    “Nah, not really,” the dwarf admitted. “It was mostly an excuse to smack that twat about a bit.” 
 
    “I… see…” 
 
    So, it was bullying after all. Boxxy quickly filed Hilda under its ‘Impressively Violent’ mental category and proceeded with its final decision. 
 
    “Then, I want to try being a Blade Dancer.” 
 
    “Good choice. Well, I think it’s a bit early fer yer second Job, but time isn’t a luxury we have right now, aye?” 
 
    “Well, technically it’s my third Job…” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Yeah, I got the Artificer Job like two weeks ago from a friend.” 
 
    “Ohhhh! So you’re that Merry Popper I’ve be hearin’ about!” Hilda joyfully exclaimed. 
 
    “Merry Popper?” 
 
    “Aye! The wee lass that blows shit up with a smile on her face! That’s you, ain’t it?!” 
 
    “…” 
 
    It would seem Keira had already gotten somewhat of a questionable reputation around the fort. It was an undeniable truth she spent a lot of her spare time making and testing various explosives with Fizzy’s help, but it was hardly worthy of such a nickname, was it? 
 
    “Actually, this is a good opportunity,” Hilda lowered her voice to a more conspiratorial tone. “Ye think ye and yer mate could hook me up with an exploding hammer?” 
 
    “I, err, what?” 
 
    “Ye know, just something that goes ‘boom’ when ye swing it just right, yeh?” 
 
    “Well, uh, that, I mean, it’s probably possible. But you’d get caught up in it too, you know?” 
 
    Even Boxxy was especially careful with bombs and grenades. Metal shrapnel had a habit of flying unpredictably far, not to mention it ricocheted off hard surfaces such as rocks and shields. It didn’t matter how high her Level was, not even Hilda would get away unscathed from a point-blank explosion like that. 
 
    “I know! That’s what makes it fun!” 
 
    For the briefest moment, Boxxy felt something that might be called a genuine pang of sympathy for Faehorn. Regardless of their species or motives, that elf still said some useful hints that Boxxy could genuinely learn from. It suddenly made sense why he never got along fully with this woman, despite being decades-long adventuring companions. 
 
    Well, none of that was really a reason to deny her. In fact, Keira had nothing to lose from getting on her good side. 
 
    “T-then, uhm, as long as you pay for the materials-” 
 
    “Nice one, lass!” 
 
    The dwarf cheered and heavily slapped the catgirl on the back. 
 
    [You have suffered minor blunt force trauma. HP -29.] 
 
    “Geh!” 
 
    “Oops, sorry ‘bout that! Got a bit too excited!” 
 
    ‘A bit too excited’ she says, Boxxy internalized its discomfort. That strike was strong enough to turn most house pets and even some bottom-tier monsters into paste! 
 
    “Anyway, just send the list of stuff over to me later and I’ll take care of it!” 
 
    “S-sure thing, miss Hilda.” 
 
    “While we’re at it, think I can get a matching exploding helmet? You know, to give some real ‘Oomph!’ to my headbutts?” 
 
    It was at that moment that Boxxy escalated its internal classification of Hilda from ‘Impressively Violent’ to ‘Batshit Crazy.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Part Four 
 
    A pack of gnolls were busy digging into a trio of deer carcasses, the result of a particularly successful hunt. The camp was shoddy at best. They had only cleared up enough space to lay their heads and make a firepit. They hadn’t put up any huts or tents, so the only thing separating their sleeping space from the rest of the forest was trampled-down grass and the faint scent of urine they used to mark their territory. 
 
    However, their lack of shelter was due to their relatively low intelligence. Although not quite on the level of enlightened races, gnolls were at the very least still smarter than goblins. Of course, they knew full well how to protect themselves from the elements. Otherwise their species would have long ago been wiped out by the harsh winters that plagued the lands of the elf-dominated Ishigar Republic. Although many monsters and animals hibernated during the frigid winter, gnolls remained active. They survived the numerous snowstorms and freezing temperatures by huddling up in small villages that consisted of burrows and wooden huts while subsiding on smoked meat and dried fruit. 
 
    Which was why anyone that knew enough about the beasts would wonder about this particular pack’s actions. Gnolls were not particularly big eaters, so the game they caught was more than enough to sate the hunger of the two-dozen individuals. Normally, they would eat only as much as necessary and then preserve the leftovers for the coming winter. 
 
    Yet, the canine humanoids gorged themselves frantically, showing no signs of stopping as meat, guts and bones were crunched and swallowed without any hesitation or thoughts as to their long-term survival. Although reading their snouted, hyena-like faces was impossible, one would still get the distinct impression that these things ate like there was no tomorrow. This hypothetical observer would be right, because in all likelihood, these individuals would not see another dawn. 
 
    An arrow flew silently out of the tree line, boring straight through one of the creatures’ skulls and pinning his corpse to his comrade’s shoulder. The injured gnoll let out a yelp in pain and shock as three more projectiles followed, reducing the total number of gnolls down to twenty in an instant. The biggest and burliest of them, who also had the best stolen gear of the lot, let out a howl and rallied the others. They all reached for their rusty spears, dulled swords, and crude clubs. Once armed, they huddled together in a tight circle while facing outward. They took long, deep breaths and patiently waited for Death to come and claim them, much like it had the rest of their tribe. 
 
    Originally, these gnolls had been part of a village. Theirs had been one of the bigger settlements in vicinity of Fort Yimin, although mostly because there was a good deal of distance between the two. The gnolls had long ago learned not to tread near the fortress, and instead expanded their territory in the opposite direction. As a result of their chief’s unnaturally wise decision, the tribe flourished, and their numbers doubled to about two hundred adults and thirty pups over the course of a few years. 
 
    That all changed two days ago, when that came. A sole female adventurer attacked their village head-on for seemingly no reason. Not that the creatures cared. Gnolls often attacked everything outside their own tribe on sight, and did not hesitate to mobilize against the intruder. They thought they would just crush the beastkin and turn her into jerky, but they had no idea as to the sheer terror that lie dormant in that small frame. 
 
    That killed over half of them within the first half hour. Fighters, farmers, children—it didn’t matter who or what, all were sliced up and devoured on the spot. Then, for some inexplicable reason, that disappeared into thin air as if it were a bad dream, right as that was skewering one of them on its sword. The surviving gnolls all gathered up and made a decision. They would abandon the settlement and move further north. That would definitely return to finish the job. Not one of the remaining gnolls believed otherwise. They took what food and weapons they could carry and ran off into the wilderness without a second thought.  
 
    They had the right idea, but their execution of it hadn’t been fast enough. No less than six hours later, that was already hot on their trail. The remaining ninety-or-so gnolls desperately fought back as they ran for their lives. They split up, set crude traps, even resorted to poisoning their young and feeding them to that, but none of it slowed it down in the slightest. Little by little, bit by bit, they were all hunted down and slain. These twenty were likely the last survivors, and that would not last long. None of them doubted the identity of their attacker. After all, the ones that died moments ago were their only remaining Druids and Shamans. That, the thing that looked like a girl, always made a point of taking out the rare magic users among them first. 
 
    Just as expected, that strode confidently out of the woods, and all the gnolls silently stared at the approaching horror. Crimson hair like a rampaging forest fire. Piercing yellow eyes that barely registered them as sentient beings. A pearly-white, crescent-like grin plastered on its face. A naked, slender body unburdened by foolish things like clothes or armor. A furry red tail that swished playfully behind like a reaper’s scythe. 
 
    That bore the appearance of a young and feeble human-like girl however one looked at it. While not immediately threatening, the horrific gap between its appearance and its strength only made that that more terrifying. Those tiny arms had literally punched down the walls of their village. Those small teeth could crunch up their skulls and bones as if they were dried leaves. Those frail-looking legs carried it with a speed too fast for any of them to follow. That soft skin that allowed no blade, arrow, or Spell to leave a lasting injury on.  
 
    That was an opponent all of them knew just enough of to understand they were no match. They knew it would come, that their comrades’ diversions were pointless and merely delayed the inevitable. Their fight-or-flight instincts had long ago given up, as neither option would save them. Their time was at an end, and so they put all their remaining strength into enjoying what had undoubtedly been their last meal. 
 
    The girl-shaped thing drew a long, white blade seemingly out of thin air. It gripped it in its right hand and assumed a sideways stance with its left arm behind its back and her right shoulder forward. 
 
    “Adagio Variation,” it mumbled in a sickeningly sweet voice. 
 
    The catgirl-shaped monster kicked the ground, crossing the distance between itself and its prey in an instant. The rapier pierced clean through the skull of the biggest one, who seemed to be in charge. The others swung their weapons in desperation, but every single one of them was avoided with minimal effort. They knew attacking would have been pointless even if they lopped the thing’s head off, but there did not exist a single monster on this world that would go down without putting up a fight when cornered. 
 
    The girl-thing struck out with its left hand, its slender claw-tipped fingers digging into the nape of a gnoll’s neck as if they were pins inserted into a cushion. It withdrew them a moment later, and did the same to two more. The three gnolls howled in rage, and then swung out at their own comrades, cutting them down in cold blood as the catgirl’s mithril rapier pierced skull after skull. 
 
    “Winterlich Waltz.” 
 
    At her second utterance, that shining blade stained with blood gave off an eerie blue light, and the surrounding temperature started dropping in the next instant. She swung it about in grand, slashing arcs, encasing everything she hit in a thick layer of ice and turning her prey into gnollcicles, one after the other. Even the ones that turned on their own kin were slaughtered indiscriminately. All said and done, it took but a minute to turn all the remaining gnolls into naught but shards of ice. 
 
    Well, except for the first one that Boxxy had hit with its newly-acquired Blade Dancer Skill. That one had quite literally exploded into gold coins. And the reason for that was clearly visible in the string of lingering messages inside the Mimic’s mind. 
 
    [Proficiency level increased. Hornet Style is now Level 4. STR +2. AGI +2.]
[Proficiency level increased. Puppet Parasite is now Level 4. INT+2. CHR +2.]
[Proficiency level increased. Adagio Variation is now Level 3. DEX +2. AGI+2.]
[Chaotic energies swirl around you. The next thing you kill will explode into a shower of gold.]
[Proficiency level increased. Winterlich Waltz is now Level 2. AGI +2. INT +2.]
[Level up!]
[Congratulations, you are now a Level 16 Blade Dancer! DEX +2. END +2. STR +1. AGI +1.]
[Proficiency level increased. Winterlich Waltz is now Level 3. AGI +2. INT +2.] 
 
    “Ahhh, hahahahahaha!” 
 
    The shapeshifter let out a laugh of one clearly drunk on power. Its newly-acquired Job and related Skills were developing at a mind-boggling pace. How long had it been since Boxxy experienced rapid growth like this? It was so delicious that it almost forgot itself. 
 
    “Ahahah! Ahah…. Ahem.” 
 
    The monster reigned in its enthusiasm. It had to be careful not to be found out, even if there was a million-to-one chance someone from the fort might see it like this. Well, getting sixteen Levels of a new Job within four days would probably turn quite a few heads, but it’s next guild-mandated Full Appraisal wasn’t for another two months. It would be quite some time before it was at any real danger of someone questioning Keira’s abnormal Level progression, but that moment would surely come. Even if Essence Concealment had a way of toning down the apparent Level of General Skills, Jobs were far more binary. They and their related Skills could be either shown or hidden, and that was it. This was an odd distinction, but that was just how things were. At the very least, it wouldn’t have to explain how it obtained such a high Level of Sword Mastery in so little time. Honestly speaking though, being able to completely hide the fact it was a doppelganger was all the shapeshifter really wanted out of the Skill. Everything else was an added bonus so long as it had access to Job trainers. 
 
    Indeed, having a proper Job to support its swordplay really made a huge amount of difference. The Hornet Style Skill it learned as a Level 5 Blade Dancer gave it the ability to use the same bizarre-yet-effective one-handed fighting style Jessie had demonstrated during her spar. Adagio Variation, on the other hand, was less like a stance, as Hilda had described it, and more of a physical boost that assisted Keira’s movements. And last but not least, there was Winterlich Waltz. It was an odd Skill halfway between a Spell and a Martial Art. It evoked Caster-like magical effects through continuous motion rather than chanting. Unlike Jessie, however, Keira had enough INT to make the ability quite devastating. 
 
    Of course, the creature hadn’t neglected its monster Skills, either. Using Puppet Parasite in humanoid form was a bit tricky, but the monster forced itself to learn how to do it. It would be fighting a lot more in Keira’s body, and needed to practice employing its various abilities with speed and subtlety. That and many Blade Dancer Skills required a more ‘standard’ arrangement of limbs. Winterlich Waltz, for instance, was impossible to use unless one had exactly two feet and two arms. Even Hornet Style was tricky to use properly with tentacles, but the passive boost it gave to sword damage was quite tasty all the same. 
 
    That said, the boon couldn’t compare to Boxxy having its Chaotic Disposition actually produce a favorable result for once. The shapeshifter half-expected the coins it had produced to fade away with time. It wasn’t as if the gnoll turned into gold, but more like the coins burst out of its skull as if they had always been there. Meaning they were likely conjured out of thin air and would disappear into nothingness with time. Even if that weren’t the case, there was no merchant out there that would consider them legal tender. 
 
    In fact, it was more accurate to call these things ‘chips’ than ‘coins.’ Each was blank on both sides, lacking the crests or portraits of dead guys that governments typically carved into minted currency. The relative size and weight would put each chip’s value somewhere around eighteen gold pieces, but no such denomination existed in either the Empire or the Republic. Or anywhere else, for that matter. 
 
    Most nations on the continent of Atica complied with a series of ancient regulations known collectively as the Gold Standard Concordat. These had been put in place over a millennium ago by Mortimer, the God of Death and Commerce, presumably as a means of ensuring profitable trade between the various enlightened cultures. As a result, the various nations used functionally identical currency. A King Piece coin, for instance, had the same weight, composition, dimensions, and monetary worth of 50 GP regardless of which nation minted it. There was nothing keeping merchants and shopkeepers from accepting foreign currency other than their political views and beliefs. 
 
    It was therefore highly unlikely anyone would accept the freshly conjured almost-coins Boxxy gleefully stuffed into its Storage, but the shapeshifter didn’t care. It actually preferred them over real money, since the perfectly flat and smooth edges made the blank coins that much shinier. It understood they’d likely disappear, but Boxxy wouldn’t be Boxxy if it let such curious shinies wallow in the dirt unappreciated. There was still joy to be found in the at the acts of picking them up, carefully cleaning them, and safely depositing them in its pocket dimension one by one. 
 
    If nothing else, this was a much more enjoyable instance of Chaotic Disposition than the one that had triggered during its first assault on the gnolls. Being suddenly transported twenty meters in a random direction was something it had experienced a few times before, but getting teleported twenty kilometers? It shuddered to think what would have happened if the spot it appeared in was straight up in the air, or deep underground. It had been inwardly cursing Jedediah, the Goddess of Chaos, for forcing this infuriating ability onto it, but this literal jackpot had somewhat improved Boxxy’s opinion of Chaotic Disposition. 
 
    Having finished collecting the temporary boon to its ever-growing hoard, the shapeshifter reverted to its favorite chest-bound shape, and proceeded to eat up the gnoll’s remnants. Unlike before, it could leisurely savor the flavor, so it was in no rush to scarf them down. Their flesh was a bit stringy, but definitely on the tasty side. The frozen ones were even better than normal, as their iced-over flesh and bone was really crunchy and fun to chew on.  
 
    Stuffing so many icy bits into its maw so quickly proved to be a bad decision when Boxxy suddenly felt a shooting pain run up the back of its throat and spread across the top of its lid. Its immediate thought was that it had eaten a poisoned gnoll again, but a quick consultation with Snack revealed this was not the case. Apparently, the creature had just experienced something called a ‘brain freeze.’ Boxxy immediately began to panic, but its faithful familiar was quick to assure her master that the term was very much metaphorical. 
 
    All of that settled, the criminally ignorant shapeshifter thought on its next course of action. 
 
    Now then, I should probably head back. 
 
    This pack of gnolls were the last ones in the area, and the length of Keira’s solo hunting trips were starting to push the boundaries of what was acceptable within the Republic’s armed forces during times of war. Pretty soon she would get almost no free time, which was partly why Boxxy was so adamant about getting as many Levels as possible within a short time frame. At the very least its educated guess was spot on, and the vast majority of the XP it got from killing things with swords went towards its Blade Dancer Job.  
 
    This would definitely need to be the very last occupation Boxxy picked up in the foreseeable future. It was common knowledge among adventurers that an individual with one Job at Level 100 was infinitely more terrifying than someone who had five at Level 20, and Boxxy was already splitting its focus too much. The shapeshifter was a Warlock while Spell-slinging, an Artificer while tinkering, a Blade Dancer while swinging a sword around, a Ranger while shooting at things with a bow, and a doppelganger at all times. 
 
    Oh right, its Ranger Job had hit Level 30 along the way. Boxxy was so enthralled with killing things, it almost forgot about it. Now that it was free from Faehorn’s nagging, it could freely pick the Skills it wanted, and it almost immediately chose one it heard much about. 
 
    [Hunter’s Mark]
A good hunter never loses sight of their quarry.
Requirements: Level 30 Ranger, 200 PER
Type: Active
Activation Time: Instant
Cost: 130 MP
Range: 200 Meters
[Effects]
Tracks the target’s location for the next 30 minutes.
Targets afflicted with Hunter’s Mark take additional damage from projectile-based weaponry equal to 2% per Level of this Skill.
Increases the range and duration of this Skill by 20% per Level of this Skill. 
 
    It was a Skill that could be called the natural enemy of Rogues, Spies and any other Job that relied on stealth or invisibility. An unwitting target could get ‘tagged’ at a distance without realizing it, at which point the Ranger could tell their exact location regardless of how sneaky they were. Even if they realized they were marked by tracking magic, they’d need a Wizard’s De-spell or a Paladin or Priest to Cleanse them of the effect. The extra potency of ranged attacks was nothing to scoff at either. Lastly, the Skill would certainly prove useful once Boxxy grew strong enough to seek vengeance on Edward, making this a no-brainer. 
 
    [Proficiency level increased. Hunter’s Mark is now Level 1. INT +2. WIS +2. PER +2.] 
 
    That said, Boxxy already had a more immediate use for it in mind. Underwood’s intelligence gathering had determined that no less than six Imperials with Level 100 Jobs would be present at the upcoming siege. Hunter’s Mark would make it easier for the shapeshifter to track and avoid these VIPs. Boxxy had serious doubts it could survive any of them, even if it didn’t have to maintain its cover as Keira.  
 
    Reaching Level 100 in a Job did more than allow enlightened to Rank Up. It gave them access to a unique and extremely powerful Ultimate Skill. Faehorn’s was something called Turret Stance, which allowed him to fire arrows with a truly unbelievable rate of fire so long as he stood still. Hilda’s Ultimate was Tempest of Wrath, which unleashed her inner rage to bolster allies while hindering enemies. Boxxy didn’t know the exact effects and conditions of either Skill, but that was expected. 
 
    The only reason the ex-mimic knew about those two was because it had gotten close to them as Keira, but adventurers normally kept the details about their trump cards as secret as possible. It wasn’t far-fetched to say that the tide of a battle between two armies could easily sway depending on how effectively each side utilized the Ultimate Skills at their disposal. In a situation where the Empire fielded six such people while the Republic only had three, the latter would almost always lose. This would be the case even if the defenders had a large advantage in troop strength, which they most certainly didn’t.  
 
    In short, the Republic’s defeat was more or less a certainty. Even knowing that, simply giving up Fort Yimin and the surrounding region without a fight was even worse in the long run. The elves had no choice but to make a stand. They were in a desperate situation, and if Boxxy learned anything from its days at the Mercenary Guild in Erosa, it was that desperate people made for excellent clients. Hence why ‘Mister Sandman’ had offered the 3rd Legion’s leadership a plan that just might tip the scales in their favor. It didn’t really care whether they won or lost, it just wanted to secure as much profit as possible. 
 
    Fort Yimin’s commanding officers naturally frowned at the vigilante’s profiteering behavior, but they ultimately accepted the deal. In fact, it was just about time for Boxxy to collect its down payment, so it wasted no time getting back to base. A quick cast of Transfamiliar caused it to swap places with Claws, who was about sixty kilometers away. This distance was around the limit of Boxxy’s current MP. Transfamiliar, like other spatial relocation magic, grew in cost directly proportional to the distance traveled. In other words, as long as Boxxy’s MP grew, so too would the distance it could cover in a single use of the Spell. 
 
    Right now, however, it was still several kilometers away from Fort Yimin, inside a secluded cave covered in Claws’ webs. It quickly assumed Keira’s form and took her gear out of Storage. It could have worn it during the gnoll hunt, but that would have left some very conspicuous stains and holes in her outfit. Not the sort of condition one would expect it to be after what was supposed to be a light hunt. 
 
    Once Keira was properly dressed, she strode out of the cave and ran on all fours back to the fort. She returned to base in the early afternoon, and was almost immediately sent out again. The redhead was escorted by the same platoon of soldiers as last time, including another chest heavy with treasure. A gnomish Wizard—one of Imiryl’s disciples—handled the Gate Spell that transported the group from the outskirts of the fort to the vicinity of Cyrilla’s tree. 
 
    This time the armed soldiers let Keira carry the heavy chest to the dryad’s resting spot all by herself right from the start. Although the embarrassment this particular bunch suffered at her hands was not made public, none of them were keen to repeat it. Imiryl herself had suffered the worst of it, so none were surprised to hear she refused to ever get near that tree again. There was also the matter that news of her spanking had somehow spread throughout the fort, and many believed the outlandish tale. The infamously snobbish high elf showed far too much modesty and reservation as of late for that scandalous rumor to not be true. 
 
    That aside, the beastkin’s escorts couldn’t help but feel their mission had changed. Since the Sandman had apparently proven himself trustworthy, the purpose of their presence most likely to ensure a third party didn’t show up and ruin the transaction. So, the Rangers in the platoon focused their attention on the surrounding plains, and only one of them watched the beastkin carry the payment of five thousand GP off to the tree. She wobbled unsteadily for the latter half of the short walk due to the sheer weight of the gold in that chest, but she made it to the base of the ancient tree without incident.  
 
    Just like before, a cloaked figure they could only assume was the Sandman dropped down from above. He checked on the contents of the chest, and then handed something small to Keira, which she immediately stowed in a pouch on her belt. She then took out the beautiful mithril rapier on her waist, gave it a few demonstrative swishes and bowed to the Sandman, presumably in thanks. Leaving the chest behind, she walked back to the rest of the platoon, at which point the Wizard took them all back to base. All things said and done, the whole transaction had taken no more than ten minutes. 
 
    Once they were back at the fort, Keira immediately reported to Underwood’s stuffy office, as the man had become her direct superior at this point. Technically he was her boss’s boss, but Faehorn was still away on some assignment or another, and as such was incapable of relaying orders down the chain of command. Boxxy considered whether this timing was intentional, but it didn’t care too much since it got paid regardless. 
 
    “Ah, Decanus,” Silus greeted Keira as she entered his office. “Shall I take your speedy return as a sign that things went smoothly?” 
 
    “Yes, sir! No incidents whatsoever!” she happily saluted. 
 
    “That’s good. So, do you have the item?” 
 
    “Yeah! Uhh, should I show it to you here and now?” 
 
    “Indeed. Let’s see it.” 
 
    The beastkin reached into the pouch on her belt and brought out a small orb that was seven or eight centimeters in diameter. It was made of deep, orange amber with a high degree of transparency and a flawlessly smooth surface. A single blue flower with seven large petals was trapped inside the resin as if it were suspended in time. 
 
    “Oh my…. It’s… quite something, isn’t it?” stated the elf in admiration. 
 
    If this was truly what the Sandman had promised during their earlier communications, then the Republic had a very real chance at victory in the upcoming siege. If not, then they had been duped out of a small fortune. This was something he and his superiors judged was a worthwhile risk, despite the fact that the idea the masked man presented them with sounded outlandish and ludicrous at best. Silus personally felt like they were grasping at straws, but he still pushed his superiors to accept the Sandman’s deal. Both his job and his life were on the line, so he was rather pleased that this amber orb at least looked like the sort of precious treasure the masked man had claimed to possess. 
 
    “Yes, sir! It’s really pretty!” 
 
    Keira’s simplistic statement accompanied a blooming smile that seemed determined to outshine the item in her hands. If Underwood was a betting man, he’d put his money on the catgirl’s beautiful face winning that competition. 
 
    Wait, why am I comparing the two?! 
 
    The elf let a small frown float onto his lips, as he silently chastised himself. This was no time to admire his subordinate’s natural charm. Besides, he knew better than to try anything. Pursuing a personal relationship with her was a bad idea for so many reasons that he’d probably need a third hand to count them all. 
 
    “And how exactly do we use it?” he asked after that brief moment of self-reflection. 
 
    “Ah, that’s easy! Mister Sandman told me you just need hold onto it and say in a clear and commanding voice, ‘Mater est opus vobis.’” 
 
    “Wait, don’t just-” Silus tried to stop her, but it was too late. 
 
    *FWOOOOM* 
 
    The orb in the catgirl’s hands flashed with an intense yellow light before Underwood could stop her. 
 
    “Guh!” 
 
    “AAAAAARGH!” 
 
    The radiance temporarily blinded the elf and caused the catgirl to scream in a high-pitched wail. It took nearly twenty seconds for Underwood’s vision to begin to recover, and he could clearly hear Keira’s pained screams and panicked thrashing the whole time. It sounded like the redhead had fallen out of her seat and was rolling around on the floor in agony. That was only to be expected considering her much sharper eyesight was far more vulnerable to this sort of sensory overload. 
 
    *SLAM* 
 
    The man’s vision was still blurry and full of spots when a couple of soldiers barged into the room, no doubt to see what all the commotion was about. 
 
    “Sir! Are you alright?!” one of them asked. 
 
    “I’ll be fine!” Underwood shouted while rubbing his eyes. “Take the girl to the infirmary, quickly!” 
 
    This sort of magical flare could permanently damage someone’s eyesight, and Faehorn would have his head if he came back to find his star pupil in less-than-pristine condition. 
 
    “Sir, I believe that would be a very bad idea.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?! Get moving before- Before… Oh…” 
 
    As his eyes slowly readjusted themselves, he could make out Keira’s figure. She was curled up on the floor and holding onto her face with both hands, just as he’d expected. However, his previously impaired vision prevented him from noticing when, where, or how, but it would appear the two of them had some unexpected company. 
 
    Underwood beheld the form of a small girl, seemingly no more than nine or ten years old. She had green skin, grass-like hair, and wore nothing but a cluster of giant leaves that draped over her like a summer dress. Even though she looked so young, the two soldiers were clearly fearful of her. Both of them were a part of Keira’s escort unit and had been waiting for their own debriefing, so they very aware of just how terrifying this seemingly innocent creature could be. Silus, as their commanding officer, immediately caught on as well. 
 
    The child was a dryad, and she wasn’t the only one. At first, the elf thought his messed-up vision was playing tricks on him, but now he was certain that there were, in fact, five of them. Five identical-looking immature dryads, presumably one for each of the hylt trees that made up the cornerstones of Fort Yimin’s defensive line. Yet none of them seemed to care about or even notice any of the people in the room. 
 
    The only exception to this was the writhing catgirl on the ground. The mini-dryads huddled around her and stared at her suffering in total silence. Their identical faces sported the same expression of childlike wonder and curiosity. This went on for several seconds, until Keira’s screaming and thrashing began to abate, at which point the five crouched down to get a better look at her. When the catgirl finally opened her eyes, she was greeted with the sight of five identical green faces looking down at her with some sort of unspoken expectation. 
 
    Not sure of what to do, the redhead forced a weak smile and spoke in a quiet, quivering voice. 
 
    “Uhm… H-Hello?” 
 
    The quintet of juvenile dryads smiled in response, and spoke up in a single, unified voice. 
 
    “Mummy!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Part Five 
 
    Keira found herself in a decidedly odd situation. She sat in a large conference room she hadn’t been in before. Five people were on the opposite end of an oval table in front of her and five more stood around her in a circle. All ten pairs of eyes were on her. 
 
    She officially knew only two of those on the opposite end of the room. They were her direct superiors—Silas Underwood and Milo Faehorn. The latter of them had returned from his assignment barely half an hour ago. Next to them was an older elf with slicked back black hair and the fanciest uniform. He was Legate Aidun, the officer that stood at the head of the Republic’s 3rd Legion. Immediately to his right was a green-haired man who was extremely lanky and thin, even by elf standards. This fellow was named Drannor and he served as the Legate’s right-hand man, advisor, and strategist. The last elf was a middle-aged woman who would look almost exactly like a younger Imiryl if not for her light, ginger hair that had been put up in a tidy ponytail. She was Prefect Vera, the high elf’s niece and the officer in charge of Fort Yimin and the surrounding area. 
 
    Even if Kiera hadn’t been formally introduced to the latter three, Boxxy still knew about them since it had talked to all of them remotely as the Sandman. The Comm-crystal it had given Underwood was actually laid out in the middle of the table should the reclusive vigilante contact them again. This was quite unlikely to happen at that time, much to the dismay of the elves gathered there. They urgently needed to speak with the Sandman about two pressing matters. The first was the item they had purchased from him earlier that day. 
 
    The second, and arguably more pressing issue, had to do with the five juvenile dryads that surrounded the young Decanus Morgana at the other end of the room. 
 
    “Mummy, mummy! How come you have those funny-looking leaves?” one asked while tugging on the beastkin’s feline ears. 
 
    “Mummy, how do you make saplings if you don’t have flowers?” inquired another who sat in her lap. 
 
    “Muuuum! Torenia keeps hogging all the morning sunlight!” complained a third, tugging on her right arm. 
 
    “I can’t help it if I just grew on that side of you!” the culprit in question stomped her feet indignantly. 
 
    “Nnnn…. Mummy… it itches…” whined the last one while pulling on Keira’s other arm with a pleading face. 
 
    The elven leaders shared some difficult looks as the noisy disturbance didn’t seem like it would end anytime soon. 
 
    “Well, at least we know the item worked as promised,” said Drannor the strategist, his voice oozing with sarcasm. 
 
    “This is a dream, right? Haha, yes, a dream, that’s what this is,” Vera buried her face in her palms. 
 
    “Calm yourself, Prefect,” Underwood reprimanded. “You’re being unsightly in front of our… guests.” 
 
    “What guests?!” the woman snapped. “They’ve been here far before any of us have, right?! If anyone here is a guest, it’s us!” 
 
    “Well… You’re not wrong…” Silus answered wearily. 
 
    “Primus Underwood is correct,” the Legate took charge. “This is no time to panic. We have to assess and adapt to the situation.” 
 
    Vera seemed to calm down a bit at those words, though Aidun’s slightly quivering voice showed he wasn’t completely undisturbed by this turn of events either. 
 
    “Continue your report, Primus.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” responded Underwood with a respectful nod of his head. “So, after Decanus Morgana accidentally triggered the Authority, the dryads you now see appeared in my office. They’ve been following her around incessantly since.” 
 
    “This seems a bit wrong, though,” Faehorn chimed in. 
 
    The veteran Ranger had been made aware of the situation through Comm-crystals while he was out on his mission, so he knew the gist of what had been going on in his absence. He fully understood the circumstances after Underwood finished bringing everyone up to speed just now, not to mention seeing the dryads with his very eyes. 
 
    “What do you mean ‘wrong?’” asked Drannor. “The Authority called out the dryads and made them respect the user, just like the Sandman said it would.” 
 
    The Elder Dryad’s Authority was the name of the amber orb the elves had received from the masked vigilante. It was something that Ambrosia had personally prepared for Boxxy when she found out her new ‘tenant’ would be headed further south and might come in contact with her daughters. Strictly speaking, it was highly unlikely they would be her direct offspring, as the seeds that spawned them could have come from any hylt tree. Such details didn’t seem to matter much to her kind, however. All dryads could trace their lineage back to Azurvale’s original twelve, so each one would instantly recognize Ambrosia or one of her peers as their ‘mother’ without a second thought. 
 
    Of course, that didn’t mean they would actually meet in person. A dryad’s way of life meant it was likely impossible for them to meet others of their kind, unless they happened to grow up in close proximity to one another. However, that instinctual parental recognition was exactly why the Authority was so potent. Simply put, the amber orb was a vessel containing Ambrosia’s highly condensed mana—her essence, or ‘scent.’ This stored energy could be released in a single burst by anyone who spoke the words, ‘Mater est opus vobis,’ which loosely translated from the Divine tongue to, ‘Mother has need of you,’ while holding onto the orb. This would, in turn, summon all the dryads in the area to the orb, and they would instinctively regard the item’s bearer as a messenger from their mother and treat them favorably. Indeed, that was how the Sandman and Cyrilla first met, and the situation in that meeting room proved the masked stranger was not talking out of his ass when he explained the item’s function. Boxxy had, of course, omitted certain incriminating details and specifics, but it had otherwise been entirely truthful. 
 
    “Well,” Faehorn scratched his chin, “accidental activation aside, their behavior is a lot more extreme than ‘favorable treatment.’ They completely think of the girl as their actual mum, don’t they?” 
 
    “He has a point,” Vera weakly agreed. “And how come they’re all little kids?” 
 
    “Good question,” nodded Legate Aidun. “Well, Decanus? Anything you can tell us about all this?” 
 
    “M-m-m-me?! Why are you asking me?!” Keira responded in a shrill voice, then remembered her place. “I mean, sir.” 
 
    “If not you then, who?” 
 
    “W-well, I don’t- I can’t, uh…” 
 
    She glanced at the five immature tree spirits around her, but stopped herself from suggesting something painfully obvious and stupidly redundant. The committee had already tried questioning them directly numerous times, but the five dryads ignored them and their questions completely. It was as if Keira was the only person whose existence was worth acknowledging. They were quite arrogant for a bunch of brats, to be sure. 
 
    “Why don’t you try asking them for yourself, miss Morgana?” Faehorn suggested. 
 
    “Oh, of course! Err, how should I even call them?” she mumbled quietly while the five green children pestered her. “Ahem! Kids?” 
 
    “Yes, mummy?” 
 
    All of them stopped what they were doing and responded in total unison with the exact same innocent smile on their faces. 
 
    “W-why do you think I’m your mummy?” the redhead asked. 
 
    “You smell like our mummy. Therefore, you are mummy.” 
 
    Again their voices rang out in perfect sync, accompanied by simultaneous head nods. 
 
    “S-smell?” 
 
    “Yep! It’s the same smell as the fancy light that woke us up!” 
 
    The truth had to do with their species’ millennia-long lifecycle, which meant their kind matured incredibly slowly compared to other living creatures. They also spent the vast majority of their ‘childhood’ sleeping, blissfully unaware of the world around them. Many never even bothered to wake up, unless some grave threat or major disturbance befell their trees. 
 
    If one considered this fact, then it was extremely likely that this was the first time this bunch was actually awake. Not knowing any better, the dryads had assumed that the being bathed in that motherly essence was a mother-like existence to them. Unfortunately, Boxxy knew nothing about any of this. It would need to have a long chat with Ambrosia on the subject later, but for now it was just as befuddled as the rest of the room. 
 
    “Good enough, I suppose,” said Aidun. “Decanus, leave the room and wait outside until further notice.” 
 
    “Y-yes, sir!” 
 
    The catgirl stood up with a salute and left the room with her chattering entourage in tow. Their high-pitched voices could still be heard faintly through the thick door, but the room was significantly quieter than before. The Legate was the first one to break the newly descended almost-silence. 
 
    “So, Faehorn, in your opinion, do you think she can control those dryads?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know, sir,” the Ranger responded honestly. “Morgana seems to have a handle on things for the moment, but control? You’d have to consult someone else, this really isn’t my area of expertise. Maybe Imiryl has some insights on this?” 
 
    “Ah, that’s going to be difficult, sir,” Underwood butted in. “She had an… unfortunate altercation with the dryad that shelters the Sandman, so she adamantly refuses to be anywhere near one of their kind, let alone five.” 
 
    “An altercation, you say? I didn’t hear anything about that.” 
 
    Silus briefly explained the details surrounding that event, including the humiliating spanking she had received in front of the troops. This news surprised the Ranger. Taking down a powerful VIP and an entire armed and alert platoon of soldiers in a matter of seconds was quite the feat to say the least. The Sandman had, during their last communication, claimed that Cyrilla hadn’t even broken a sweat, so to speak. The stranger had used the incident as an example of just how terrifying a dryad could be to people. From there, he suggested that the elves might want to mobilize the tree spirits that lived in their precious fort, which led to him letting the Republic borrow the Elder Dryad’s Authority for a nominal fee. 
 
    “I see… So that’s what this meeting is really about,” the Ranger nodded slowly. “You’re trying to formulate a defense plan, not picking on the rookie for making a blunder?” 
 
    “As expected, you catch on quick, sir,” Underwood offered a wry smile. 
 
    The idea was rather straightforward—lure the enemy force inside the fort’s walls and use the dryads’ power to subdue them en-masse. Once immobilized, and secured, the elves could do whatever they wanted with them. Still, even if they pulled it off, there were bound to be those that escaped the trap. Faehorn’s experience told him those restraints were not as all-powerful as they would appear at first glance. 
 
    While it was true that Imiryl got taken down without being able to put up a fight, that was mostly because she was ill-suited for that sort of situation. A Wizard, however mighty, was no different from a civilian once their MP ran out. An absurdly muscle-headed existence like Hilda, on the other hand, would likely be able to rip, tear, and chop her way out of those roots and vines with brute strength. The Ranger himself was certain he could avoid being caught with his superior speed and reflexes, even if the plants took him by surprise. 
 
    In short, the defenders would have to remain vigilant even in the event that this plan worked. It was questionable how dependable this idea actually was, but it was a real chance at an actual victory the elves wouldn’t have otherwise. 
 
    “I guess I can’t fault you people for taking that chance,” Faehorn commented. 
 
    “Well, it was hardly the easiest decision to make,” the strategist shook his head. “Honestly, I don’t like it one bit. There are far too many unknowns regarding Primus Underwood’s contact. And I don’t like ‘unknowns.’ Also-” 
 
    “We’ve already discussed this at length, Drannor,” the Legate cut him off. “Like it or not, we agreed that the potential benefits were well worth the risk.” 
 
    “The potential benefits being the ongoing existence of this fort, I’m guessing,” Vera chimed in. 
 
    “Your sarcasm is noted, Prefect,” Aidun curtly responded. “In any event, we may be off to a rough start, but the item seems to have worked perfectly. What became of it after the Decanus… misfired it?” 
 
    “The answer is right in front of you, sir,” reported Underwood while gesturing at the brown, muddled orb on the table. “What you see there is the object, but it no longer holds any of the radiant luster it had when I first saw it. We’ll confirm it later to be sure, but even I can tell it’s more or less lost its power.” 
 
    That wouldn’t be permanent, though. In truth, it just needed a week or so to recharge itself, but that wasn’t something the elves needed to know. Nor would they have the time to wait that long, as the Imperial invasion was expected to arrive within the next three or four days. Faehorn and his teams spent most of the last week trying to slow them down, but they were unable to do much damage to a thirty-thousand-strong army. The 1st Scouting Battalion had already effectively blown their load with that landslide ambush on the first expeditionary force. While it was a huge success, it meant the Republic had shown the Empire their hand. As a direct result, the main force was much more thorough and careful in their approach, leaving little room for the elves to pull any tricks. Harassing the Empire’s scouts in small skirmishes was pretty much all the Republic’s soldiers could do. 
 
    “I see. That is most unfortunate,” the Legate said grimly. “Regardless of the… complications,” he glared at Keira’s empty seat, “we still have a hard battle ahead of us. Is there any chance of Operation Honeytrap succeeding at this point?” 
 
    He looked around the table, silently asking for the others’ input. 
 
    “I’m of the opinion I’d much rather rely on our soldiers than these dryads,” noted the strategist. “While our defeat is almost certain, it is our duty to inflict as much damage to these invaders as we can. Otherwise they’ll regroup and move onto our next stronghold further north. Allowing those things to run wild could jeopardize not only this fort, but the entire region.” 
 
    It was a cold, calculated argument meant to minimize the overall damage to the Ishigar Republic. Losing Fort Yimin would be painful, but it was better than giving up the rich mithril mine that lay deeper in Republic territory. 
 
    “I disagree, sir,” Underwood spoke up. “I think we should give Decanus Morgana a chance to make up for her blunder.” 
 
    “Are you certain it was an honest mistake?” Aidun asked pointedly. 
 
    “I am sure of it, sir. She hadn’t been briefed on what the item or its function were, nor would my ‘contact’ have had reason to inform her of those details.” 
 
    “You are confident she can be trusted?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I’ve investigated her background, personal relationships, and personality as much as I could in this short amount of time. While she may not hold genuine loyalty to the Republic itself, her motivation to protect those closest to her is genuine. Not to mention she has reason enough to bear a heavy grudge towards the Empire, and would not let them do as they please.” 
 
    “So what? She’s trustworthy because she’s the enemy of our enemy?” Vera raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Something like that, ma’am.” 
 
    Silus personally disagreed with that old adage. In his opinion, the enemy of his enemy was his enemy’s enemy, nothing more, nothing less. However, this was neither the right time nor place to argue semantics or philosophy. 
 
    “Will the dryads follow her instructions?” Drannor asked the important question. “Just because they have a ‘favorable impression’ of her doesn’t mean they’ll just blindly obey.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t suggest we involve her if I thought she was incapable of doing so, sir.” 
 
    Those words seemed enough to convince the pessimistic strategist. Silus Underwood was an expert at handling personnel and sniffing out people’s true intentions. That was why he had been appointed as the one responsible for the highly individualistic adventurers in the first place. If he insisted Keira could be trusted, then the others had no reason to doubt his judgement. 
 
    “How do we know they’re capable of doing the same as this other one down south?” Vera pointed out. “Appearances aside, they themselves said they just ‘woke up,’ right? Would they even know how to use their abilities?” 
 
    “Oh, we can easily ascertain their ability,” Faehorn leaned back in his chair. “The real problem is making them understand friend from foe, and motivating them to act on our behalf.” 
 
    “That’s exactly why I said we should give up on them,” chimed in the strategist. “They don’t just look like children. They completely act the part. They’re far too innocent.” 
 
    “Hmm, I suppose there is that, too,” the Ranger scowled. 
 
    “What do you mean? Was this not what you were talking about?” Drannor raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “There is no such thing as an ‘innocent’ monster, Drannor. And make no mistake, that is exactly what those creatures are. Unless we properly motivate them, they will not lift a single finger for our sake, even if their ‘mother’ told them to do it.” 
 
    The room fell silent as everyone mulled over the Ranger’s words. They carried the weight of over sixty years of adventuring experience, and the passion of a man who truly loved his country and its people. 
 
    “I think,” Legate Aidun spoke up after a brief pause, “there is merit to using those chil- those dryads. However, I would like to speak to the one most concerned before making a decision.” 
 
    “Should I fetch the Decanus, sir?” 
 
    “Please do, Primus.” 
 
    Underwood stood up with a salute and went out of the room for a moment. It wasn’t until he opened the door that the elven leaders realized the chattering of the quintuplets had died down at some point. The cause became apparent when the beastkin returned carrying a sleeping dryad on each arm, while the other three trailed behind with drowsy steps. When she sat back in her seat, they all laid down at her feet and fell asleep while she looked over them with a mix of patience and concern. 
 
    “…” 
 
    Nobody could say a thing. Regardless of the circumstances, she looked exactly like a mother tending to her young. Motherhood was an almost-sacred thing in elven culture, so they couldn’t just thoughtlessly interrupt. 
 
    “Uhm… Sir?” 
 
    It wasn’t until Keira spoke up that the Legate snapped out of the stupor. 
 
    “Ah, yes. It seems you have reached some sort of understanding with these… children.” 
 
    “Uhm, I- I suppose you could say that, sir.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    Judging from how they slumbered undisturbed despite the conversation, it was probably safe to keep talking. Still, the elves subconsciously lowered their voices. All of them looked perfectly serene and at peace, and having the slightly smiling beastkin look over them painted a rather uniquely precious scene. 
 
    I didn’t ask for thiiiiiis! 
 
    Inside Keira’s head, however, Boxxy was fuming. 
 
    These damned plants! Why do they have to make so many demands!? Always with the ‘mummy this’ and ‘mummy that!’ Argh! Why the crap did I activate the shiny ball like that?! Stupid! Stupid, stupid, stupid, stupid, stupid! 
 
    This time around the shapeshifter truly had nobody to blame but itself. It had gotten a bunch of Levels during its recent gnoll hunt and had also found a new and surprisingly tasty way to enjoy its food. It then got paid and would likely receive even more money in the future if things went well. With its head so full of shiny thoughts, it completely zoned out and triggered the Elder Dryad’s Authority by accident. Its original plan was to have someone else handle the matter while Keira sat on the sidelines. The shapeshifter feared that its persona would attract the wrong kind of attention if it continued to be publicly involved with the matter. That and Boxxy seriously did not want to deal with any more dryads. 
 
    At least Cyrilla was smart enough to recognize the creature wasn’t her real mother. Their arrangement was temporary, an understanding of sorts. She would help the Sandman, and in return the Sandman’s minions would help her with any miscellaneous requests. It was a simple, straightforward, and non-intrusive agreement. That was well and good, but Boxxy still wanted to avoid having to make deals with any more of her kind if at all possible. 
 
    And yet here it was. Saddled with five damnable, selfish brats that would. Not. Shut. Up! 
 
    Ah, this isn’t like me. I need to calm down. 
 
    Boxxy realized its temper had been flaring up a bit too often as of late. Though it once had near-infinite patience as a simple mimic, its transformation into a doppelganger seemed to have shortened its fuse significantly. It couldn’t help but wonder—were all doppelgangers like this? Or maybe the way it kept forcing itself to be so expressive all the time had some sort of feedback that affected its normally cool and collected state of mind? Whatever the cause, it was definitely a problem. If it hadn’t been so excited during the hand-off earlier, then it wouldn’t have gotten itself in this mess to begin with. 
 
    Hypothetical situations aside, the reality of the matter was that it was far too deep in this to just back out now, and it needed to make the most of it. At the very least, the dryads would be physically unable to follow once it left this place behind. Even if they tried, they would have no choice but to return to their trees unless they wanted to die. The shapeshifter just had to put up with them until that moment came. 
 
    That tasty thought seemed to help calm the monster’s troubled mind, so it decided to keep focusing on it. 
 
    “So, do you think you can do it, Decanus?” 
 
    Oh right, this guy wants me to play dryad tamer for a few days. 
 
    The Legate spent the last few minutes laying out plans for the upcoming siege. Boxxy only half-listened since it gave them the idea in the first place. It just really, really didn’t want to be responsible for its execution since the shapeshifter had no idea whether this ‘Operation Honeytrap’ thing would succeed. Its only real concern during its sales pitch had been to make it sound plausible enough to convince this bunch to hand over a criminal amount of money. Truly, the only culprit behind Boxxy’s current predicament was its past self. 
 
    On the bright side, the monster had a newfound understanding of a certain idiom regarding reaping and sowing. 
 
    “I believe so, sir,” Keira nodded after a moment of consideration. 
 
    “Oh?” Aidun raised an eyebrow. “You sound remarkably confident.” 
 
    “It really isn’t that complicated. It shouldn’t be too hard to tell the troops apart since the army colors are so different.” 
 
    The Empire’s forces liked to tout uniforms, cloaks, and tabards that were royal blue with golden embroidery, which would be worn over black armor. The Republic’s heraldry, on the other hand was predominantly grey and silver with a black trim. 
 
    “Yes, that much is a given. But how do you plan to… motivate them?” 
 
    “Permission to speak freely, sir?” 
 
    “Granted.” 
 
    “Well, listening to these darlings go on and on made it sound like they think of themselves as trees first and people second. They act like children, too. So, if we want to get on their good side, we just need to give them stuff that trees would like. Oh, and I guess they’re probably closer to monsters than people, but that just means they’ll respond to bribes and bait better than words or promises.” 
 
    “Hmm, very observant, Decanus. A surprisingly sound judgement,” noted the Legate with a grand nod. 
 
    Faehorn failed to withhold a smug smile upon witnessing a high-ranking officer approve of his former student, despite her rambling and scatter-brained explanation. 
 
    “So then, what would we offer to their trees? Maybe some pest control or medical aid is in order?” Aidun cupped his chin as he thought back on their words earlier. “One of them mentioned something about itching. Perhaps she’s suffering from some sort of infestation or infection we could assist with?” 
 
    “Oh, I actually already thought of something way better,” Keira proudly declared. “Uh, sir.” 
 
    “And what would that be, Decanus?” 
 
    “Fertilizer, sir. Enough to satisfy all five of these kids’ trees.” 
 
    “Yes, that was my first thought as well. There’s just one problem,” Aidun leaned forward on his elbows. “Where do you propose we find that much manure on such short notice, Decanus?” 
 
    “It’s already on its way, sir.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    The catgirl’s face shifted slightly. Her mouth was still curled up in an innocent smile, but her eyes practically oozed with hatred as she gave voice to her darker thoughts. 
 
    “We have thirty thousand bags of first-grade fertilizer walking towards us at this very moment, do we not?” 
 
    It was the kind of monstrous logic only a deeply disturbed individual could think up. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Part Six 
 
    A heavy silence hung over the meeting room. Faehorn, Underwood, Aidun, Drannor, and Vera looked at the empty seat in front of them with bitter faces. All of them were either unable or unwilling to say anything. A few minutes passed like this since the person responsible for this heavy mood had left the room. With a smile and a spring in her step, no less. 
 
    “Thirty thousand bags of fertilizer…” 
 
    As per usual, the first one to break the silence was Aidun, Legate of the 3rd Legion. He spoke in a quiet tone that was unbefitting of him as he slumped back in his chair. Having heard those chilling words once again injected some life back into his colleagues. 
 
    “Heh. Well, she’s technically right, I suppose,” Drannor chuckled dryly. 
 
    “Those eyes, though,” Vera shook her head. “It’s like she literally doesn’t see the Empire’s troops as people anymore. It may be a good attitude for a soldier to have, but as a person…” 
 
    “I fucking hate this war,” growled Faehorn. 
 
    “You’ll have plenty of chances to hate it later, old friend,” Underwood slapped the Ranger on the back. “It hasn’t even started for real yet.” 
 
    “When did she become like this, Silus? She used to be this bright-eyed girl filled with hope and ambition. Now she’s… like that.” 
 
    “It’s just the shock of recent events. I bet this all just feels surreal to her right now, which is why she’s acting out like this.” 
 
    “You said she had ample reason to hate the Empire,” spoke the Legate, “but even I find that much animosity disturbing. What exactly did she go through, Primus?” 
 
    “As far as I understand from interviewing her close confidants, an Imperial patrol killed her parents. She’d been told it was an accident, but she believes it was both intentional and malicious, and holds a deep grudge towards the enemy’s military and authority. And that was before she and her teammates were captured and humiliated by the enemy.” 
 
    “Ah, of course.” 
 
    The alleged incident had been described fully in one of the recent reports, but with so much going on it momentarily slipped his mind. Underwood didn’t seem to want to discuss the matter further, and Aidun was in total agreement. Keira’s mentor couldn’t help himself, though. 
 
    “Did I mention I fucking hate this gods-damned war?” 
 
    “Your displeasure at our foreign political situation is noted, Faehorn,” the Legate groaned. “Still, I’m not going to pretend I understand her feelings, but I can’t fault her for her resentment.” 
 
    “I’m more worried about those dryads, myself,” the strategist changed the topic. “Even if the ‘demonstration’ tomorrow proves they can be used, the effects an actual war will have on them… If they develop a taste for blood, we may have to abandon the fort for good.” 
 
    “Well, I doubt they’ll actually do it for the ‘fertilizer,’” the Ranger replied. “If dryads were really after stuff like that, the capital would be a graveyard by now.” 
 
    “You said it yourself though,” Vera chimed in. “They’re still technically monsters, even if they carry Nyrie’s blessing as the legends say. Doesn’t that mean they may see us as the enemy eventually?” 
 
    “I think it will be fine, so long as we don’t agitate or harm them or their trees in any way. They clearly don’t bear us any ill will. If that wasn’t the case, Imiryl’s prideful gaffe would have cost her far more dearly than a spanking.” 
 
    The Prefect conceded the point with a firm nod, and the group continued discussing the long-term ramifications of Operation Honeytrap lasted for another half hour. They hadn’t even given the final say-so on whether they would attempt it, so it was important to consider all the potential outcomes and risks. Old battlefields near ancient hylt trees were brought up, religion and the Goddess Nyrie’s will were touched upon, and various contingencies were roughly outlined. 
 
    *Dororororo* 
 
    This came to an abrupt end when the sole Comm-crystal in the room flashed and vibrated against the wooden table it rested on. The discussion came to an abrupt end as the five elven officers shared a few knowing looks. With a nod from the Legate, Underwood reached over, grabbed the item, and accepted the call. The transparent, blue-colored image of a man with a cloth wrapped around his head and a heavy cloak on his broad shoulders appeared out of thin air. 
 
    “Lord Underwood.” 
 
    The voice was completely befitting that appearance. Which was to say it was deep, ominous, and a bit raspy. Silus furrowed his brows and sighed as he remembered the previously agreed-upon identification code. 
 
    “Hear me, my good fellows, lend me thy ears-” he started. 
 
     “-for I have left mine in my other trousers,” the vigilante finished. 
 
    “It is good to hear from you, mister Sandman.” 
 
    This was one of several similarly ludicrous pass phrases this masked individual insisted on using. It was a bit rudimentary, but necessary. The other party refused to reveal their face and Silus needed some other way to confirm that he was talking to the real deal, and not some random guy in a cloak. In reality, the image he was looking at was actually a succubus filling in for her preoccupied master. This ruse was fairly simple, since the Comm-crystal showed only the bust of the other party holding it, making it painfully easy to obscure things like height or build. A bit of shapeshifting, a spare disguise, and copious amounts of telepathic communication handled the rest. 
 
    “Likewise,” the not-a-Sandman nodded. “I trust your compatriots and leaders are with you as per usual?” 
 
    “Indeed, they are,” Silus confirmed. 
 
    Comm-crystals projected only the voice and visage of the one holding them, so Xera could neither see nor hear the rest of Fort Yimin’s leadership. They let Underwood handle the talking for the most part, but they had all formally introduced themselves during previous communications by passing the cube from one person to the next. Everyone except for Faehorn. The others hadn’t made the Sandman aware of the high elf’s attendance because he’d be less likely to let down his guard if he knew. Or so Silus theorized. 
 
    “I trust you have already tried out my little bauble and confirmed its ability?” the masked man inquired. 
 
    Underwood looked towards the Legate, as if asking how to answer. 
 
    “Do not tell him about the Decanus. Just say we have confirmed its effects,” was the given order. 
 
    The intelligence officer nodded and turned his attention back to the Sandman. 
 
    “In a manner of speaking. There were some complications, but nothing we can’t handle.” 
 
    “Very good. I trust you will not misuse Nyrie’s children for your own ends.” 
 
    “Should we ask him whether letting the youngling dryads fight our war for us is a good idea?” Vera suggested. 
 
    “A good idea,” Aidun nodded. “Relay her question, Primus.” 
 
    “Yes, about that. We are having a quandary whether that would be best for us in the long run,” Silus told the Sandman. 
 
    “How so?” was the casual response. 
 
    “We have serious concerns that forcing so much death upon the immature dryads will turn them into bloodthirsty killers.” 
 
    “Ahh. Ahahah. Hah hah hah. Haaaah.” 
 
    The cloaked figure let out a low, dry, almost mocking laughter. 
 
    “You should not be so quick to force your point of view onto others, mister Underwood.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Tell me, do you give any mind to the grass and weeds you trample underfoot each day? Do you pay the buzzing flies in your office any more attention than a moment of annoyance? Is the existence of rats in the sewer worth your notice?” 
 
    Silus frowned, as he had a rather unpleasant thought as to where this was going. 
 
    “It is the same thing for the dryads,” the Sandman grinned under his mask. “As living creatures, it is their duty to defend themselves, but they are ultimately apathetic to the struggles of us lesser beings. Before them, we are all but specs of dust—insignificant and fleeting existences that will rapidly fade from their memory, even if noticed.” 
 
    “As per usual, he says some rather depressing things,” Drannor commented. 
 
    “To think we mere mortals can influence them to any meaningful degree is the height of arrogance,” the cloaked figure concluded his speech. 
 
    “That is certainly a very enlightening point,” Silus collected himself, “but children tend to be quite impressionable.” 
 
    “Children? What do you mean?” 
 
    “Judging from what we’ve seen, Fort Yimin’s dryads are extremely juvenile. They appear as ten-year-old children, both physically and mentally.” 
 
    “Ah, that is… unexpected. I hoped they would be more mature, but it is what it is.” 
 
    “Shall I infer from your tone of voice that you still don’t think the war will have a negative impact on them?” 
 
    “It depends on the point of view. Once the Authority wears off in a week, they will all return to their slumber. It will be centuries before they wake up on their own, and anything they experience now will most likely be completely forgotten about, as if it were a hazy dream. Whether that’s a good or bad thing, is something for history to decide.” 
 
    This was information obtained directly from Ambrosia and passed along to Xera, who now relayed it to the elves. It was as accurate as it could be, though the officers had no way of knowing that. 
 
    “We appreciate the input,” Underwood said politely. “Speaking of the Authority-” 
 
    “I will want it back, of course,” the Sandman cut them off. “Though I suppose if you wanted to keep it for yourself, then I wouldn’t be able to stop you.” 
 
    “There will be no need for that. Please be assured that we plan to uphold our end of the bargain. Once we have confirmed the dryads’ effectiveness, we will send you the rest of the payment and the spent item through your chosen courier.” 
 
    “Very good, Lord Underwood.” 
 
    “Are we sure we want to do that?” asked Vera. “If that thing can let one control dryads, then the capital will be at his mercy.” 
 
    “Come on, we already discussed this,” Faehorn complained. 
 
    “We did?” 
 
    “Okay, maybe not exactly that,” the Ranger elaborated, “but we concluded that the Authority’s function is like a really loud knock on the door. Yes, it grabs the dryads’ attention, but there’s no compulsion involved. Sure, those five seem to be glued to Morgana and hang off her every word, but that’s because they’re youngsters that don’t know any better. I can’t imagine any one man can convince the old hags of the capital to turn on us after millennia of coexistence.” 
 
    The man imagined Azurvale’s original twelve to be akin to the grumpy old ladies that sat on benches in parks and quietly judged everyone who walked past. To his credit, it was a surprisingly apt comparison, apart from the fact that said ‘old ladies’ looked a lot more… fertile than one might expect from beings that ancient. 
 
    “Ah, just so we’re clear on this—expect to see me at the siege.” 
 
    The Sandman’s words caused everyone’s attention to snap back to the glowing blue cube in Underwood’s hands. 
 
    “Will we get another bill for your services, then?” Silus asked with a wry smile. 
 
    “No. This one’s on the house.” 
 
    “Is it now? How come?” 
 
    “I’m just, shall we say, protecting my investment,” he responded cryptically. 
 
    “I see. Whatever your reasons, do make sure you wear our army’s colors when the time comes. Would hate for our men to mistake you for an enemy combatant.” 
 
    “Who knows? I just might become one, if the price is right.” 
 
    The elf made a bitter face, as he was harshly reminded that the Sandman’s loyalties lied not with the Ishigar Republic or its people, but its coin.  
 
    “Heeeh, heeeh, heeeh,” the masked man chuckled humorlessly. “Very well, mister Underwood. If you so wish it, then my minions and I shall fly your army’s silver flag on the field. Expect to hear from me again, same time tomorrow.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    The communication cut off abruptly, and Silus let out a subdued sigh of relief. These conversations with ‘mister Sandman’ were far more stressful than he let on. 
 
    “What minions is he talking about?” Faehorn asked. 
 
    “Demons, most likely,” Silus responded. “We’ve already determined him to be a Warlock, and that he has at least two of them in his service, possibly three.” 
 
    “I’m more worried about what he meant by that, ‘protecting his investment’ statement,” Drannor interjected. 
 
    “He’s probably hoping we’ll keep him around as an assassin or mercenary after the siege, possibly even after the war.” 
 
    Underwood’s guess seemed reasonable, but in truth that line was just a cheap excuse for Boxxy to join in the mayhem and collect its share of XP and human flesh. 
 
    “We’ll see how the winter season finds us,” the Legate decreed. “As for the matter of the dryads, I will withhold my final decision until I see what our Decanus has for us tomorrow.” 
 
    The meeting adjourned, and Underwood, Vera, and Faehorn left the room in an orderly and quiet fashion. The Legate and his strategist wanted to discuss things in private, so they stayed behind. The sun was still up, so the high elf Ranger went out to the courtyard to mull things over while the others returned to their duties. 
 
    And there he saw a bizarre scene. Keira was giving one of the juvenile dryads a ride on her shoulders, while the rest of them crowded around her. The adorable scene of them arguing who was next on ‘Mummy’s branches’ did wonders to heal his troubled heart. Unlike before, the beastkin didn’t seem troubled or anxious, but was genuinely laughing and having fun as they walked in full view of the entire fort. 
 
    Keeping those kids’ existence a secret at this point was both impossible and unwise, so Underwood and Aidun had both given Keira permission to show them around the fort and introduce them to the troops. As expected, they drew an incredible amount of attention from adventurers and soldiers alike. A few of the hard-liners scoffed at the ‘undisciplined display,’ while others stared in blank amazement at the appearance of the legendary hylt tree guardians. Most of them were like Faehorn and simply enjoyed watching the uplifting sight without giving it too much thought. Even if they were technically monsters, the appearance of happy, giggling children could melt even the most jaded of hearts. 
 
    “Even if they’re monsters, huh?” 
 
    Faehorn’s thoughts drifted back to a discussion he and Silus had held earlier regarding the Sandman’s identity. Though the officer argued otherwise, the veteran adventurer’s intuition told him there was a literal monster behind that mask. However, though the vigilante certainly had the selfishness and general disregard for sentient life one expected from a non-enlightened creature, his behavior was far too atypical. 
 
    Generally speaking, one could categorize monsters as either feral or intelligent. The former would not bother with conversation and would pursue their wants and needs with brute force and extreme aggression. These creatures were certainly dangerous, but it was the smart ones that were the real issue in Faehorn’s professional opinion. A rampaging cyclops could attack a village and kill dozens of people before it was put down, but a devious and cunning creature could claim hundreds or even thousands of victims over a long period of time. 
 
    The intelligent ones knew just how much of a potential threat they were to society, and how said society would respond to that threat should it become known. The last thing these monsters wanted was to find themselves hunted down by a bunch of experienced adventurers armed to the teeth. Intelligent creatures therefore actively avoided drawing the attention of enlightened communities at large, especially those they recognized as wielding power and authority. 
 
    Yet, this Sandman directly approached and actively made deals with the military. A monster doing that sort of thing that only happened in terrible novels. Faehorn couldn’t confidently state that the vigilante was not an enlightened individual, especially since his objective did legitimately seem to be acquiring wealth. Then there was the fact that, according to Silus, the Sandman had requested that future payments be delivered as equal numbers of knight, duke, and king pieces—coins worth 5, 20, and 50 GP, respectively. The only reason someone would make that sort of demand was if they planned to spend the money inconspicuously. 
 
    Well, either that or the vigilante was just hoarding wealth for wealth’s sake. Except that the only monsters that did that were dragons, and the Sandman most certainly wasn’t one of them. Size and shape aside, dragons did not make deals, they demanded tribute. They were the zenith of the food pyramid, the undisputed kings and queens of the monster world. Their power was so vast that an adventurer would need a Level at least ten times higher than the dragon’s before he could even hope to challenge it. And that was only if it was a juvenile one. 
 
    Adult dragons took entire squads of Ranker adventurers to defeat, but at least they could be stopped. Elder dragons, which could go up to Level 75 of their Monster Job, were unfathomable existences that could literally topple nations by themselves if given enough reason. Thankfully, there existed only four of those beasts in the known world, and none were anywhere near this part of the world. 
 
    One of them lorded over a stretch of land that once belonged to the dwarven-ruled Horkensaft Kingdom to the east—a highly volcanic region known as Hell. Another ruled over vast swathes of the Pearly Dunes desert—the beastkins’ homeland far to the southeast on the literal other end of the continent. The last two weren’t even on Atica. One of them resided at the bottom of the Shimmering Ocean while the last dwelled somewhere in the sprawling jungles of Velos, a landmass far to the south. The fact that the Republic didn’t have to deal with those living calamities had always been something Faehorn was quietly thankful for. 
 
    “Mister Faehorn! Sir!” 
 
    Hearing Keira call his name snapped the old Ranger out of his thoughts. The redhead ran over to where he was idly leaning up against a wall while he wasn’t paying attention. It was almost impressive he failed to notice Keira approach, considering one of the dryads rode her shoulders while the other four followed behind, bickering. The topic of their current argument seemed to focus on which one of them was the tallest, but Faehorn tried not to pay them too much mind. 
 
    “What is it, Morgana?” he asked in his usual cut-and-dry tone. 
 
    “I have some good news. Lilly told me something really good.” 
 
    Her eyes pointed up at the dryad who happily played with the redhead’s feline ears while murmuring something along the lines of ‘So fuzzy!’ 
 
    “Did she, now?” her mentor raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Mhm. Hey, Lilly. Remember what you said earlier?” 
 
    “Hmm? About what, mummy?” 
 
    “You know, about people like mister Faehorn here?” 
 
    The dryad’s emerald eyes met with the Ranger’s. This was the first time he saw any of them acknowledge anyone’s existence besides Keira’s and their own. The experience was quite jarring, though mostly because he felt as if the kid was staring straight into his soul. It lasted only for a moment, as she immediately turned her attention back towards the catgirl’s ears. 
 
    “What about them?” 
 
    “You don’t want to hurt them, right?” 
 
    “Of course not. If I’m mean towards them, then grandma Nyrie would be sad,” Lilly casually stated. 
 
    “Making grandma sad would be bad,” the other four echoed in unison. 
 
    “There you have it, mister Faehorn,” Keira smiled. “That’s good news, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Ah, yes, it is. ‘Good news’ might actually be an understatement.” 
 
    It would appear these dryads felt the influence of the Goddess of Fertility, and were forbidden from harming the enlightened. The myths about them stated something along those lines, but hearing it from the girl herself was immensely reassuring. 
 
    “Hey, Torenia!” Keira raised her voice. “Enough arguing about the evening sunlight, okay?” 
 
    “But she gets almost all of it!” one of them complained while pointing at the other. 
 
    “You get most of the morning sunlight in return though, don’t you?” the redhead pointed out. 
 
    “… Yes?” 
 
    “Then you should be more tolerant of your sister!” 
 
    “Yes, mummy…” 
 
    “And Castelia! Don’t let this go to your head!” 
 
    “Huh?!” 
 
    The dryad that Torenia had been bickering with put on a shocked expression. 
 
    “Mister Sun shines down on all of us. His light and warmth are things you should share and not selfishly hog to yourselves.” 
 
    “Yes, mummy…” 
 
    The two answered in unison with sullen faces. Keira’s ‘serious business’ face softened into the usual smile and she patted their heads lightly, which they enjoyed quite a bit. 
 
    “Ah, mister Faehorn, will his excellency the Legate be needing me again today?” 
 
    “Not that I’m aware of. Why do you ask?” 
 
    The catgirl gently stroked the heads of one of the dryads to her left, the one that scratched her shoulder the entire time. 
 
    “Birchis here seems to have a termite nest in her upper branches, and I want to take my men to clear it out while we have the chance.” 
 
    She was officially a Decanus, which meant she already had her own ten-man squad assigned to her. 
 
    “Ah, then that should be alright. Though I gotta say, I’m surprised you can tell them apart.” 
 
    Personalities and behavioral quirks aside, the quintuplets looked completely identical. Only the bushels of ‘hair’ on their heads showed any deviation as they swayed gently in the wind, but that was not nearly enough to differentiate between them. 
 
    “It’s really not that difficult once you figure out they always stand on the same side,” the redhead cheerfully revealed. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    The catgirl pointed towards one of the massive trees on her right, one of the cornerstones of Fort Yimin’s fortifications. 
 
    “See, that’s Torenia-” 
 
    She then pointed to the tree that was immediately to the west of it. 
 
    “-and that’s Castelia. The one directly behind me is Lilly, that one over there is Birchis, and that last one over there is Pinea!” 
 
    “Oh, I see!” Faehorn exclaimed in realization. 
 
    The way the hylt trees were positioned around the fort and the formation the children made around their ‘mother’ lined up perfectly. Indeed, their relative positions drew the same irregular pentagon as the fort’s walls, if one were to look at them with a bird’s eye view. They probably lined up like that subconsciously, like a natural compass, or a homing instinct of some sort. Whatever it was, it compelled them to be even a few steps closer to their respective trunks, hence their arrangement. 
 
    “To think, it was something like that… And here I thought your maternal instincts were kicking in.” 
 
    “What?” Keira was taken aback. 
 
    “I mean, you hit it off so well with them it’s almost like they’re your actual kids. I’m sure you’ll make a great mother someday.” 
 
    “Ah… yeah…” 
 
    The catgirl’s dispirited response and diminishing smile seemed to raise the ire of the dryads, who glared at Faehorn with angry frowns. For the briefest moment, the Ranger felt like he saw the titanic trees in the distance shift slightly out of the corner of his eye. The distant rumbling was barely audible even to his excessively sharp ears and even more worrisome. Thankfully, nothing of real consequence happened as his pupil trotted off towards her quarters. The quintuplets followed, though it was impossible not to notice that she no longer had that spring in her step. 
 
    “Hey, Keira! Heading back to the barracks?” 
 
    The beastkin passed by Lia on the way, but responded to the elf girl’s greeting with a lazy wave of her hand and a lifeless, ‘Hey, yeah.’ Noticing her friend’s sour mood, her green-haired classmate looked in the direction she came from, and her eyes met Faehorn’s dumbfounded stare. She approached the older Ranger with a displeased look, and the man braced for an argument. 
 
    “Mister Faehorn? What did you do to upset Keira so badly?” 
 
    Sure enough, the first thing Lia did was accuse him of wrongdoing. 
 
    “For the last time, miss Torlee, I don’t bully my students for my own amusement,” he frowned at her unspoken accusation. 
 
    True, he was a strict and uncompromising teacher, but it was for their own good. The life of an adventurer was harsh, and he prepared the youngsters harshly. This method had been doubly necessary with this unfortunate war business looming over everyone’s heads. 
 
    “Oh, uh, of course,” Lia backtracked a little. “Still, you clearly said something that hurt her feelings.” 
 
    “I did no such thing. We just had a brief chat regarding those dryads, and then she started sulking when I complimented her on being a good mother figure to them.” 
 
    Lia closed her eyes, drooped her shoulders, and sighed heavily. She had stepped in that particular trap herself, earlier that day. Keira felt rather depressed that she’d never have children of her own. After all, her romance with Rowana would never bear that sort of fruit no matter how intense or passionate they felt. The two of them couldn’t even adopt unless they were officially married, which was unlikely to happen when considering the current laws and culture of the Republic. 
 
    Of course, there was no way Faehorn would know all this, and Lia didn’t feel like explaining it to him. Not only would spilling the beans on Keira’s private life be a violation of her trust, but she was sure he wouldn’t understand and would somehow make things worse if she told him. 
 
    “Honestly, this is why men are…” 
 
    In the end she just walked off while muttering under her breath and shaking her head, leaving the old elf in an even more confused state of mind. 
 
    “… What?” he asked the air around him. “What did I say?” 
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Veni, Vidi, Edi 
 
   


  
 

 Part One 
 
    Fort Yimin was built within the only hylt tree grove in the Clattering Plains, which consisted of exactly five of the titanic trees. It stood out like a sore thumb amidst the grassy open fields surrounding it for at least a dozen kilometers in every direction. The fort existed on that spot for three hundred years, yet hadn’t been attacked even once. Though there were numerous armed conflicts between the Lodrak Empire and Ishigar Republic since its construction, the border had simply been too far away for the fort to be in any real danger. 
 
    However, on this morning, that centuries-old eyesore would finally be put to its intended use. The Empire had arrived with a force of thirty thousand soldiers, who were currently forming ranks on the surrounding plains. Fort Yimin’s defenders lined up atop and behind the walls. None of them were strangers to combat, but this would be the first real taste of open warfare for many. It was only natural they would be nervous or frightened. 
 
    Such individuals were far and few between among these thirteen thousand defenders. Over half of them were professional soldiers belonging to the 3rd Republic Legion. Another two thousand were part of the garrison detachment normally stationed at the fort. These troops had been temporarily assimilated into the Legion’s command structure. The remaining four thousand were adventurers drafted into service by the government. Compared to the opposing force over twice the size and comprised entirely of military personnel, they were outclassed and outnumbered. Yet, most of them were calm and resolute.  
 
    A single glance at one of the titanic hylt trees was enough to fill them with the courage to push down their fear. They had five of the legendary dryads on their side. A simple glance at the stoic, unflinching hylt trees was enough to help steel their hearts and minds for what was to come. It was atop a relatively low, but practically high branch, that Faehorn made his roost. He used his Skills to carefully observe the enemy and reported what he saw through the Comm-crystal in his hand. He looked without having to aim, which allowed him to focus entirely on peering into the distance to such a fine degree that he could easily see the faces of people that were over a kilometer away. 
 
    “I’ve confirmed the presence of three VIPs,” he said matter-of-factly. “One of them’s that ‘Holy Necromancer,’ and he’s got his own division of roughly a hundred death knights.” 
 
    The man in question was draped head-to-toe in a long, pale robe with bits of metal armor on top. A hood covered his ashen hair, while a cloth mask concealed all but the pale skin around his dull red eyes. His arms held onto a bone staff that was modeled to look like a scythe. As for his rather absurd moniker, that was something he earned because of the rather unorthodox way he practiced necromancy. For one thing, he always made sure to get permission before using a corpse, either from the individual themselves while they were still alive, or from their next of kin. He then performed secret rituals to sanctify the remains before reanimating them. 
 
    All in all, it was a long-winded process that was lengthy and expensive, but the result was the creation of Hallowed Dead. One could easily tell these apart from regular undead because their forms and armor were bleached pure white, as opposed to the dark and gloomy hues one would expect. Not only that, but the living didn’t feel any of the revulsion one would expect. The Hallowed Dead weren’t particularly stronger or tougher than regular undead, but the nature of their creation gave them two distinct advantages. The first was that their master would not suffer the wrath of Mortimer, God of Death and Commerce, and could avoid being branded with the stigma of Taboo. The other was that these Hallowed Dead were far less vulnerable to holy and fire magic, mitigating the undead’s major weakness.  
 
    “The second is the ‘Loose Cannon,’ Lerion,” Faehorn continued his report. 
 
    This one was known to be a dangerous Wizard that specialized in long-range, wide-area magical attacks. He was essentially a piece of artillery that walked on two legs. He was one of the few VIPs whose Ultimate Skill was known—a nasty piece of magic called Particle Cannon. It was an energy beam powerful enough to punch a hole clean through Fort Yimin’s walls in one go, perhaps even breaching the keep itself. 
 
    “The last confirmed sighting is that ‘Black Tower’ fellow, Ruk’lunda.” 
 
    Next in the Ranger’s sights was a Shaman whose nickname came from his towering build, dark skin, and tendency to fight topless. His upper body was covered in various ritualistic tattoos and markings. His weapon of choice was a massive wooden pillar almost as tall as him with various animal shapes carved into it like a totem pole.  
 
    What truly set him apart from the others was that he was known to be an adventurer and wasn’t technically part of the Imperial army. It was unclear how the Empire persuaded him to show up, as his reputation made it clear he wasn’t easily motivated by gold or glory. In fact, the Republic’s Foreign Intelligence Bureau had at one time suspected him of being the Sandman due to his abnormally large build and altruistic nature. That theory had gone out the window the instant the vigilante had sent the elves his invoice, but that was beside the point. 
 
    “I see a possible fourth one,” Faehorn added as he peered at the enemy formations. “A woman in dark-colored light armor and a blue tabard. She’s holding a metal staff, black with gold-colored detailing at both ends. I can’t see much of her face because of that hood she has on, but the insignia on her shoulder is clearly that of the Gilded Hand.” 
 
    “Understood,” Underwood answered through the cube in his hand. “Keep an eye out for the remaining two.” 
 
    The fifth ‘VIP’ the Republic expected was a certain nobleman with a questionable reputation, a Warlock that went by the name of Arakawa Shinji. He was supposed to be an old man in a dark robe accompanied by a demonic entourage, but the elf saw no one that fit the description. There were quite a few Warlocks with familiars among their ranks, but none of them really stood out. Typically, the VIPs would receive preferential treatment and be put up on a pedestal to inspire the troops around them. If Shinji chose to hide away among his lower-Leveled colleagues, confirming his presence was impossible by sight alone. 
 
    Far less was known about the Empire’s sixth and final powerhouse. In fact, the only information the FIB unearthed about him was that he was a dwarven adventurer who had no affiliations with the military or the nobility. Faehorn made a token attempt to locate anyone who fit that description, but gave up soon after. He instead focused his efforts onto trying to spot any deception or ruse within the Empire’s movements. It seemed, however, that they were not planning anything clever, as they finalized their formations and began a steady march towards the fort. 
 
    Their blue tabards, cloaks, robes, and flags with griffin imprints clearly demonstrated their allegiance. Even the demons, undead, and war beasts had some blue trappings or war paint. This was good, because those dryads struggled to tell people apart based on facial features. Something Faehorn found slightly ironic when considering they all looked identical. Keira was the only one with a firm grasp on which of them was which, though that was hardly surprising. She’d spent nearly every waking moment of the past few days with those immature tree spirits, after all. 
 
    As for the beastkin’s role in the siege, she was to be a coordinator far from the front lines. She was presently nestled somewhere in the trees along with the dryads in question, and it was her job to make sure they stuck to the plan without going berserk. Their trees were bound to suffer some damage, so they might take action on their own if she wasn’t around to hold them back. Faehorn suspected the catgirl was just worried about them and wanted to be there to guide them through this turbulent time. His lips curled into a smile as he once again thought she’d make a truly great wife and mother someday, though he kept his opinion to himself. 
 
    Such idle thoughts swam around the back of his mind as he watched the steadily approaching enemy force. As expected about half of them were durable close-combat units. The rest were split between magical support, healers, and what was left of their Rogues and Rangers. Faehorn and his scouts may not have been able to do much to stall them over the past week, but had still racked up nearly five hundred confirmed kills all together. 
 
    Once the Imperial army passed the three-hundred-meter mark, both sides deployed a number of large-scale magical barriers to protect themselves from long distance attacks. In the Empire’s case, they relied on personnel, while the Republic used large barrier-generating magic items built into the fortifications. The latter were stronger and had more MP stored up than the former, but were too large and heavy for the invading force to have them along. 
 
    “Archers, at the ready!” 
 
    A dozen loud voices rang out among the silence that gripped Fort Yimin, followed by a momentary avalanche of clattering as seven thousand arrows were nocked. Even though it may not have been the main weapon of choice for all of them, the vast majority of elven soldiers had received training in using a longbow and had at least 15 Levels in the Ranger Job. It would be foolish to limit an able-bodied fighter to just close-ranged weaponry, after all. 
 
    “Take aim!” 
 
    The ones atop the walls lined up their shots, while those on the ground behind them aimed at the sky. Even if their Attributes sucked, even if the power behind their shots was weak, even if their aim was lacking, even if they couldn’t see their intended targets—none of that mattered in a siege. As long as they shot in the general direction of the enemy, they were bound to hit something. Admittedly these blind attacks would accomplish very little in the grand scheme of things, but it was better to have them than not. 
 
    When the forefront of the enemy vanguard crossed the one-hundred-and-fifty-meter mark, the battle finally began in earnest. 
 
    “Loose!” 
 
    A sea of arrows flew up into the air, glimmering with various colors as numerous enhancements, Martial Arts, and other effects imbued power into each projectile. They passed effortlessly through the massive one-way barriers around the fort and drew grand arcs through the air before raining down on the approaching Imperial forces. The Imperial Wizards, Priests, and Shamans gritted their teeth as the onslaught of projectiles clashed against their defensive Spells. The outcome was the total deflection of the first volley at the cost of the Casters’ collective MP. 
 
    “Loose!” 
 
    The second volley came several seconds later, once more filling the air with crackling sparks army as countless arrows smashed into the projected barriers. 
 
    “Loose!” 
 
    A third volley followed, then a fourth, and a fifth. The repeated strain on the Empire’s magic users became apparent as their defenses waned. Of course, the attackers’ Rangers and Rogues fired back, but they lacked the firepower to punch through the fort’s tougher barriers. Then, on the sixth volley, the protective Spells above the center of the Imperial army caved in. There were numerous sounds like glass shattering the defensive Spells were broken one after the other, and the arrows finally reached the soldiers underneath. They raised their shields, and braced themselves, but still suffered injuries. 
 
    Various hit confirmation messages flooded the minds of the Republic troops, signifying the Spells had broken through. 
 
    “Faehorn, you’re up.” 
 
    Up in the lower branches of the hylt tree, a certain Comm-crystal relayed the orders that its owner had been waiting for. 
 
    “Snipe!” 
 
    Immediately after, his spectral arrow shot forward like a beam of light, instantly piercing one of the Empire’s Priests through the head. Hundreds of similar blue streaks of light flew out of the surrounding canopy, targeting physically weak magic users. The soldiers in front attempted to cover for their comrades using their shields and various Skills, but the high angle of the attacks rendered most of their efforts moot. A number of the robe-wearing twinkle-fingers resorted to quite literally crawling between the armored grunts’ legs. 
 
    “Snipe! Snipe! Snipe! Snipe! Snipe!” 
 
    Even that seemingly cowardly act wouldn’t save them from the stream of arrows flowing from Faehorn’s ‘nest.’ Snipe was a Martial Art that imbued a Ranger’s shots with immense penetrative power and speed. As expected of a Level 100 wielding an Artifact-grade bow, his attacks punched clean through shields, armor and people as if they were paper. He also took potshots at the VIPs, but their defenses were far more formidable. 
 
    The Imperial army suffered casualties, but endured as the distance between them and the walls shortened to about sixty meters. Meteorites of fire, comets of ice, and solidified lumps of darkness rained down from the heavens on both sides as their Pyromancers, Cryomancers, Wizards and Warlocks traded long-range Spells. The fort’s barriers deflected all of the invaders’ magic while the attacking force’s unevenly distributed defenses only blocked about half of them, resulting in heavy damage to the Imperial infantry. 
 
    The Republic was definitely ahead in this early exchange since they had the fortified position, but it wouldn’t last for long. Siege weapons were completed with dizzying speed at the far back of the Imperial formation. These unleashed a barrage of enchanted stones that slammed heavily against the fort’s magical defenses, then burst into shockwaves of thunderous force that rattled the bones and shook the soul. The repeated onslaught caused large cracks to spread through the bubble-like shields, a sign they were about to break. The fervent exchanges of arrows and Spells hadn’t yet ceased, but the Empire’s foot soldiers had reached the base of the walls all the same. 
 
    While all of that was going on, a certain cat-eared beastkin sat cross-legged amidst a mess of bark and lives with five child-like dryads huddled around her. The three of them closest to the invading force gritted their teeth, as their exposed trunks received damage from a myriad of sources. Of course, they would be hit. They were the quite literal cornerstones of the base’s fortifications, so it was only natural the Empire’s attacks would affect them even if they weren’t the focus of the offensive. 
 
    “Mummy… It’s itchy…” one of them whined. 
 
    “I know, sweetie,” Keira comforted her. “Please bear with it a while longer.” 
 
    Although they appeared as ‘just giant trees’ at first glance, hylt trunks were actually far, far sturdier than any stone walls or magical barriers. The dryads still the felt arrows, Spells, and stones crashing against their Ironbark, but it was only at the stage of irritation and itchiness. They probably didn’t even take any actual damage. If this was all there was to the Empire’s offensive, then it wouldn’t have been enough to rouse the quintuplets from their slumber had they not been awakened by the Authority. 
 
    The blue crystal cube in Keira hands lit up, and she answered it to find herself staring at the projected image of Vera, the Prefect in charge of Fort Yimin. 
 
    “Decanus, begin phase one,” the officer ordered. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Keira saluted, then turned to the dryads. “Alright, girls. It’s time to play ‘Catch’ with the blue people!” 
 
    “Yaaay!” the dryads cried out in unison. 
 
    Far below them, on the ground within the Fort’s walls, was a freshly planted grove of young hylt trees with a myriad of large stones and rocks strewn around them. The five-meter-tall seedlings began moving and bending like clay as their trunks and branches creaked. The elves immediately cleared the area and got out of the way. The trees bent over and grasped at the rocks with their branches as if they were gigantic hands and fingers. The saplings flung those stones and boulders into the air with enough force to very nearly uproot themselves. Their haphazard trajectories easily cleared the walls and rained down on the Empire’s unsuspecting troops, injuring or killing hundreds of them in the first volley. 
 
    A squad of Druids within the so-called Catapult Garden quickly used their magic to heal the disturbed soil and revitalize the young trees, which bent over and repeated the process. This phenomenon was possible because of Control Vegetation—a dryad-exclusive Skill that served as their main form of offense. It wasn’t just their own bodies, but pretty much any non-sentient plant within their roots’ reach that could bend to their will. Considering an ancient hylt tree’s root system could span kilometers in every direction, it went without saying that the entirety of Fort Yimin fell within their range. 
 
    Back outside the walls, the Empire was steadily gaining ground. A large number of the barriers protecting the defenders had shattered, and the Republic soldiers had to deploy their own magical defenses. The invading army pretty much crashed against the thick, ten-meter-tall stone walls like a battering ram. Those at the front were already busy attacking the enchanted fortification using maces and warhammers, while powerful Spells crashed against its surface overhead. Even if it was little by little, they steadily chipped away at the fortifications. 
 
    Of course, the Republic would not let them have their way so easily. 
 
    “Alright, boys,” Fizzy’s metallic voice rang out. “I think those meatbags outside need a bath!” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am!” 
 
    A dedicated squad of siege engineers replied in unison as they began ferrying pots of boiling oil up the stairs and onto the walls. The elves already up on the ramparts made way for them, and the scalding mixture was dumped onto the soldiers below. The cries of pain rose up from their ranks as proof of the oil’s effectiveness, but that was only the first step. With practiced ease, the siege engineers took a number of stick-like bombs out of their pockets and pouches, pulled the pins, and threw them over the edge. The metal tubes burst open not with explosive force, but bright yellow flames. The alchemically-prepared boiling oil below caught fire, enveloping the base of the walls in a raging, persistent inferno. Heavy brown smoke rose from the flames and lingered around the area like a thick smog, choking the life out of anything that still drew breath. 
 
    Artificers and Alchemists both made nasty stuff on their own, but the combination of the former’s ingenuity and the latter’s deadly chemicals was truly gruesome. 
 
    Just then, a plume of bright, blue light radiated from somewhere within the Empire’s ranks. The man known as the ‘Loose Cannon’ was charging his signature move. The Republic forces launched attacks at him to interrupt it, but the Empire’s magic users converged around him to provide cover. It was a tense few moments, but the attackers’ efforts proved enough. 
 
    “Particle Cannon!” 
 
    A conical beam of pure energy shot out from the man and flew the walls of Fort Yimin at near-light speed. 
 
    “Mirror of Calandra!” 
 
    Split seconds before it hit, a gigantic, oval-shaped, ornamental mirror sprang up in front of the walls. The beam bounced off it, and washed over that section of the Empire’s force. It scorched the ground, and turned hundreds of the invaders to ash within the blink of an eye. 
 
    [Feat of strength performed! You have unlocked a new Perk: Slayer of Humanity.] 
 
    This was the only noteworthy message amidst the flood of notifications that assailed Imiryl’s consciousness. The power of the ascendant human’s Particle Cannon had been reflected by that of the high elf’s own Ultimate Skill. The ‘Loose Cannon’ himself had been caught up in the attack, though he barely managed to survive. The two high-Level Wizards glared at each other across the momentarily-silenced battlefield. 
 
    “Tsk,” Lerion clicked his tongue. “I wasn’t told that bitch would be there.” 
 
    Had he known, he wouldn’t have thoughtlessly used his Ultimate Skill like that. Not only were most of his direct subordinates dead, but his MP was nearly exhausted and his HP wasn’t in great shape, either. This seemed to be a good point for him to fall back and recuperate. No matter how weak or powerful they were, any individual on this world would be able to heal from their non-crippling injuries and return to battle after a ten-to-fifteen-minute rest. This time could be cut even shorter with the aid of restorative magic and elixirs. The injured troops still wouldn’t be able to use any powerful Skills that had excessively long cooldown periods and had to manage their stamina, but for the most part they could get right back to the fight. 
 
    None of that was relevant to the ascendant Wizard, however, as a spectral arrow bore a hole clean through his heart. A second one pierced his skull before his body had even hit the ground. 
 
    “Confirmed kill on Lerion,” Faehorn reported from his perch. 
 
    “Good work,” Underwood replied. 
 
    “Thank Imiryl if you have time to blab, Silus.” 
 
    If it hadn’t been for the high elf’s perfectly executed counter-Ultimate, bringing that man down would have been a much more difficult task. Breaching his Mana Shield alone would have taken far too much time for a lone Ranger, even one of Faehorn’s level. 
 
    “Heads up, the Hallowed Dead are encroaching on the walls,” the archer reported. 
 
    “Can you take that Necromancer out?” 
 
    “Not a chance. He’s been using his minions as shields, and they’re too hardy for me to... Wait, he’s personally going to the base of the wall!” 
 
    A magic user who willingly threw himself into the front lines like that could only mean one thing—he was about to unleash an Ultimate Skill. Since this man’s ability was unknown, it immediately sent the elven officers into high alert. However, they were unable to pass orders down the chain of command fast enough for the defenders to react, and the white-robed man reached the foot of the stone wall unharmed.  
 
    The alchemical fires and poisonous fumes that had been started by the fort’s defenders had already subsided or been cleared away. The Empire’s soldiers were wary of approaching this section of the wall again, so the corpse-commander had no cover from the army. He didn’t need it though. The man’s towering death knights used their huge shields to form a mobile bunker around their master, sheltering him from the rain of attacks that came from above. Although he lost about a quarter of his minions getting this far, he reached his goal without much difficulty.  
 
    He raised his right arm and placed a pale hand on the chipped, battered, and scorched surface of the walls. He then let out a low voice, almost like a whisper. 
 
    “The goal of all life is death.” 
 
    In the next instant, everything within fifteen meters of him died. It wasn’t just the elves within range of his Ultimate Skill, either. Even things that were not technically alive were granted ‘death.’ Armor and weapons eroded into oblivion while the ground and stone around him turned to sand. Even part of his own undead platoon succumbed to the effects of the Ultimate Skill and collapsed into inanimate piles of ashes. The very air became stagnant with anti-life to the point that even the person that brought about this world of ultimate decay started to choke on it. 
 
    The Necromancer, who was not completely exempt from the effects of his own ability, collapsed to one knee. The death knights left just outside the range of his Ultimate Skill ran to his side to provide cover. He heard thumping and clanging noises overhead, as numerous attacks bounced off their heavy shields and armor. 
 
    “Owww! That! Hurt!” 
 
    In the next instant, he heard a high-pitched, childish voice that sent him on high alert. It was clearly audible over the chaotic noise of the battle around him, but he neither saw nor felt any nearby living beings. He quickly dismissed those words as the enemy using some kind of trickery to unsettle him. Rangers, for instance, commonly used Whisper Wind to distract an enemy during combat, the experienced Necromancer wouldn’t fall for such a basic ruse. 
 
    He stood unsteadily, using his staff to support his weakened body. Looking up from the sandy ground and peering through the gaps between his minions, he confirmed that the walls before him had collapsed to leave a gigantic, gaping hole in the fort’s defenses. He smiled under his mask, as his mission had been completed. With his part in the battle over, all that was left was to fall back from the front lines, collect his pay, and gather new ‘recruits’ from the soldiers that signed their bodies over to him. It wasn’t difficult to find military types who preferred to have their remains continue to serve the Empire rather than being left to rot in the ground. 
 
    However, the Holy Necromancer would have to actually make it back to safety before he could cash in on his ‘investment.’ 
 
    “GRAH!” 
 
    The man let out a shrill yell in response to the sudden sharp pain in both his feet. Looking down in a panic, he saw something had pierced clean through them from below, effectively nailing him to this spot. How was such a thing possible? Everything underneath his position should have turned to ash and sand. Whatever traps the elves might have laid should have ceased to function, regardless of the magic they might have held. Even high-Level monsters would wither away unless they were practically overflowing with vitality. 
 
    “Hack! Koff!” 
 
    The man’s high-speed thought processes cut off as he coughed, gasping for air. He felt weak and dizzy, far worse than the after-effects of Final Goal, his Ultimate Skill, should have been. His limbs felt cold and his body grew heavy as he realized both his HP and MP were rapidly dropping. Whatever had pierced his feet sucked the blood straight out of him, leaving the man without the strength to free himself. 
 
    In a fit of calculated panic, he mentally commanded his death knights to cut off his legs at the knees, which they did without hesitation. The man stifled the screams of pain as their ivory blades cleaved through his lower limbs. Separated from his feet, he fell over backwards into the waiting hands of his Hallowed Dead, who carried him away with all due haste. He reached for the Rejuvenating Potion on his belt. It was a high-class mixture that could be called the ultimate healing elixir. It was powerful enough to fully restoring a living being to pristine condition in seconds, including growing back lost limbs. Its main downside was that a single dose would shave off several years from one’s natural lifespan, but the Necromancer didn’t hesitate to bring the mixture to his lips. 
 
    Moments later, the ivory-colored troop of death knights crumbled into piles of dust and bones, which blended into the yellow sand underneath. However, their master was nowhere to be found. All that was left of him were a pair of pierced shoes, a white robe stained red, and a trail of bloodied sand connecting the two points. An uncorked crystal vial lay on the ground, its pink contents draining away into the sand. It was as if the man’s body had disappeared into thin air. 
 
    It was the price he paid for carelessly harming a dryad’s precious roots. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Part Two 
 
    “Morgana! Did those dryads make a move just now?” 
 
    The angry visage of Prefect Vera stared accusingly at the Comm-crystal’s image of the beastkin who was supposed to keep those ‘children’ in check. She saw the girl turn her head around and heard her repeat the question. The redhead seemingly got her answer, as she turned her attention back to the elf. 
 
    “Uhm… Castelia says she got upset and drank the man that hurt her roots.” 
 
    Vera blinked a few times in surprise. She could immediately understand how the Necromancer’s large-scale attack might have caused the dryad to retaliate on reflex. That much was obvious. It was that other bit that confused her. 
 
    “Drank?” Vera asked incredulously. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. Something about nutrients?” 
 
    “So, she… absorbed his body while leaving nothing behind?” 
 
    “I think so. She’s not very good at explaining things.” 
 
    “I see… Well, uh, we likely haven’t been found out, but make sure you keep them in line, okay?” 
 
    Even Faehorn, who had just reported on the Necromancer’s mysterious disappearance, failed to see what went on with all the undead covering that VIP’s retreat. It was therefore safe to assume the Empire’s spotters were just as dumbfounded. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    The Prefect cut the connection and returned to the problem at hand. While losing two of their trump cards this early had definitely been a heavy blow for the Empire, they still managed to penetrate the fortress defenses much sooner than anticipated. The Republic planned to wear the enemy down a lot more before that happened, but that was just how powerful Ultimate Skills were. If applied correctly they could drastically change the course of an entire war, let alone a single battle. 
 
    The upside was that Operation Honeytrap involved letting the enemy pour into the fort anyway, though the Republic couldn’t just open the gates and let them in. The invaders needed to remain oblivious to the nature of the nasty surprise the defenders had in store for them. This meant the Legionnaires and conscripts had to clash with the Imperials head on. Many Republic troops would doubtlessly perish, but as Faehorn had pointed out time and again, the dryads would only be effective so long as they remained an unknown factor. The elves had only one shot at this, so they had to make it count, even if it meant sacrificing their people. 
 
    Back at the breached-wall-turned-desert, the Imperial officers considered whether it was safe to rush in. The life-sapping air had cleared up, but the Necromancer that caused it was nowhere to be seen. Although they found the latter to be quite unsettling, the lack of knowledge wasn’t going to get them any war contributions. Having two of their living weapons eliminated so soon was unfortunate, but the attackers definitely had the upper hand. VIPs aside, casualties on both sides seemed to be relatively equal thus far. This was good news for the numerically superior Empire. Even if the defenders had a more favorable position, the invaders’ superior military would clearly win out. 
 
    Seeing little reason to hesitate, the order was given and the Imperial troops rushed over the dried-up sands and through the crumbled section of the wall. As they were about to pour in, however, they met resistance. 
 
    “Grit yer teeth and say yer prayers, ye blithering gomerels!” 
 
    Angry, inebriated, heavily armed, dwarf-shaped resistance. 
 
    “RRRRAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAARGH!” 
 
    Hilda gave a war cry that carried clearly across the noisy battlefield, and everyone that heard it felt its effects. 
 
    [Your body trembles before the Tempest of Rage.]
[The effectiveness of physical Attributes is reduced by 25% for the next 15 minutes.] 
 
    The invading infantry felt rattled down to their very cores. Their movements grew noticeably more sluggish, as each individual felt both their equipment and their breathing grow heavier. Suddenly losing a quarter of the benefits bestowed to them by their STR, DEX, AGI, and END rendered the vanguard confused and shaken on top of being severely weakened. 
 
    [The Tempest of Rage has swallowed you up.]
[The effectiveness of physical Attributes is increased by 25% for the next 15 minutes.] 
 
    The Republic’s forces, on the other hand, let off a unified war cry as they felt their bodies well up with power. Elves, humans, and dwarves clad in shining silverite armor rushed out to meet the Empire’s charge, their eyes glowing with an unearthly red light. Tight at their head was Hilda, whose blue tabard had been dyed white just for the occasion. She leapt a good ten meters through the air and swung down with a massive axe taller than her. 
 
    “Cleave!” 
 
    The blade collided with the ground, sending out a shockwave of red light that dug a five-meter-long trench through it. Needless to say, any humans who stood in its path found themselves slain without being able to do anything about it. Hilda didn’t even bat an eye under her spiked helmet. She merely lifted the weapon up onto her shoulder with one hand, and dashed forward, swinging it in a wide arc. Multiple men fell by the wayside every time her weapon moved, the bloodthirsty blade cutting clean flesh, bone, and metal alike. She kept forcing her way deeper into the Empire’s ranks like a blender as she let the red haze overtake her. No steel weapon could reach her, but Spells and various projectiles flew at her and chipped away at her formidable vitality.  
 
    However, inflicting damage on a Berserker simply made them more dangerous. This sort of environment was where the Job truly shone. To make matters worse for her enemy, the magic weapon Hilda wielded replenished her lost vitality by absorbing the lifeblood of its victims, turning the dwarf into a perpetual carousel of death. The sheer terror her blood-soaked form inspired could not be understated. Even the allies following in her wake trembled at the thought of even getting near her. 
 
    Well, all except one of them. 
 
    “Heaaaaahahahaaa!” 
 
    An oddly gleeful cry came out from a small, mithril frame. Fizzy had decided to take this chance to further advance her Metal Golem and Paladin Jobs. Though her metallic constitution seemed to exclude her from receiving the benefits of the Tempest of Rage, she would not fail to teach these canned meatbags just how inferior they were to her. For once, it wasn’t just her narcissistic tendencies talking. 
 
    “Get out there and score some points with the military, but retreat the instant your survival is at stake.” 
 
    Those had been the orders given to her by her Hero, and she would follow them to the letter. The humans stood little chance in close combat against a mithril golem that was faster, stronger, and tougher. Her small size made it difficult to target her as she bashed the people around her into a bloody pulp from the ground up. Knees were smashed, spines were crushed, heads were squished, and groins were mercilessly targeted by her trusty wrench. She was entirely within her element—a Champion of Chaos navigating a sea of violence and slaughter. 
 
    As she did so, Fizzy began to somewhat understand why Boxxy liked killing humans so much. There was just something… special about it. Maybe it was that subtly unique way their skulls caved in, or maybe that they were responsible for turning her former life into a nightmare. Perhaps it was the fact that there were just so many of them to barrel through. Whatever the case, there was no denying that personally taking part in this battle filled her with a thrill that fighting prisoners and monsters in the arena couldn’t compete with. 
 
    Still, the radiant construct was careful to not let herself get carried away. Sure, she had her fun, but made sure not to go as deep into enemy lines as Hilda was. Her shiny frame would make her too much of a target. For the first time in weeks the Paladin resisted the urge to show off and blended in with the rank and file as much as she could. Fizzy might’ve made a name for herself in the arena circuit, but out here she was just another of the thousands of Republic troops doing their part to defend their homeland. 
 
    She was aided in this endeavor by the way the situation rapidly deteriorated into an all-out brawl. Combatants fell on both sides as Spells and arrows flew over and between them. The counterattack the Republic launched would only last as long as Hilda’s Ultimate Skill persisted. Ultimately it was nothing more than a smoke screen that allowed the defenders to inflict the most damage while suffering the least casualties before pulling back. 
 
    The question was, whether or not that dwarf actually planned to pull back. The way she pushed forward made one think she had no intention doing so. She kept cleaving her way deeper into the Empire’s ranks as if she planned on single-handedly slaughtering every single one of them. Looking at the trail of carnage she left in her wake made it seem like she was entirely capable of doing just that. Unless, of course, someone of comparable strength stood in her way. 
 
    *CLANGGG* 
 
    A clear, gong-like sound rang out, and the dwarf was blown several meters backwards. She landed on her feet and skidded across the blood-soaked ground as she came to a stop several steps from her previous position. Her dented helmet landed somewhere behind her with a dull sound as she shook her now-exposed head to recover from the unexpected blow. 
 
    “Gah! Got blood-drunk again, didn’t I?” she grumbled as she took in her surroundings. 
 
    Going ‘full Berserker’ turned one into a force to be reckoned with, but it also made them lose sight of their surroundings. This was how Hilda found herself neck-deep in Imperial territory, far away from the walls of Fort Yimin and with enemy soldiers surrounding her. None of them seemed keen to approach her, despite having their weapons drawn and trained on her, forming a circle a few dozen meters wide. The reason they had suddenly stopped dead was to avoid getting in the way of a certain someone that actually had a chance at stopping the dwarf’s rampage for good. 
 
    A certain someone that Hilda was surprised, delighted, and enraged to see. 
 
    The one who had just knocked her helmet off was the mysterious, lightly-armored VIP Faehorn spotted earlier. Her ashen leather armor was covered by a bright blue tabard with a golden handprint on her left shoulder. In her hands was a black plain-looking metal staff with gilded decorations on either end. Attached to her back were a pair of ethereal angelic wings, similar yet subtly different from Lichter’s, which beat slowly as she hovered slightly above the ground. The hood that obscured her features before was lowered to reveal a beautiful yet cold expression befitting of an ice queen, framed by shoulder-length, raven-black hair that fluttered slightly in the breeze kicked up by her wings. 
 
    It was a look the dwarf was intimately familiar with. 
 
    “Well, butter my butt and call me a biscuit!” she smiled fiercely in her fighting stance. “How ye been, Jen?” 
 
    The woman planted her feet on the ground as her glowing wings disappeared. 
 
    “Hilda,” she said flatly. 
 
    “Fancy seein’ ye here. Had a feelin’ ye didn’t bite the big one like I heard, but didn’t think ye’d turn military!” 
 
    The angelic woman didn’t reply, but merely assumed her own stance. She stood on one leg, her other raised and bent at the knee. She gripped her staff with her left hand and held it behind her back while extending her right palm forward and upward, as if asking for a cup of sugar. 
 
    “Cold as usual, aye?” the dwarf continued. “Still, cannae wait to see Shoestrap’s face when he finds out ye’re still kickin’!” 
 
    In the next instant, Jen shifted a few centimeters to her left, and a phantasmal arrow pierced through the space her forehead occupied mere moments prior. 
 
    “Ah… Too late for that, eh?” 
 
    Several more arrows flew at her, but she idly plucked them out of the air, catching the projectiles between their fingers. Monk were infamous for their ability to handle projectile attacks with ease, and this one was so advanced that Faehorn’s bow seemed useless against her. Still, the elf Ranger wouldn’t be himself if he didn’t test his old comrade. 
 
    Both Faehorn and Hilda instantly recognized this woman as Jennifer Jackson, who used to be a member of their adventuring team along with Lichter the Paladin. She had left them after a particularly bad falling out decades ago, yet looked exactly the same. This was due to her Timeless Body, a high-Level Monk Skill that, among other things, allowed her to retain her youthful vigor and appearance despite her advanced age. 
 
    “What’s with the fancy mark on yer shoulder? Ye a big shot or somethin’ over there? Knew ye had it in ye, ye fucken’ psycho!” 
 
    The woman blushed slightly in response despite her unflinching expression, showing she was still both immune to sarcasm and weak to compliments. 
 
    “C’mon, Jen! Ye must be at least a lil’ happy to see me, right?” 
 
    “Jennifer is dead,” spoke the woman in a deadpan voice. “I am Zone of the Gilded Hand. Nothing more. Nothing less.” 
 
    “Ah, they even gave ye a fancy codename, eh? Well, then ‘Zone,’ let’s see if ye can still swing that stick around as well as ye used to!” 
 
    Hilda leapt forward, swinging her unreasonably sized axe in a wide diagonal arc. Her opponent didn’t even flinch as she struck it with her staff, knocking the heavy lump of metal off-course and causing it to dig into the ground. She swung her fist around, aiming at Hilda’s head. The dwarf raised her shoulder, deflecting the blow with her armor while she pulled back her weapon. She swung it once more, but the Monk leapt over and brought her staff down on her head, which was barely deflected by the haft of Hilda’s axe. The dwarf pushed against that staff with all her might, intending to drive her axe’s blade into Zone’s neck at near-point-blank range. Her target unfurled her wings and retreated into the sky before that happened. She flapped her feathers a few times to gain some altitude before swooping in with a sweep of her staff. It was the same attack that had taken Hilda’s helmet off, except the now-in-control Berserker sidestepped it with minimal movements. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Zone deflect another barrage from Faehorn with little difficulty. 
 
    “Damn,” cursed the Ranger under his breath. “It really is her, isn’t it?” 
 
    Back on his perch, the high elf did his best to cover Hilda’s reckless advance by picking off the enemy magic users targeting her. And then that problem child showed up. The woman he knew as Jennifer had grown immensely in the years since they had last seen her, but that troublesome personality of hers seemed to still be intact. The fact she managed to Rank Up in that time frame was nothing short of impressive, which made a part of him happy for his old ally. 
 
    No, former ally. Whatever their relationship might have been before, she was now an enemy. Come to think of it, she was most likely the one who had saved those griffins from his arrows following the hillside ambush about a week ago. Only a Monk could be that adept at nullifying a Ranger’s attacks, and Jennifer was clearly among the best of them. Still, that didn’t mean she had the luxury to deflect his arrows and go toe-to-toe with Hilda at the same time. She wouldn’t stand a chance so long as he provided covering fire while his partner on the ground did her thing. 
 
    Unfortunately, there was a lot more going on than three veteran adventurers beating the crap out of each other. Faehorn saw the Comm-crystal at his feet light up, indicating that Silus was trying to get in touch with him. The Ranger hesitated for a moment, but he still answered it with one hand while keeping a trained eye on Hilda and Jennifer’s duel. 
 
    “What is it, Silus?” 
 
    “We have trouble,” the officer stated urgently. “Air units coming in from the south. We need you to handle it.” 
 
    It wasn’t a direction the Ranger had a line of sight on. The enemy was assaulting the fort from the west and he was currently on a north-facing branch. As such, there was a colossal tree trunk between himself and those new targets. He would have to relocate, and that would take time that Hilda might not have. 
 
    “Can it wait?” the Ranger asked hopefully. 
 
    “No, it really can’t.” 
 
    Of course, it couldn’t. The fact that Underwood was contacting him meant it must have been a threat that nobody else could handle. Faehorn sighed and decided to trust that wrecking ball of a dwarf to handle things on her own. At least until he was done dealing with this new situation. 
 
    “Alright, I’m on it.” 
 
    The Ranger put the blue cube away in his pocket and ran along the sheer side of the hylt tree. He kicked off its surface and grabbed onto a vine dangling from above. He used his momentum to swing over to the next vine, and then the next as he made his way around the side of the massive trunk. He relocated to another branch, this one a bit lower in altitude, which gave him a good view of both the battle and the approaching threat. 
 
    “You gotta be shitting me,” he mumbled under his breath. 
 
    ‘Aerial units’ was Silus putting it lightly. The six griffins he saw were one thing, but their lead flier was a different story entirely. It was a gigantic creature that was several sizes bigger than the others. It had a long neck and tail, a massive torso with four legs ending in claws, and a pair of ridiculously large, leathery wings. Its entire body was covered in shining green scales and it had thick black spikes running down the length of its spine. 
 
    “What’s a freaking dragon doing here?!’” he screamed at nobody in particular. 
 
    His eyes gave him the answer to that frustrating question. There was someone riding atop the mighty beast. A stocky figure wrapped in brown furs and a pair of goggles to shield him from the wind. The massive black beard that flowing from his chin fluttered around either side of his neck, making it quite obvious as to who he was. Well, it was the thing that he was riding that really gave it away, but that was beside the point. 
 
    “Uh, Silus,” he reported into the Comm-crystal. “That’s Thorgren the ‘Dragon Tamer,’ isn’t it?” 
 
    One of the few Monster Tamers to reach Level 100, and the only person in recent history who was able to fully control the prideful creatures that stood at the pinnacle of the monster world. Having to face a dragon was bad enough, but a creature under a Monster Tamer’s control was always stronger than a wild one. The added direction and cunning of an experienced adventurer made them tricky to bring down. The only consolation was the tiny size of the dragon’s horns showed it was still juvenile. 
 
    “Can you take him?” Underwood asked curtly. 
 
    “What, by myself? Where’s Imiryl?” 
 
    “She’s engaging the Black Tower on the field. She’s trying to keep him from activating his Ultimate Skill.” 
 
    Faehorn scanned the ground and immediately located the site of their battle. They were just under the walls, immediately south of where the sandy hole was. The two of them exchanged lightning Spells with great intensity, and were evenly matched. The Black Tower appeared to be quite adept at magic, despite his intimidating frame and bulging muscles. 
 
    “So, can you do it or not?” Silus insisted. 
 
    “Not a chance. I don’t have nearly enough MP to kill a dragon, let alone one controlled by a Monster Tamer.” 
 
    “So, if you had the MP, you could do it?” 
 
    “Maybe, but I’ll get potion sickness before that happens.” 
 
    The Ranger never could handle alchemical supplements. He could only drink three or four potions a day before the debilitating condition settled in, and he had already used two of them. 
 
    “Good enough. Standby.” 
 
    Underwood’s image disappeared, even though the Comm-crystal was still active. 
 
    “What do you mean ‘good enough?’ Silus?!” Faehorn shouted. 
 
    “Hey, mister.” 
 
    “Ack!” 
 
    A green girl’s head with hair-like grass poked out of the branch he stood on, almost literally between his legs. It caused him to let out an uncharacteristic scream of surprise as he instinctively leapt back a few steps. 
 
    “Ah, uhm… C-Castelia, right?” 
 
    “Yep! Mummy says you need some food, so here you go!” 
 
    A number of leafy blue vines sprouted from around the elf and grew straight upwards, then wrapped themselves around his waist. The Ranger had no idea what was going on, but this was clearly part of Underwood’s plan so he let the little plant lady do what she willed. He then felt something flowing into him. Looking at his Status, he saw his nearly-depleted MP recovering at a mind-boggling rate. 
 
    “Oh, I see,” his face lit up. “Clever, very clever.” 
 
    If dryads could suck the mana out of living things, then it was only natural they could return it as well. However, the influx of energy didn’t stop when it hit maximum, and his current MP went over his capacity. The over-abundance of magical energy in his body caused his joints to tense up, his temple to throb, and his chest to burn painfully. The magical energy would likely kill him if this carried on. The difference between medicine and poison was in the dosage, after all. 
 
    “Uh, could you tone it down a bi... Wait, where’d she go?!” 
 
    The dryad, it would seem, had already departed. Like it or not, Faehorn had the MP he wanted. Now, he just had to make sure he spent it all before it made his heart explode. Worst case scenario, he’d just cut off the vines with the dagger on his belt. Doing so would probably piss the dryad off a little, but he had a feeling she wouldn’t exactly stop ‘feeding’ him on her own. Based on what he’d heard, restraint wasn’t a virtue that dryads possessed. 
 
    Without waiting for his symptoms to get any worse, the high elf went down on one knee and leveled his bow against the targets in the distance. 
 
    “Hunter’s Mark. Strafe. Wind-imbued Arrows. Deadshot. Adrenaline Rush.” 
 
    He activated numerous Skills in rapid succession from both his Ranger and Rogue Jobs, and then took a deep breath. 
 
    “Turret Stance: Snipe!” 
 
    The pain in his limbs and head gradually went away as he started spending his overabundant MP. His hands moved at a speed that would be difficult for anyone to follow, turning into blurs as they repeatedly pulled back and released the bowstring. The weapon, his body, and even the branch under his feet shook violently from the excessively-rapid fire clocking at about two hundred shots per minute. 
 
    He first targeted the dragon, hitting it in the snout with a dozen arrows before it could react by weaving and dodging. Once the enemy knew they were under fire, he changed targets to the six griffins. Those were shot down in as little as twenty seconds and fell to the ground resembling gigantic pincushions. He turned his aim back to the approaching dragon and kept the constant stream of blue lights trained on it. 
 
    As expected, however, he wasn’t doing much. The dragon bobbed and weaved at a speed that belied its large body, making it excessively difficult to land clean hits on it. At least half the shots missed completely, while those that hit mostly bounced harmlessly off its tough scales. Trying to target the dwarf strapped to his back proved to be a futile effort, as the spikes along the beast’s spine served to give him a surprisingly good amount of cover. The dragon’s movements were also highly chaotic, making it impossible to nail the relatively tiny owner at this distance. Besides, the dwarf had probably linked his vitality with the monster under his command, meaning either both died, or neither did. 
 
    Still, damage steadily accumulated on the great beast as its scales chipped away and its wings filled with tiny holes. The wounds stitched themselves shut with worrying speed, but the beast’s regenerative abilities couldn’t keep up. If things kept going like this, Faehorn might have actually stood a chance. Unfortunately, the temporary effects of his various Skills started wearing off, and both his rate of fire and accuracy suffered. The burden he put on his body wasn’t helping things either. His bones creaked, his hands bled and his muscles screamed. But he didn’t stop. He couldn’t stop. 
 
    By this time, a full minute of his barrage had passed, and the dragon was within three hundred meters of his position. Smoke rose from its nostrils as it let out a gigantic ball of green flames aimed directly at the Ranger. He didn’t panic, and just kept shooting dead center at the incoming projectile. The spectral arrows from his bow ploughed through the flames, dispersing the fireball into a far-less dangerous shower of sparks and smoke in a matter of seconds. 
 
    Those were precious seconds the Ranger didn’t have to spare. He had to bring the beast down before it got close enough to incinerate the fort’s defenders, but shortening the distance also allowed Faehorn to change tactics. He ceased the movement of his hands and let out a few ragged breaths. After that much-too-short breather, he adjusted his stance and waited for the dragon’s nostrils to flare up again before activating his Ultimate Skill, albeit in a slightly different fashion. 
 
    “Turret Stance: Burst Shot!” 
 
    Burst Shot was a bow-based Martial Art with relatively low range, high MP consumption, and minimal armor penetration. However, it was the most destructive of the techniques granted by a Ranger’s Marksman Skill. As for why Faehorn had chosen this particular Martial Art—it was to exploit one of the dragons’ two known weaknesses. 
 
    The first was that their muscles were actually disproportionately weak in relation to their bulk. A dragon’s physical might was formidable from a person’s perspective, but only because of the sheer size and mass difference. If a dragon and a human were in the same weight category, then the latter would be able to overpower it in a contest of raw strength. Of course, even if a human that massive actually existed, the dragon would just back off and burn them to a crisp using their deadliest weapon—their breath attacks. 
 
    However, using those was also how they revealed their other key weakness. 
 
    A dragon’s scales made up one of the toughest natural armors in the world. They deflected both physical and magical attacks with ease, and damaging them was an ordeal in and of itself. The only thing in Faehorn’s repertoire that could even scratch them was Snipe, and the most a Burst Shot could do was maybe leave a scorch mark. A dragon’s insides, however, were frightfully vulnerable. Obviously, landing an attack from inside the beast was pretty much impossible without getting eaten. Unless, of course, they opened their jaws wide for some other reason. 
 
    The green fireball left the dragon’s maw just as dozens of red-tinted arrows ploughed into it and lodged themselves into the back of its throat. The sudden jolt of massive pain caused the beast to stop its advance and recoil while grabbing onto its snout with its clawed, webbed fingers. A heartbeat later, the arrows inside its mouth exploded violently, ripping its throat to shreds. The beast let out a piercing howl as it plummeted towards the ground with black smoke coming out of its jaws. 
 
    It crashed into the ground with a thundering impact that the elf could feel all the way up on his perch, the beast’s final breath exploding into green flames somewhere above him. 
 
    “Heh… Hehehehe! HAHAHAHA! Hack! Koff! Koff! Koff!” 
 
    Faehorn’s victorious celebration was cut short by him coughing up blood. He hadn’t realized it, but the MP influx overpowered his expenditure ever since his rate of fire dropped, and his body was starting to suffer for it. He quickly took his knife out and cut away the mana-imbuing vines. He panted heavily and frantically, allowing his body to steadily release the excess MP into the air through uneven breathing. A few moments of hyperventilating calmed him down enough to finally realize that the Comm-crystal at his feet was ringing again. 
 
    Not knowing how long it had been doing that, he grasped it as quickly as his bloodied hand would allow and answered it. 
 
    “Silus,” he smirked, “I got the-” 
 
    “You have incoming!” 
 
    No sooner had Underwood uttered those words when the exhausted Ranger felt a presence rapidly approaching him. He looked to his right just in time to see something long, thin, and black hurtling towards his face. There was a dull sound as the metal object made contact with his head and sent him flying off the branch. His skull most definitely cracked, and he lost vision in one eye, but he was still able to make two things out as he fell. 
 
    One was the winged figure of Jennifer, the one responsible for knocking him off his perch. Though the emotionless mask she wore was new to him, the cold glare in her yellow eyes was all too familiar. The other thing he noticed was the aftermath of the dragon’s last fireball, which he failed to completely diffuse. His lethal assault had thrown off the creature’s aim, causing it to bathe the hylt tree’s upper canopy in emerald-green flames. He was sure the dryad was in pain right now, as a dragon’s flames were capable of scorching anything from existence. 
 
    Ah… that poor kid… 
 
    Time seemed to slow down as he plummeted, his mind drifting off to the beastkin who would have to deal with the distraught child and keep her in line. The girl that showed more promise than any other student he had ever seen. The girl that suffered far worse than any person should have had to endure. The girl who had the strength of will to smile and seek happiness despite all she’d been through. The girl that was sure to carry on his teachings and his legacy. 
 
    Granted, he still had his suspicions that there was something quite off about her, but it was ultimately a good thing that he never learned the truth. 
 
    I just know she’ll be an incredible mother one day… 
 
    It meant that his final thoughts before he hit the ground and lost his life were thoroughly happy.


 
   
  
 

 Part Three 
 
    A blood-stained axe swung downward, and a black staff intercepted it. It hit the high-speed attack from the side, causing it to change course and miss its target entirely. Just like before, Zone used that gap to close in and thrust a palm out at Hilda. The dwarf countered it with a punch of her own. Gauntlet clashed against bare skin, yet the noise produced was a metallic clang. Still, Zone lost in the contest of strength and was pushed back, which gave the dwarf enough of a gap to reposition her axe and take a wide vertical swing at her midsection. The Monk leapt backwards to dodge, but the axe still managed to cut a shallow wound across her abdomen, her eyes wide-open in shock at the unexpected speed of the attack. 
 
    Zone took a brief moment to reevaluate her opponent as her feet skidded across the ground. The dwarf in front of her was much more dangerous than she initially thought. Or rather, it would be more accurate to say she had underestimated her based on the image from her memories. She knew that even if Hilda was a hothead who rarely considered the consequences of her actions, the old bat’s mind was like a steel trap when it came to combat. Although she let her anger run wild at first, she now had full control over it. Hilda honed her supernatural rage into a weapon and was pointing it directly at Zone’s neck like an invisible guillotine. That, combined with the Berserker’s oxymoronic characteristic of getting stronger as they took damage, only meant the dwarf would become more troublesome as the battle went on. 
 
    In direct contrast to her was the Monk. Hers was a Job that required stillness of heart and calmness of mind. It read the opponent’s flow and became one with it, like a blade of grass swaying in the wind. However, this dwarf was no mere gust of air, but a raging tornado that threatened to rip out the very soil itself. Her attacks seemed completely random, yet each one was a deadly strike that would most likely be fatal if taken head on. The fact she managed to rend through the human’s dragonhide armor with so little resistance was proof enough of that. 
 
    In short, Zone had almost instantaneously come to the decision that she could not take Hilda without revealing her trump card. 
 
    The human in front of Hilda chanted something under her breath. Her yellow eyes glowed with a serene, cyan light and a swirl of similarly-colored energy enveloped her. It draped around her like a transparent film, a second skin that perfectly matched the contours of her body and her armor. The dwarf’s fierce toothy grin—a clear sign that she enjoyed the fight—only grew wider in response. Her opponent had activated some weird Skill, perhaps her Ultimate. There was no way the Berserker wouldn’t get even more fired up. 
 
    Hilda prepared her axe for another attack, but Zone moved first this time. The Monk dashed forward, spun around and swung her staff downward with all her might. The sharp-eyed Berserker sidestepped the wide swing, which crashed into the hard-packed dirt kicking up a small explosion of dust. The dwarf immediately recognized it as Zone having put all of her power into a single blow. She could already tell from their exchanges that their physical strength was comparable, and she only came out on top because of the added weight of her armor. 
 
    However, such a careless move was completely unlike Zone. It was an attack that put her all into offense and left nothing for defense. If she was in the dwarf’s class in the Consortium, a performance like that would earn her a harsh reprimand. But this was a battlefield, and the punishment for mistakes like those were one’s life. A verdict Hilda executed without hesitation as she sent her axe flying at the Monk’s wide-open neck. 
 
    A spectral, cyan-colored form bearing Zone’s shape leapt out of the Monk’s body and swung her version of the black staff upward, perfectly intercepting the horizontal blow and redirecting its path, so it only sliced off a few hairs. The dwarf didn’t miss a beat, using her sideways momentum to swing her weapon around with a spin and deliver another blow, even faster than the last one.  
 
    When she laid eyes on Zone once more, she saw the Monk swinging her own staff at the dwarf’s head. Her spectral self once again leapt out and brilliantly parried the axe while her physical one smashed into the dwarf’s left arm, which she had raised in defense. The armor absorbed much of that impact, but the weapon infused with her Ki still sent shockwaves of pain through the Berserker’s body. Hilda recoiled slightly, giving time for her opponent to take another quick swing, which was blocked by the haft of her axe. The dwarf shifted her body forward and kicked out with her stubby leg, only to see a ghostly foot shoot out of the human and intercept her own with a metal clang. Although their power was similar, the dwarf’s much heavier body was still able to win out and push Zone away from her, creating some space between them. 
 
    With just that much, Hilda could grasp the nature of her former teammate’s Ultimate Skill, Spirit Guardian. The dwarf might not have known its name, but her veteran mind quickly deduced its effects. That ghostly presence would automatically deflect incoming attacks, allowing the user to put all her energy into crushing her opponent. It was like fighting two people at the same time, a simultaneous application of one’s offense and defense. 
 
    Well, two could play it that game. 
 
    “Rearm!” chanted the dwarf.  
 
    Her massive axe disappeared in a flash of white light, followed by a few other flashes around her body. When the impromptu lightshow ended a few moments later, Hilda was holding a completely different set of armaments. Her right hand clutched a bearded mithril war axe with a long handle, while her left one grasped at a bizarre red-and-yellow-striped mace closer in appearance to a club. It wasn’t just her weapons that had changed, either. A small gold-rimmed buckler was securely strapped to her left forearm and her previously-exposed head now sported a bulky helmet. This new headgear was made out of interlocking steel plates and clearly wasn’t part of the same set as her bloodied and battered full-plate armor. 
 
    Zone’s cold glare became razor sharp as she finally realized how that vertically-challenged reckless nutjob became such a refined combatant.  
 
    Although an uninitiated mind couldn’t spot the subtle differences between them, each melee-focused Job had their way of fighting. A lot of it overlapped, but each of them had their own focus, their own area of expertise. Warriors trained their bodies and endurance. Berserkers honed their fighting spirit. Monks mastered the art of mind over matter. Paladins empowered themselves with divine energies. Rogues sharpened their cunning, and Blade Dancers perfected their motion and rhythm. But the Job that truly honed one’s blade, the one that was focused on the tools of war first and foremost, was the Armsmaster. 
 
    An experienced Armsmaster could use every weapon conceivable with an equal degree of mastery and could move in cumbersome plate armor with the finesse of a dancer on a stage. Their Skills maximized the performance of their equipment, amplifying the strength of the various enchantments that a magic item could hold. Their approach to combat was as varied and versatile as all of the different arms and armor at their disposal, and their power scaled in direct proportion to the depth of their pockets. 
 
    It was a prestigious occupation that required serious connections to even acquire, let alone utilize fully. So, it was a surprise that Hilda had access to it. The Armsmaster Job was supposed to be a closely-guarded secret of the dwarf-ruled Horkensaft Kingdom. Much like the Spies of the Empire, it was something only available to select, elite individuals who had the trust and respect of the country’s leadership. These individuals would, in turn, enter into a life-binding agreement prepared by a high-Level Scribe’s Contract Magic Skill, which prevented them from passing the Job onto others under penalty of instant death. 
 
    In summary, it was extremely difficult to find an Armsmaster outside of Horkensaft’s elite military forces. Yet, the person in front of Zone was undoubtedly one of those. The Rearm Skill that she had shown off was a dead giveaway. It was an Armsmaster’s signature ability, allowing one to keep their personal arsenal within a pocket dimension. It was smaller in capacity when compared to an Enchanter’s Item Box and only limited to weapons and armor specifically, but allowed the user to instantly change their loadout as the situation demanded. 
 
    “Now then,” Hilda lowered and widened her stance, “shall we give this a try?” 
 
    She dashed forward and swung her newly-equipped axe at Zone. The Spirit Guardian deflected it with ease, while the Monk’s physical staff bounced off the dwarf’s buckler. The mace in that shielded hand hurtled towards the Monk’s head, and while the Spirit Guardian successfully parried, the near simultaneous follow up from the axe on the other side forced Zone to block it with her staff. The bearded axe, however, moved forward at the last second, causing the shafts of the two weapons to collide. Hilda pulled on her axe with all her might, and the weapon’s long, curved blade hooked around the Monk’s staff, pulling it and its wielder closer to the Berserker-cum-Armsmaster. The angelic human expertly twisted her staff around and pulled on it to unlatch it from her opponent’s weapon. She managed to release it almost immediately, but she still found herself literally face-to-face with Hilda. While the Spirit Guardian kept that heavy mace at bay, the dwarf’s armored forehead collided with Zone’s. And in doing so, the dwarf set off the impact-sensitive trigger in the helmet Fizzy had custom-made for her. 
 
    What followed was a thunderous explosion, the force of which blasted Zone’s relatively light body several meters through the air. Her dragonhide armor dulled the impact and protected her body, but her exposed face was left covered in cuts and gashes from the shrapnel. She breathed heavily for the first time since this battle started, possibly also the first time in months. The mind she tried to keep as still and unfeeling as a pond was now rattled and disturbed by the absurdity that was Hilda. 
 
    The dwarf, on the other hand, had barely moved from her spot. The remnants of her helmet-shaped bomb fell off her smoldering head, with the only sigh of injury being a fresh trickle of blood running down her temple. Even if it that helmet carried a shaped charge that directed most of the explosive force forward, it was impossible for Hilda to not take damage from it. Her head might have gone missing altogether, if it wasn’t for her absurd vitality. The Craggy Skin Skill she had obtained as part of her Rank Up into a stonekin dwarf had also helped. The ability reduced damage taken from nonmagical sources, which included an Artificer’s explosive devices. 
 
    All in all, Hilda’s opponent clearly got the worst part of that blast, but it was the process that led up to it that shook Zone. That fast, compact, and calculated combination of blows were completely unlike the axe-wielding maniac she’d been fighting until then. It was almost the polar opposite of Hilda’s natural fighting style, but one far more troublesome to deal with. 
 
    The dwarf undoubtedly understood the weakness in Zone’s Ultimate Skill. Although the Spirit Guardian could block incoming strikes with all of the Monk’s speed, strength, and expertise, it could only focus on one blow at a time. While huge singular swings were of no concern, it was possible to overwhelm the ethereal entity’s defenses with rapid consecutive or simultaneous strikes. Zone herself could handle those well enough on her own, but doing so defeated the purpose of her ghost-self being there. It was a good thing Faehorn had stopped taking potshots at her, otherwise- 
 
    The Monk’s eyes widened as she recalled that long-ranged threat’s existence. The thought reminded her that there was more going on around her than a one-on-one duel. Her tunnel-vision dispersing, Zone finally noticed the Comm-crystal vibrating inside the pouch at the back of her waist. The item had somehow avoided being shattered in the battle and served to remind the Monk of her role in this siege. One that she had completely and utterly failed to fulfill. 
 
    Looking up at the tree Faehorn was using as his perch, she saw he was already engaging the incoming aerial reinforcements. Zone was supposed to intercept and shut down the anti-air threat that Ranger posed, providing cover for that dragon-riding mercenary to make his approach. She was clearly not doing that, having been drawn into her own little world where the only things that mattered were herself and her opponent. This habit of hers was a very, very bad thing, and also the main reason why Edward loathed to trust her with any mission that was more complex than ‘smash the thing.’ 
 
    Having remembered her actual orders, Zone took advantage of the distance between her and the dwarf and conjured up her angelic wings. Her body soared into the air with a single mighty beat, and she rapidly gained altitude. 
 
    “Oy! Where’d ye think yer goin’?!” Hilda yelled from the ground. “I’m not done with ye!” 
 
    She tossed several enchanted axes after the ascending Monk, but failed to so much as graze her. In the next instant, the dwarf realized where that woman headed. She fumbled around the pouch on her belt, but found that her own Comm-crystal had not survived the brawl. Must have been that one good kick that ‘Jen’ had gotten on her earlier. Well, someone was bound to see and report that eyesore of an angel’s movements, so Faehorn would just have to deal with her in his own way. 
 
    Besides, Hilda didn’t exactly have the luxury to worry about other people, as Imperial soldiers still surrounded her on all sides. Her wounds had piled up by now, and her HP was dangerously low. At the very least those humans were hesitant to get near her. The duel unfolding before their eyes was too absurd for any of them to follow, and a few of them had gotten needlessly caught up in it and lost their lives. The dwarf hurriedly Rearmed herself with her favorite oversized axe and glared viciously at those around her, sending them several steps back in fear.  
 
    This was the natural response to seeing her bring out that monstrous weapon again, but there was more to it than that. Somewhere along the way, the dwarf had obtained the Slayer of Humanity Perk after having killed more than five hundred of them throughout her lifetime. Its effects on those around her were rather subtle compared to the Butcher tier of a certain chest-minded shapeshifter, but it still amplified her natural ‘charm.’ 
 
    As a result, she got a bit of extra room to catch her breath, but the damage she had sustained so far was quite serious. She counted no less than six bone fractures, felt like the world around he was spinning, couldn’t feel her left leg below the knee, and felt a constant, stabbing pain somewhere in her midsection. Her HP was only a third of its original value, and steadily dropping due to internal bleeding. She wouldn’t even be standing if not for her stubborn nature and Berserker Skills propping her up. In short, there was a very real chance she might not make it back to the Fort, even if she were to make a beeline for it. 
 
    Retreating was indeed something she very much wanted to do. Even if she wasn’t the sharpest knife in the drawer, she still had enough common sense to realize how deep in trouble she was. One couldn’t make it to Level 100 if they used their head solely as an explosive delivery device. Granted, nobody would make it past Level 1 if they actually did that, but that was beside the point. From where she stood, Hilda recognized the need to retreat and recuperate before another troublesome opponent showed up. 
 
    “ORRRRAAAA!” 
 
    Just then, a loud yell rang out behind her in the direction of Fort Yimin’s besieged walls. She turned around on her heel to see a towering, four-armed, red-skinned demon ploughing her way through the Empire’s ranks. The fiend’s steel-clad fists sent Imperial troops flying with every punch, while her armored kicks made them bend over in weird, unnatural shapes. Her bright-green eyes scanned over the heads of her opponents as she rampaged, her stare naturally directed towards the odd gap surrounding Hilda. The two Berserkers momentarily locked eyes, each of them confirming the burning fury within the other’s glare. 
 
    Locating her target, the towering demon leapt an astounding twenty meters through the air, landing right on the edge of the Empire’s encirclement of the dwarf. Her massive weight crushed some poor, unsuspecting soul’s skull underfoot, and the surrounding humans immediately made space around her in shock and awe. The blood-splattered, silver-colored cloth tied diagonally across her chest signified her allegiance to the Republic, but the veteran dwarf did not relax in the slightest. This was a natural reaction, as one never knew if a demon on a battlefield was still bound to a master. 
 
    The two muscle-heads glared at each other with vicious grins as they confirmed the other’s unique brand of wrath. While Hilda’s was a fine-tuned, constant burn that could melt through anything, the other party was a raging inferno no mortal could hope to contain. It was sometimes said that the Berserker Job originated from the demon world known as the Beyond, and the being before the dwarf’s eyes seemed to be the living testament to that. 
 
    “Hah! Hahahaha!” Kora laughed. “That’s a good glare you got there, lady! Practically sets my soul ablaze! I love it!” 
 
    “Right back at ye, Spiky!” the dwarf humored her. “So, why are ye lookin’ around fer lil’ ol’ me?” 
 
    “I’m here to send you flying, of course!” the demon answered with a sharp-toothed grin. 
 
    “I see. Well, then should we get started?” 
 
    “Yes, let’s!” 
 
    Hilda positioned her axe’s blade behind her and dashed forward with a guttural roar. The fiend in her sights turned her left shoulders and hip forward, as she got ready to meet the charge. Their audience tensed up as the monstrous dwarf jumped at a high speed and thrust her weapon forward. The demon deftly grabbed the upper part of its shaft, just under the massive blade, and spun her body around like a top. After picking up speed for several revolutions, she let go of the weapon, sending it and its owner soaring through the air. 
 
    “Thanks fer the liiiiiiiift!” 
 
    The clearly unhinged dwarf’s cheery voice trailed off as she hurtled towards the general direction of the fort. Kora watched with a bemused smile as Hilda was caught in the air by a certain blue-skinned succubus that had draped herself in a silver robe just for the occasion. Well, ‘caught’ was not perhaps the right word, as the dwarf was far too heavy for Xera to do anything of the sort. In the end, all she really did was cushion Hilda’s fall with those massive breasts, and was no doubt moaning creepily after being partially crushed under the armored dwarf’s weight. 
 
    “Angry lady retrieval complete, boss!” 
 
    Kora reported telepathically back to her Master while giving four thumbs up to nobody in particular. 
 
    “Good, very good.” 
 
    “You sure you wanna let her get away so easy? We could’ve finished her off, you know.” 
 
    “It’s regrettable, but going after her life was too risky.” 
 
    Boxxy was able to steal and preserve that Holy Necromancer’s body unnoticed by using the dryad’s root system, but Hilda was another story. She was too far out, too exposed for that to happen without either side noticing its interference. Besides, it seriously doubted that monstrous dwarf would fall that easily just because she was ‘weak.’ A Berserker was at their most dangerous when standing right at death’s door, and that dwarf was plenty lethal even without it. In fact, now that Boxxy thought about it, she was no doubt even more terrifying than Edward the Spymaster when it came to direct combat. 
 
    Worse still, even if Arms won, the Republic’s military leadership already knew her and Snack to be the Sandman’s familiars. The Warlock was responsible for their familiars’ actions, meaning the elven government would no longer do business with the masked mercenary if he blatantly attacked their VIP, win or lose. If Boxxy had to choose between getting an obscene amount of shinies or a chance to gain some Warlock Levels quickly, Boxxy would go with the former ten out of ten times. That wasn’t even taking into consideration the benefits that Keira’s personal connection with Hilda might offer one day. 
 
    Simply put, there was more value in helping the dwarven Berserker than trying to kill her. 
 
    The Imperial grunts that Arms was currently chest-deep in, though? Those were fair game. 
 
    “Anyway, just keep doing like you always do,” Boxxy commanded. “And keep an eye out for tasty targets. I’ll be coming out in a little while.” 
 
    “You got it, boss!” 
 
    Kora turned her attention to the still-dumbfounded mob around her and clenched all four of her fists hard enough to make her knuckles crack. 
 
    “Alright, boys! Who wants to show me a good time?!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Part Four 
 
    “But- But- But- It huuuuuurts!” 
 
    “Shhhh. I know, sweetie,” Keira whispered, “but you have to try and bear it.” 
 
    Castelia desperately clutched the right side of her face and head, curled up on the ground with her head in the redhead’s lap. The young dryad’s features were charred black and gave off a faint stream of smoke. One could easily see the dull-red embers on her cheeks, which ran all the way down to her shoulder. Keira gently stroked the distraught child’s hair-like grass in an attempt to soothe her. 
 
    “But it huuurts! Muuuummyyyyy!” 
 
    It clearly wasn’t working. 
 
    What a pain, Boxxy grumbled internally. At least this tree isn’t the one that got hit. 
 
    The place Keira and the other dryads occupied was nestled within the crown of Lilly’s tree, who was on the northwestern end of the front. While it was also on the side facing the enemy, Castelia was the one who ended up shouldering the biggest burden. 
 
    “Torenia, be a dear and help Castelia out. Lilly too.” 
 
    “Do we have to?” replied the two in unison. 
 
    “Your sister is in pain. You would want help if you were in pain, right?” 
 
    “Y-yes?” they answered sheepishly. 
 
    “But how can you expect help if you don’t offer it? It wouldn’t be fair, right?” 
 
    “Okay! We’ll help right away, mummy!” 
 
    The two of them got closer to their scorched sister and put their hands on her back. Although a plain action, the fact they could do that at all was quite extraordinary considering their biology. 
 
    According to Ambrosia, a hylt tree’s near-infinite vitality was extremely demanding in terms of sustenance, and those needs only grew as the tree aged. As such, the tree’s roots would choke the life out of other plant life, including their own kind, in an increasingly larger area around them. That was why only simpler and more resilient forms of vegetation, such as weeds, grasses, and shrubs, could thrive anywhere near a hylt tree. Even Azurvale’s original twelve were considered very densely packed, despite there being literal kilometers between them. Their case was an exception made possible because they could tap into the vast reserves of natural magical energy that ran underneath them. Sometimes called ‘ley lines’ or ‘dragon veins,’ these subterranean rivers of mana were ideal energy sources for the ravenous hylt trees, assuming their roots grew deep enough to tap into them. 
 
    The hylts at Fort Yimin had none of that. Ambrosia claimed it would be surprising if even two or three of them had survived under these conditions, yet there were five of them. Then there was the fact that their dryads were quite underdeveloped for their age. The way they looked completely identical and acted in total sync with one another only added to the weirdness of their anomalous existence. 
 
    As it would appear, the root cause for all of these oddities had been just that—their roots. 
 
    At some point during their sapling stage, something caused the five trees’ roots to fuse together into one gigantic system. As a result, the quintuplets had apparently shared their food for centuries, albeit subconsciously. It was more accurate to think of them as a single five-headed organism than a collection of separate entities. This would certainly explain all of the deviations at Fort Yimin, though the full extent of the side-effects brought on by this aberrant mutation was unclear. 
 
    The connection clearly had its benefits, however. For one thing, the dryads could freely enter each other’s trunks, which would normally be impossible even if their trees were close enough for their root systems to overlap. Another benefit, and one that was far more relevant to the current situation, was that they could bolster one another in times of need. Boxxy had no idea what Torenia and Lilly were doing, but it was clearly working. Castelia’s charred skin fell off in smouldering clumps and healthy, vibrant green plant-flesh rapidly grew to replace it. 
 
    Considering that a dryad’s wellbeing was a reflection of her tree’s condition, this meant that some freshly-shed, still-burning branches were likely making life difficult for the people outside. 
 
    “Not too much now,” Keira cautioned. “Wouldn’t want you girls getting too tired before the big surprise.” 
 
    Torenia and Lilly took their hands off their kin. The right half of the burn victim’s face and hair were still somewhat blackened, but at the very least she stopped crying. It was clear the girl was no longer in pain, though she didn’t seem too happy with the outcome. 
 
    “But-” she tried to protest. 
 
    “No buts, Castelia. Your sisters were kind enough to share their food with you, so you be sure to pay them back later.” 
 
    “Okay, mummy,” she whined. 
 
    “And?” the redhead crossed her arms demandingly. 
 
    “And, uh, t-thanks, Torenia. Thanks, Lilly.” 
 
    “You’re welcome, sis,” they smiled in response. 
 
    Truthfully speaking, Castelia would have probably been fine on her own. However, Boxxy needed these excitable children as calm and collected as possible before the time came. Speaking of which, the effects of Hilda’s Tempest of Rage would dissipate in around five more minutes. The Republic forces caused terrible casualties to the Empire’s troops at the moment, but that would only last as long as that dwarf’s Ultimate was giving them an edge. They would pull back as soon as it ended, and the mimic-minded shapeshifter wanted its fair share of man-flesh before that happened. 
 
    “Now then, mummy needs to step out for a while,” Keira stated. “I promise, I’ll be back in time for the big surprise or if someone hurts you again. So, stay put and be good until then, okay?” 
 
    The dryads seemed disappointed, but still nodded their heads in affirmation. Boxxy gave each of them a peck on their foreheads to cheer them up, and then set out to do what it did best—spread death and misery. 
 
    Down on the ground, Kora was still fighting the human troops that rushed her after she gave Hilda a lift. Even if she was a Berserker herself, she was nowhere near that dwarf’s level. Not only were the various Skills and effects of her secondary Job far less pronounced, but her fists’ reach was nowhere near as wide as that dwarf’s inhumane axe. As such, they had been constantly accumulating damage on her. She bled all over the place with a body covered in gashes and riddled with arrows and half her face melted off by magic. Someone had drilled a hole clean through her chest, and she had even lost one of her left arms somewhere along the way. 
 
    As one might expect, neither her bloodlust nor her grin had diminished in the slightest. 
 
    “C’mere, cupcake!” 
 
    The heavily-injured fiend reached out with one of her hands and gripped onto a human soldier’s head with enough force to cause both his skull and helmet to creak ominously. He screamed in pain and desperately swung his sword at her arm, but it only bounced helplessly off her gauntlets. Kora then lifted the poor man off his feet and swung him about like a ragdoll, pushing his comrades away with his body. He had gone completely limp by this point, but whether it was because he passed out or passed away was irrelevant, as what was left of him was flung into the path of an oncoming Icy Comet Spell. The two projectiles collided, and the result was something that could only be described as ‘dirty fireworks.’ 
 
    In the next instant, her torso was pierced from behind by three separate spears that went almost halfway through her. The fiend grit her teeth and bent over forward with all her might, delivering a headbutt to the guy directly in front of her and splaying him out on the ground with a dent in his helmet. The soldiers behind her kept a firm grip on their spears and found themselves launched into the air by the sudden motion, as if hurled by a demon-shaped catapult. 
 
    “War Stomp!” 
 
    The fiend’s Martial Art smashed what was left of his head into a pulp, while also cracking the ground around her. The sudden tremors made some of the Empire’s troops lose their footing and stumble. Kora picked one such off-balanced target at random and swung both her rights at him. The man put up his shield just in time, but the impact from the double-handed punch lifted him off his feet and threw him several meters into the air. He fell back to the ground, reeling from the pain. His kite shield had two distinct fist-shaped imprints on them, his arm was definitely broken and he dropped his weapon during lift-off, but he was most assuredly alive. 
 
    Even if the fiend’s ridiculous strength and heavy weight meant she could send people flying with a single punch, that didn’t necessarily mean they were done for. In fact, she only killed about thirty, maybe forty people in this entire battle. This bunch were far less shaken and a lot more in control than the ones in that night raid a week or so prior. That, and most of her victims fell back to get treatment while their comrades covered for them. Even if she could toss these goons around all day, it was quite difficult for her to finish them off if they didn’t die in the first few hits. That was unlikely to happen considering the quality of their armor and training. 
 
    “That’s why you shouldn’t send them flying, but bury them into the ground instead.” 
 
    Her master’s words of wisdom flashed through Kora’s head. She knew that would-be-box was right, but since it was advice rather than order, she hadn’t really listened. There was just something immensely satisfying about literally blowing people away, even if it wasn’t necessarily fatal. And if there was one thing Kora valued above all else, it was her own enjoyment. Therefore, she pushed away those thoughts of efficiency and charged at her next victim. She curled her biceps to strike, but her master quite literally beat her to the punch. 
 
    A gigantic, barrel-chested figure landed on the man in front of her. Well, it landed on a few of them that were bunched up together, but that was beside the point. After using the Empire’s soldiers to cushion his fall, he stood up at a height that was almost equal to Kora’s. His head was covered by a face wrap that hid all of his features aside from his yellow eyes and the pale skin around them. A heavy flowing cloak concealed the entirety of his body, its silver color and the image of a black swooping eagle on the back clearly declaring his allegiance. 
 
    Just in case him deliberately stomping down on Imperial troops wasn’t enough of a hint, the Sandman was quite literally draped in the Ishigar Republic’s flag. 
 
    “True Darkness!” 
 
    His deep voice rang out, and a huge dome of blackness that was a little over twenty meters in diameter covered the field around him. The human soldiers near the edge instinctively retreated. Although True Darkness merely robbed the area around a Warlock of all visible light, that didn’t mean it actually did any damage. However, their decision was definitely the right one, as the shrill screams and unpleasant crunching noises heard from within that world of darkness signified it was not a safe place to be. 
 
    After several seconds, the lightless bubble went deathly silent. One of the higher-ranking humans gave an order to brace for attack. The soldiers rapidly established a shield wall perimeter several meters away from it while others ran off to fetch aid. The Republic’s troops held the line immediately in front of the breached wall, some two hundred meters south of their location. Whoever or whatever that terrifying figure they caught a glimpse of was, it was completely cut off from any hope of reinforcements. 
 
    Of course, they didn’t know it yet, but they were the ones about to be begging for backup. 
 
    A multitude of figures burst out of the darkness before it had a chance to dissipate. Leading the charge as per usual was Kora. Her wounds and missing arm had fully regenerated thanks to a Rejuvenation Potion Boxxy had ‘borrowed’ from the elves’ stockpiles. Using it on an expendable demon was something of a waste, but it wasn’t shiny and didn’t cost the shapeshifter anything. That and it wouldn’t have to spend its MP re-summoning her, which was good. 
 
    The fiend stretched her arms out to the side and then swung them forward with all her might. 
 
    “Thunderclap!” 
 
    Her two pairs of palms met each other with explosive force, producing a powerful, ear-splitting shockwave that swept over the human forces in front of her. The ones closest to her were knocked down to the ground from the sheer force of it, while those around them keeled over while clutching their ears. As expected of a Berserker’s Martial Art, it was extremely effective on those weaker than the user. The fiend’s unnatural physique had only further amplified its power. 
 
    “GRRAAARGH!” 
 
    The one that leapt out alongside her was a horse-sized, lizard-like creature made of molten rock, that charged head-first into the Empire’s perimeter. Although they might have been able to body-block it under normal conditions, the soldiers were all reeling from Kora’s Thunderclap. The cone-shaped shockwave had either thrown their sense of balance out of whack, or had outright ruptured their eardrums. Under those conditions, they could do little to stop the Molten Guardian from trampling over them and literally blazing a trail through their ranks.  
 
    The magical construct’s owner flew out of the wall of blackness a moment after the first two. Xera’s usual fetishistic outfit was transformed into a beautiful silver-colored gown so as to mark her very temporary allegiance. The purely decorative garment was backless, strapless and, as the slit skirt fluttering teasingly between her legs revealed, also underwear-less. The succubus silently entered the area of True Darkness under the effects of Invisibility after her beloved master’s grand entrance. She was already sharing the flames of her passion with the Empire’s troops. Or, to put it another way, she cackled like a maniac as she burned people alive with a barrage of Fireball, Flamethrower, and Inferno Spells. 
 
    Normally the humans would shoot Spells right back at her, but the trained soldiers’ hearts were already been broken. First, they had to deal with monstrous dwarf. Then they had to watch out for that winged woman that didn’t care if her own comrades got caught up in her battle. Following those was the appearance of that truly terrifying demon. Then that dome of blackness had appeared before they realized what was even going on. They were barely keeping it together as they made a perimeter around it, only to have that four-armed menace come out fully recovered and accompanied by even more creatures of similar strength. 
 
    Their breaking point came when the True Darkness Spell dissipated, mere seconds after that dangerous trio revealed themselves. The veil lifted on a scene where the dozen-or-so soldiers that were caught up in the Spell had disappeared. The only traces of them were several puddles of fresh blood and an untold number of bloodied, mangled armor pieces scattered about. 
 
    That hadn’t been what finally broke the Imperial soldiers’ morale. The people outside the circle had given up on the ones caught inside it. Not seeing any corpses actually made the horrible truth a bit easier to swallow. It was the lone figure that stood in the middle of it all that made the high-strung men finally snap under the pressure. 
 
    “Huaheuhahuahehahuehahahehaaa!” 
 
    Two-and-a-half meters tall, drenched head-to-toe in fresh blood, cackling maniacally with a truly otherworldly voice, and practically exuding the stench of death. The shock of that terrifying sight combined with the effects of both Butcher of Humanity and Despair Aura hit the surrounding humans with full force, breaking wavering hearts and minds. It was at the level where they beat a disorderly, panicked retreat. They ran with all their might, trampling their fallen comrades underfoot and discharging various bodily fluids as they went. 
 
    The man, no, the monster leapt at their fleeing backs and caught up to them in an instant. It mercilessly ripped them limb from limb with its bare hands, and the few people brave enough to look back would realize that a good number of those severed limbs disappeared somewhere under that cloak. At some point, the incarnation of death chasing them picked up a greatsword off of one of their corpses and did its best Hilda impersonation as it mercilessly hacked through them. Rather than cut people neatly in half like the dwarf’s axe, the weakly-enchanted weapon simply crushed them into pulp. It was no longer a blade, but an oddly shaped steel club. 
 
    It was still technically a sword, which was more or less exactly what its wielder was after. 
 
    [Level up!]
[Congratulations, you are now a Level 18 Blade Dancer! DEX +2. END +2. STR +1. AGI +1.] 
 
    The Sandman charged forward alongside its minions, mercilessly mowing down everyone in sight, like a gardener clearing the weeds (humans) so that the crops (Levels) may grow. The creature reaped quite the bountiful harvest indeed. 
 
    [Level up!]
[Congratulations, you are now a Level 19 Blade Dancer! DEX +2. END +2. STR +1. AGI +1.] 
 
    It might have encountered more difficulties if those humans turned around and counter-attacked in an organized fashion, but that was unlikely to happen. Panic and fear could spread like a wildfire, and Boxxy was even more of an arsonist than Snack when it came to matters of psychological warfare. 
 
    [Level up!]
[Congratulations, you are now a Level 48 Warlock! INT +2. MNT +2. END +2.] 
 
    Of course, it wasn’t just the newly-acquired Blade Dancer Job that steadily gained Levels. The fact it had all three familiars out on the field doing work caused its second-oldest Job to steadily progress as well. And yes, Claws was out here too, although these rank-and-file soldiers had little chance of detecting her presence. She was so good at hiding herself away that her streak of assassinations went unnoticed in all the confusion. The most that her victims might have perceived was a shadow or a blur skitter past the edge of their sights right before she took their heads. Those standing next to the ones killed had no idea who or what had just murdered their comrades, which did not help their delicate states of mind in the slightest. 
 
    One could hardly blame them. Even Boxxy had trouble tracking her position sometimes, that was just how adept she was at staying out of sight. It was honestly quite pleased with her performance, to the point where it would be hard pressed to choose between her and Arms as its third favorite minion. Snack was still the absolute tastiest, so she was the undisputed champion in that category. The runner-up was Fizzy, for entirely different reasons. The shapeshifter thoroughly enjoyed caressing and tongue-polishing her shiny mithril frame head-to-toe whenever it had the chance to. She seemed to somewhat enjoy it too, even though her metal ‘skin’ didn’t have a sense of touch. 
 
    Ambrosia was definitely at the bottom of its list, as Boxxy still wasn’t quite sure whether that dungeon core could keep her loyalties in check. At least her language lessons improved as of late as she steadily learned how to teach others. The dryad even got ahold of the Mentor Skill somewhere along the way and was diligently practicing her Cooking Skill as instructed, both of which were already at Level 3.  
 
    Still, as useful as she was, she was still a potential threat that Boxxy had to treat with a certain amount of care. Well, not too much care. Her true nature was that of a monster, so the two of them naturally saw eye-to-eye on most topics despite the dryad being tainted by the influence of an elf-loving goddess. At the very least, Boxxy was sure its lair would be safe, as its experiments revealed she would not forgive intruders in her dungeon, regardless of whether they were elves or not. Though, that particular test was not something the shapeshifter intended to repeat. The state of the hapless adventurers it had ‘invited’ into the Dryad’s Domains had been… less than appetizing. 
 
    [Level up!]
[Congratulations, you are now a Level 20 Blade Dancer! DEX +2. END +2. STR +1. AGI +1.] 
 
    The shapeshifter continued slaughtering people as it let its thoughts stray towards useless things. It was already at the stage where the act of murdering helpless, terrified humans was so routine it could probably do so in its sleep. That was why it could casually navigate its Status and Skill windows as its limbs mechanically took lives. And the reason it did so was because it wanted to unlock a certain Blade Dancer Skill that Keira had been told to look out for. 
 
    [Proficiency level increased. Evasion is now Level 1. AGI +3. END +1.] 
 
    This one was actually a common Skill that quite a few Jobs had access to, including Rogue and Ranger. Its effects were normally quite subtle in that they assisted the user’s movements when it came to dodging and avoiding attacks completely. However, it was a Skill that grew stronger with the more Agility (AGI) one had. Both Boxxy and Keira had that Attribute in spades. Although the shapeshifter was quite good at dodging things already, being able to do so without any wasted movements would let it counterattack more easily. There was far more to an efficient dodge than simply ‘moving out of the way’ after all. 
 
    [Proficiency level increased. Evasion is now Level 3. AGI +6. END +2.] 
 
    Like for example, that Shadowbolt Spell it just avoided by ducking under it. It let the mass of darkness pass just over the top of its head. If it had dodged it the way it normally did, then- 
 
    Wait, Evasion gained two whole Levels?! 
 
    It didn’t have time to fully ponder the implications of this sudden development, as Sandman’s hulking figure moved with uncanny speed to avoid yet another one of them. 
 
    [Proficiency level increased. Evasion is now Level 4. AGI +3. END +1.] 
 
    Just how dangerous were those Spells to give it that much Proficiency? The creature leapt back from its position and broke off its pursuit of the fleeing Imperial soldiers. A third Shadowbolt came flying at it from well outside the Spell’s standard range of thirty meters, but this one was blocked by Claws. The stalker demon appeared seemingly out of nowhere and used her back-mounted sickle-legs to cut through the incoming projectile well before it reached her master. Arms, Snack and the affectionately-named Smokey also broke off their pursuit and rushed to Boxxy’s side. 
 
    As the ever-retreating line of Imperial soldiers drew further away, the shapeshifter could finally identify its attacker. It was, of course, a Warlock. A particularly old one at that. Much like Boxxy, he also had three familiars out on the field. 
 
    The first one was obviously a fiend—a towering pile of muscle slightly taller than Arms. Unlike her, however, this one was a male with the standard set of limbs, although his arms were probably twice as thick as they needed to be. His skin was a pale, dull color somewhere between blue and purple, and his legs ended in a pair of thick hooves. His facial features were obscured by a steel-like helmet and the metallic horns that protruded from its sides were very bull-like in their appearance. His left arm, shoulder, hand and leg were encased in shining, thick armor, while the right half of his body was nothing but bare, chiseled muscle. In his right hand, he carried a huge glaive that reminded Boxxy of Overlord Nagnamor, and a pair of tight short shorts hid his groin from view. 
 
    The second demon was a hellhound, a massive canine creature that was a size bigger than Smokey the Molten Guardian. It had a wolf-like head that let black smoke out of its nostrils with every breath. Hissing, bright-yellow drool dripped from its growling mouth. The sharp fangs in its jaws and the long claws poking out of its paws went from a dim red at their base to a bright yellow at their tips, as if formed from half-molten steel. Its thick fur was a fitting gray like burnt ash, and flaming eyes made it impossible to tell which way it looked. 
 
    The third demon was a green-skinned beholder that looked a lot like the one that ‘Chester Underwood’ had seen back in Bootsplit. What was his name again? Thump-it or something? Regardless, it had the same array of ten tentacle-like eye-stalks coming out of its floating head of a body, all of which were fixed directly onto the Sandman as it levitated over his master’s head. 
 
    As for the master in question, he had a marvelous gray beard that went all the way down to his stomach. His body was draped in a plain-looking blue robe while a matching wide-brimmed hat was on his head. His gnarled hand carried a thick wooden staff that looked more like a large stick than a magic item. All in all, the old man’s equipment made him look just like the Level 40 or so magic users in the Empire’s army. However, the fact he was able to stare unflinchingly at the Sandman—a being that should appear as nothing less than terror incarnate to such people—proved he was clearly not one of them. 
 
    It took Boxxy a few moments, but it remembered that it had actually seen this man once before. Even if it sometimes struggled with names, the monster rarely forgot a face, and this particular one had made quite the impression about a month ago. He was one of the people riding that fancy carriage Boxxy had encountered shortly after its Rank Up into a doppelganger. The mysterious nobleman that that the shapeshifter had decided to ‘let go’ on its way out of the Empire. This was a decision that would soon prove to have been the right one. 
 
    “Greetings, mister Underwood,” said the old man in a thoroughly excited voice. “My name is Arakawa Shinji, and I-” 
 
    *CLANG* 
 
    Boxxy threw a poisoned knife at Shinji while he was running his mouth. Unfortunately for the shapeshifter, the blade bounced off an invisible barrier mere centimeters in front of the startled Warlock’s face and fell harmlessly to the ground. 
 
    “Okay. See here, I don’t-” 
 
    *CLANG* 
 
    Something metal bounced off the old man’s magical shield again. 
 
    “God damn it!” he yelled, clearly frustrated. “Fine, have it-” 
 
    In what was becoming a trend, the old man’s words were cut off as the rebounded metal orb in the air split open in the next instant. 
 
    *KAPINNNNN* 
 
    The Artificer-made flashbang did just as its name implied as it flashed and it banged. One would think a cheap trick like that wouldn’t work on a Ranker, but as Boxxy learned firsthand, it was nigh-impossible to overcome certain biological reactions with Status alone. Its own heightened Perception (PER) worked against it when it accidentally activated the Elder Dryad’s Authority as Keira. It rolling around on the floor while screaming its lungs out hadn’t been an act, but the creature’s genuine reaction to the blinding light. It was quite proud of itself for managing to stay in character despite the unexpected and painful occurrence. Therefore, even if its opponent was one of the Empire’s VIPs, it was inevitable that Shinji and maybe even the demons around him would have been blinded by that, even if for a little while. 
 
    Boxxy used those precious few moments to turn around and run away with all its might.


 
   
  
 

 Part Five 
 
    Boxxy wasn’t sure exactly what that old Warlock wanted with it, nor did it really care. Its self-preservation instincts kicked up the instant the Ranker identified himself. This was not an opponent it could defeat easily, if at all, so it really had no business even trying. Unfortunately, the monster’s instantaneous surprise attack had been thwarted by some form of transparent magical shield. The most likely culprit would be Shinji’s beholder familiar, as that sort of thing was one of their specialties. It certainly wasn’t a Warlock Skill, since the shapeshifter knew firsthand just how few defensive options the Job offered. 
 
    All things considered, the fact it failed to remotely stab Shinji in the face wasn’t entirely unexpected. No enlightened individual would have gotten to Level 100 if they could be caught by something that basic, but Boxxy had to at least try. After all, the best way to kill a powerful Caster was to do it before they knew their life was in danger, and assassinations weren’t going to happen so long as that beholder was around. Boxxy had then undertaken the safest course of action, which was to flashbang the lot of them and run away. It didn’t know what Jobs or Attributes that old man had, but he had no chance of catching up to a runaway monster on foot considering the relative frailty of a magic user’s body. And to its credit, the shapeshifter was quite right. That Ranker had neither the ability, nor the desire to chase after it. 
 
    His pet, however, was another case entirely. 
 
    The Sandman’s hulking figure barely covered a distance of fifteen meters before Boxxy sensed something large coming directly at it from behind. The monster didn’t even stop to think as it kicked the ground, moving sideways with an exaggerated motion as it narrowly avoided the hellhound’s pounce. It wasn’t a clean dodge, however, as the canine demon’s burning claws still managed to tear off the doppelganger’s left arm. The hellhound left a trail of smoke and sparks as it brought its body around and charged at its target again, but Boxxy was ready for it this time. 
 
    “Massive Rejection!” 
 
    A wall of invisible force shot out from Boxxy’s hastily reconstructed left hand while its right firmly gripped onto the Voidcaller staff. The wolf-demon ran face-first into it, and found its large body thrown several meters backwards with a surprised yelp. It landed on its side and rolled over once before stopping itself by digging its claws into the ground. 
 
    “Shadowbind!” 
 
    Boxxy’s next Spell produced a large number of shadowy chains that rose up from underneath the momentarily-staggered demon. They wrapped around its legs, necks, and body, causing it to fall over on its side before firmly lashing it to the ground. 
 
    That should hold it for a while. 
 
    While hellhounds boasted some of the best speed and tracking ability among demonkind, their actual muscle strength fell behind that of fiends. They simply weren’t as physically adept as they appeared. Putting it another way, their high-speed fighting style was similar to that of a Blade Dancer or Rogue in that it relied more on finesse than raw power. Their feral nature also made them the most simple-minded type of familiar that a Warlock could form a contract with. The upside was, it made them far easier to control and keep a leash on than other familiar types. However, this also made them rather straightforward and predictable, making it easy for a magic user to nail them with their Spells so long as they could keep up with their speed. A criterion this monstrous Warlock was just barely able to fulfil. 
 
    Boxxy took this opportunity to check in on the three wonderfully expendable minions it left behind to cover its escape. 
 
    Arms and Smokey were doing a splendid job of body-blocking Shinji’s glaive-wielding fiend. The red-skinned demoness used all four of her arms to fend off her kin’s weapon, while the Molten Guardian slashed and bit at his legs. Objectively speaking, their teamwork was horrible and they were unquestionably weaker than their opponent, but the two-on-one meant they were still able to ever-so-slightly hold him off for the moment. 
 
    Snack circled around and bombarded that beholder with Fireballs and Magma Missiles. Her attacks had very little effect, however, as the many-eyed floating head effortlessly deflected her Spells with its defensive magic. As for the VIP himself, Claws kept him busy by neutralizing all his Spells with her back-mounted scythes. That wouldn’t last long though, as her Counterspell Skill would drain her MP long before that Warlock ran out of his own magical reserves. Normally, she’d just gut the guy and bite his head off, but she wasn’t able to get close enough to make it happen while that beholder was covering the Warlock. The only reason she could hold her ground at all was probably because a significant number of Warlock Spells were ineffective against demons. 
 
    “Aroooo!” 
 
    As if to prove that point, the hellhound broke free of its bindings after only a few seconds with a piercing howl. It growled and glared at its target for a moment before leaping at Boxxy once again. 
 
    “Massive Rejection!” 
 
    “Arf!” 
 
    “Shadowbind!” 
 
    The ashen wolf-demon then found itself right back where it started. 
 
    Boxxy did some more thinking, and realized that running away was a bad idea. Both a hellhound and a beholder had its scent, so simply falling back and hoping for the best was stupid. It was only a matter of time before the other side’s superior power overwhelmed its own. Even then, it was unlikely that old Warlock would give up so easily. The fact he had called the towering mercenary ‘Mister Underwood’ just now implied he had come here hoping to find his fellow Warlock. That beholder had probably revealed Boxxy’s nature as a shapeshifter by now, so there was a good chance that news might spread and reach a certain spymaster should Boxxy let this guy go. 
 
    So, if running was a foregone conclusion, then how about fighting? Well, if Boxxy was going to do something it had to do it fast, so it wasted no time assessing its options. 
 
    The best method of dealing with high-Level magic users—namely assassination—was clearly no longer an option. Using the dryads was one way to get the drop on him, but Boxxy had no way to give them orders right now. They only listened to ‘mummy’ to begin with, and the effects of the Elder Dryad’s Authority did not extend to Boxxy’s familiars. Any orders relayed through them would therefore be ignored, and the quintuplets were unlikely to do anything on their own after Boxxy had explicitly told them to stay put. 
 
    It was regrettable, but on second thought even the dryads couldn’t do much. The opponent had a beholder, and beholders had Mana Locator Glands even more advanced than Boxxy’s. So long as that floating mass of eyes was around, any dirty tricks the ex-mimic might have tried would get spotted immediately. And since Shinji was a Level 100 Warlock, it was safe to assume he was very experienced in controlling his familiars and giving them airtight instructions. In short, if Boxxy was going to do anything, it had to take out that beholder first. The real question was whether that human had Soul Link like Boxxy did. Thankfully, the shapeshifter had just the thing it needed to test this out. 
 
    “Shadowbind!” 
 
    The Mimic restrained the hellhound just as it broke free of its second set of bindings. It activated Power Overwhelming, letting a flashy aura of crackling energy wrap around its cloaked figure. It grabbed hold of its staff with both arms and raised it above its head, as if it were an axe. 
 
    “Reality Slash!” 
 
    The skull-tipped rod swung diagonally along with those words. There was a brief, narrow flash of light as if a blade swung to mirror the Mimic’s movements. The motion was followed by something invisible that cleaved a deep gash through the blood-soaked ground before colliding with the chained hellhound dead-on. 
 
    [Your target has suffered a deep cut. Target HP -2,561.] 
 
    The beast let out a howl of pain as the Spell dug deep into its flesh. It managed to weave its head out of the way in the last moment, but the Reality Slash split its shoulder and part of its torso wide open. The magic also smashed through the magical chains restraining the creature, but it was in no position to start running wild. Boxxy didn’t have any intention of giving it the chance to do so either. 
 
    “Shadowbind!” 
 
    Being a Ruin Spell, the next Shadowbind was also influenced by the effects of Power Overwhelming, as it chained the half-headless wolf to the ground with enough force to strangle the life out of it if given enough time. The shapeshifter didn’t have any intention of putting that to the test, of course. 
 
    “Reality Slash!” 
 
    [Your target has been decapitated. Target HP -3,734.] 
 
    Completely robbed of its freedom, the fiery wolf demon could no longer avoid having its head split wide open like a gourd in a guillotine. Its massive body fell to the ground, where it would remain motionless until it dissolved into nothing shortly after. 
 
    This sort of explosive damage output made Boxxy extremely wary of that Warlock. It varied from person to person, but it was doubtless that Shinji was capable of doing a lot more than that. Provided that he had access to Power Overwhelming, of course, but he was plenty dangerous even without it. The upside was that he clearly hadn’t opted to learn the Soul Link Skill, otherwise that hellhound would not have died so easily. The shapeshifter had no idea why the man opted out of getting the ability, but it was a decision he would soon regret. 
 
    “Snack, stop wasting time on that eye and come to me!” it commanded telepathically while it ran back to its minions. 
 
    The succubus responded with curt, ‘Yes, Master!’ before she stopped trying to fruitlessly drop Meteors on the beholder and flew towards Boxxy. Shinji realized they were up to something and sent a Reality Slash of his own at her, but Claws leapt through the air and cut the invisible guillotine in half. It was an impressive feat, although she failed to get the angle right and lost one of her back-mounted limbs in the process. A deep cut appeared on both Kora and Xera’s backs as the damage was split through their Soul Link. 
 
    However, damage wasn’t the only thing the Skill shared between them. 
 
    “Here, drink this!” 
 
    Once the succubus was close enough, Boxxy threw a vial of pink liquid at her. Xera caught it, uncorked it and downed it as fast as she could. A bright pink aura shone out of her body, and the regenerative effects of the high-quality and highly-toxic Rejuvenation Potion were transmitted to the other two. All three demons’ wounds closed up as if time ran backwards. Even Drea’s lost spider-like limbs grew out of her upper back as if it were never gone. 
 
    “Dark Infusion!” 
 
    Next, the shapeshifter empowered all of its familiars at once by using the succubus as this normally short-ranged Spell’s target. Xera moaned, Kora roared, and Drea chittered as they felt their bodies swell with power. The fiend benefited the most, as the sudden influx of strength and speed allowed her to gain a temporary edge over the glaive-wielding fiend and she knocked him back with a well-timed uppercut. If it was like this, she was quite sure she could kick his ass by herself. Unfortunately for her, her master had other plans. 
 
    “Snack, you and Smokey keep that blue fiend busy. Claws, I’ll distract the Warlock while you and Arms get in position to take out the beholder.” 
 
    It was times like this that Soul Link’s shared telepathic connection was really useful. It allowed Boxxy to give orders in a far more expedient manner than it would have been able to if it had to change mental channels all the time. It used the precious few moments it had saved to address its drastically lowered MP reserves. Power Overwhelming may have allowed it to put down that hellhound in seconds, but it exhausted much of its magical energy in the process. 
 
    Thankfully, Boxxy had an easy fix for that. It tossed a trio of blue-tinted potions into a mouth it created under its cloak, smashing through the crystal vials with its teeth.  
 
    [You have used a Mana Potion. MP +500.]
[You have used a Mana Potion. MP +500.]
[You have used a Mana Potion. MP +500.] 
 
    The monster’s familiars all moved to their position, and Shinji’s eyes locked onto the Sandman’s yellow orbs. There was something different about the way he looked at the towering figure, but Boxxy had neither the luxury nor the interest to care about that. The old man started glowing with the very obvious visual effects of Power Overwhelming, sending the shapeshifter’s survival instincts into overdrive. He pointed his staff directly at the cloaked figure and unleashed one of the most devastating anti-personnel Warlock Spells available. 
 
    “Ebonfire!” 
 
    Being a Warlock itself, Boxxy not only anticipated it and recognized the incantation, but knew full well how to counter it. The Sandman’s large body momentarily split in two as the distorted figure of a thirteen-year-old child with pitch-black skin and no face fell out from under that heavy silver-colored cloak. This was Boxxy’s true form and body, while the Mirror Image it left behind as a body double erupted in black flames and disappeared into ash. The exposed doppelganger immediately grew back into its former size and clad itself in a fresh disguise out of its Storage. The sheer speed at which it operated its pocket dimension under duress rivaled that of Hilda’s Rearm, which was practically instantaneous. 
 
    From Shinji’s point of view, his opponent literally evaporated, only to see that a ‘new’ Sandman popped up immediately behind the original. No, a brief mental check with his beholder confirmed that this was the real one, and the one his Spell hit was just a soulless meat puppet. He tried using Ebonfire once more, but the slippery creature avoided it in much the same way, eliciting a frustrated click of Shinji’s tongue in response. That Spell relied on the user’s eyesight to pick a target, so he was unable to hit the real body if he couldn’t see it, even if he knew where it was. Projectile-based Spells were also useless, as that man, no, that monster was more than capable of avoiding them. 
 
    “Alright, let’s see you dodge this,” the man grumbled. “Dark Explosion!” 
 
    This time, the cloaked creature used the brief gap between the incantation and the Spell’s actual activation to jump up into the air with all its might while covering as much of its body as possible with a steel carapace, courtesy of Metal Mimicry. The ground immediately below it was dented in the shape of a perfect hemisphere, almost as if it had been scooped out with a giant spoon. As for Boxxy, it got thrown high up into the air as it was still well in range of that blast. 
 
    [You have been blown away by explosive force. HP -2,189.] 
 
    Its armored skin diffused part of the impact, the Voidcaller staff boosted its magic resistance, and the damage was further mitigated by its Natural Armor Skill. Yet, the monster still lost half its HP in an instant, and that was after it avoided the worst of the blast. The shapeshifter doubted even blood would have been left behind if it had taken a direct hit from that thing. 
 
    *DO-DO-DO-DOOOON* 
 
    In the meantime, the little ‘presents’ it had thrown at the shielded Warlock’s feet while he was chanting let off a chain of explosions. The man briefly shut his eyes so as to not get blinded, but those particular balls were fragmentation grenades, not flashbangs. Shinji wasn’t blinded, but the flames, dirt, and smoke the explosives kicked up was enough to temporarily obscure his sight. Even if that beholder was capable of feeding his master with that information, learning about it second-hand was unlikely to help the human target the shapeshifter. The familiar’s magical barrier nevertheless ensured his master was unharmed. 
 
    Well, that pain-in-the-lid demon was about to be eliminated, so Boxxy wasn’t particularly worried about him. It also made a mental note to make stock up on actual smoke bombs rather than forcing itself to improvise like that. Fragmentation grenades were expensive and time-consuming for an Artificer make, after all. 
 
    “Arms, Claws! Now!” it called out. 
 
    “On it, boss!” the fiend replied in high spirits. 
 
    “Ugh… I really don’t wanna get near that guy,” the stalker whined.  
 
     A beholder simply had way too many eyes. Even if Drea was mostly fine being seen by other demons, ‘mostly’ was definitely the operative word in that statement. Regardless, she still did as her master instructed and let Kora grab her by her primary set of legs. The fiend then spun around on her heels once, then twice, then threw the horribly embarrassed Drea through the air with a loud cry of, “ORRRAAAAAA!” 
 
    “Mind Pulse!” 
 
    Shinji used a Spell unknown to Boxxy to disperse the cloud of debris around him sooner than expected. He looked up to see that his opponent hadn’t come back down to the ground, but was gliding around on a set of bat-like wings after being thrown in the air by his magic. He was about to renew his assault, when he caught a blur zoom by out of the corner of his eye. He turned his head just in time to see that troublesome and inexplicably airborne stalker from earlier collide with his beholder. Her claws and scythes ripped through the floating head’s multi-layered barriers with ease. She dug her bladed limbs deep into its main eye, although she lost quite a bit of momentum by the time she got that close. Her victim roared in pain, but the actual damage was nowhere near enough to kill the beholder outright. 
 
    “Demonate!” 
 
    Boxxy finished chanting its Spell the instant after the stalker’s claws firmly attached to the enemy’s familiar. Her body shone with a bright-green light for a moment before it exploded violently, killing both demons and scattering their various bits around. 
 
    “That’s enough!” Shinji shouted. “Abyssal Plane!” 
 
    The old Warlock struck the ground with the bottom of his plain-looking staff, causing a thin purple film to spread rapidly over the trampled and bloodied soil underfoot. Boxxy, Kora, Xera, Smokey, Shinji’s sole surviving familiar, and anything else within thirty meters of the old man fell flat on the ground. The gravity around them had instantly increased tenfold, and none of them could support the weight of their own bodies. Xera was so physically weak that she started choking since she was unable to even breathe properly, while the stronger ones like the fiends or Boxxy could do little else than weakly move their limbs around. 
 
    Out of the corner of its eye, the shapeshifter saw the Republic’s remaining snipers started taking shots at the VIP. However, their arrows merely crashed to the ground pretty much the instant they entered the Ultimate Skill’s area of effect. Even the few Spells that reached this far dissipated into nothingness almost immediately. Boxxy tried casting some of its own, but no matter how much it chanted, it couldn’t produce even a single Shadowbolt. The overwhelming weight of the Abyssal Plane was powerful enough to disrupt magic itself. 
 
    The one who had unleashed this terrifying Skill was the sole person left standing, even if barely. Shinji really didn’t want to use his Ultimate, as maintaining it placed a heavy burden on his body and mind, but that blasted creature had forced his hand. He simply wanted to have a little chat with it, and it just lashed out like an angry toddler. The Warlock limped over to where the cloaked shapeshifter had crash-landed and looked down at the pinned monster while leaning heavily on his staff. His black, glassy eyes gazed into Boxxy’s yellow orbs. 
 
    “You really need to listen to other people when they’re speaking to you,” he said with a low, rasping voice. “But, I suppose it can’t be helped. You’re a monster, aren’t you? You simply don’t know any better.” 
 
    “Talk is cheap,” came the curt, aggressive reply. 
 
    “Nonsense! No matter how much one may try to use violence in lieu of conversation, words will always retain their power. Words are the means to meaning, and for those who will listen, the enunciation of the truth. And the truth is there is something very much wrong with this world of yours.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “I’m not from around here, you know. I came to this… realm about sixty years ago, from elsewhere. A plane of reality where we understood each other with words, not with swords. A world where things such as Attributes, Skills, Jobs, and Levels were not part of everyday life and only existed in fiction. A place where gods and magic did not exist, and neither did monsters.” 
 
    “Sounds dull.” 
 
    “Dull? Oh yes, that may have been so, but I would still go back there if I could. I’m not saying the people back home were flawless… but they were at least better than the ones here.” 
 
    “Why are you telling me all this?” 
 
    “Because nobody will listen unless I force them to!” 
 
    Shinji’s eyes and voice flashed with the pressure and intensity that only a Ranker could give off. 
 
    “My so-called ‘fellow men’ all cling to their ancient beliefs, to those sideways morals that will lead this world into ruin! I mean, look at this ‘war.’ It’s bullshit. It’s all manufactured to feed their greed. This is exactly what G҉́҉͘͏j̵͜͝4͏̸́̕͜%̴͘k̡͢͠j̵̧͞ ̡͏̀͢B̨̨̀͜͞#̶̴̧͞5̶̷́d̶̨̡ did in Ḩ̶̢͟͝r̴̵̶͘͠R̵̸̶͘͝ḱ̵$́͟͝͝͡ back during the Ģ̡͢k̵̢̡͝3̷̧͘%͠͏l̢̕͠g̀͘͞v̶̵̨̕ centuries ago.”  
 
    There were some weird, buzzing words mixed in there. It was extremely bizarre, almost as if the sounds that came out of the enraged old man’s lips weren’t syllables, but white noise. The odd event lended some credibility to the rumor that this man was supposedly an other-worlder, though Boxxy had no idea what he was rambling about. 
 
    “Don’t even get me started on all that slavery business!” the man continued. “Sometimes I wonder if those other nobles are worse than the thousands of monsters I’ve killed since I got here. And of course, none of them even tried to establish peaceful relations with the less advanced civilizations around us, treating them like vermin that needed to be eradicated.” 
 
    The shapeshifter was finally starting to grasp what this old man was getting at, and it was honestly kind of disappointed. It had expected to hear some intrinsic truth of the world that only someone from outside of it could understand, but all it got instead was this moronic drivel. 
 
    “Not a single drop of effort to stop this perpetual cycle of violence and revenge,” Shinji carried on. “Why?! Because the ones they need to understand are not people, but ‘monsters!’ Creatures that they see as nothing but loot and XP! What sort of blind prejudice is that?! I mean yes, they do attack people on sight, but who can blame them after we subjected them to generation after generation of genocide?!” 
 
    The man’s rant tapered off as he breathed heavily. 
 
    “But you,” he continued with renewed vigor. “You’re different, aren’t you? You’re practical, pragmatic, logical. You’ve seen both sides of the fence. That’s why I thought I could get through to you, make you understand. That there has to be a better way than this endless cycle of mutual destruction.” 
 
    “You’re right. There probably is.” 
 
    “You agree, then?!” 
 
    “Indeed. However-” 
 
    [Your mass has been reduced by 40%.]
[Your weight has been reduced by 40%.] 
 
    After secretly equipping two of Keira’s rings underneath its cloak, the burden on Boxxy’s bones and muscles became only a third of what it used to be. Its body still felt much heavier than normal, but it was no longer enough to limit its movement. It lunged upwards at the surprised, almost delighted-looking old man and grabbed him by the neck with its left hand, its grip choking the life out of the old man. 
 
    “-it’s not nearly as tasty,” it growled. 
 
    Boxxy transformed its right arm into a giant metal spike and stabbed the suffocating old man through the chest. Then the stomach. Then the chest again. Then wherever else it hadn’t already put a hole in him, over and over. One the sixth or seventh strike, it felt something snap underneath its ever-tightening grip on his neck, and Shinji Arakawa—the man who claimed to have come here from another world—went completely limp. 
 
    [Level up!
[Level up!
[Level up!
[Congratulations, you are now a Level 50 Warlock! INT +4. MNT +4. END +4.]
[Congratulations, you are now a Level 23 Doppelganger! All Attributes +2.]
[Feat of strength performed! You have unlocked a new Perk: Anti-centennial.] 
 
    “Ah! Should have used a sword…” 
 
    The monster muttered regretfully at the missed opportunity as the effects of the Ultimate Skill around it instantly dissipated. It discretely collected the old man’s corpse into its Storage and turned its attention towards a retreat.  
 
    “Snack! Get yourself back to the hideout! Move!” 
 
    “Huff, huff, huff,” the succubus panted as she picked herself off the ground. “Y-Yes! Right away, Master!” 
 
    She forced herself to stand, then cloaked herself in Invisibility and flew off towards the closest hylt tree—the one due north of Boxxy’s current position. Out of the corner of its eye, it noticed Shinji’s formerly bound fiend picked himself off the ground and gave his liberator a thumbs-up. 
 
    “Thanks for that,” he spoke with a deep, thundering voice. “I really don’t know how much more of that moron’s bullshit I could stand! Anyway, if you’ll excuse me, I have a few decades’ worth of resentment to vent and plenty of unwilling participants to help me out!” 
 
    He strode off towards the Imperial ranks with his glaive held hoisted on his shoulder, chuckling ominously. It was none of Boxxy’s business what an unbound fiend was about to do, but it concluded it was probably a good thing he targeted the humans rather than elves. Putting that guy’s existence out of its mind, the shapeshifter forcibly dismissed the highly conspicuous Arms and chanted a Spell. It was actually in a bit of a rush, as that little showdown had attracted too much attention. While it did want its employers to notice the Sandman’s contributions to the battle, this was the wrong kind of attention. At the very least Boxxy had a bit of time, so it wasn’t particularly worried as it steadily mumbled the magic-inducing gibberish under its breath. 
 
    “Snack, how far did you get?” it called mentally out, just as it was about to finish. 
 
    “I’m just entering the upper canopy right now, Master.” 
 
    It wasn’t ideal, but good enough. 
 
    “Transfamiliar!” 
 
    With a shouted word of arcane power, the Sandman’s towering, cloaked figure vanished in a puff of green smoke. In his place appeared a very confused-looking succubus that fell over face-first from the post-transfer disorientation. Xera lifted her face off the dirt and looked up, just in time to catch a glimpse of something headed straight towards her. 
 
    It was a black-haired, golden-winged woman, her bloodied metal staff already mid-swing. 
 
    “Well, fu-” 
 
    [Your familiar has been banished.]


 
   
  
 

 Part Six 
 
    Boxxy, having just transitioned back into Keira mode, licked its lips at the absolutely delicious Perk it got from that encounter. 
 
    [Anti-centennial]
Those who stand on the shoulders of giants will never attain the heights of those who have trampled said giants underfoot.
Requirements: Single-handedly kill an Ultimate Skill holder.
[Effects]
Increases all XP gained by 10%. 
 
    Tasty rewards aside, the shapeshifter considered just how lucky it was to come out of that fight the victor. In its haste and greed, it had completely neglected to consider a Level 100 human’s Ultimate Skill before engaging him in combat. Logically speaking, an Ultimate was always related to the Job it came from, so a Warlock that focused almost entirely on offensive power should normally have one that was excessively destructive. Or at least that’s what common sense dictated, and yet Shinji’s Abyssal Zone had seemed surprisingly… lackluster. 
 
    That wasn’t to say that the old man’s Ultimate wasn’t powerful. It was doubtless that any human or elf who didn’t have a significant amount of Strength (STR) and Endurance (END) would have been crushed flat under that enormous pressure. It also affected everything around the user indiscriminately and interfered with magic to some degree. Even the Warlock’s own fiend couldn’t move freely inside it. In the end, all the Ultimate had done was to stall and prolong the fight since that Warlock seemed unable to do anything to Boxxy other than tie it down and throw words at it. He might have had some way or another to finish off his restrained opponent, but the shapeshifter had not given him the chance. 
 
    Looking at it objectively, the thing that had truly saved Boxxy back there was Keira. More specifically, the two weight-reducing rings that were part of her disguise. That delusional old man had been rather unfortunate to pick this particular individual as his opponent. It was almost as if the universe conspired to have him and his idiotic views disappear from Terrania. Which, considering he’d most likely been influenced by the Agent of Chaos Skill in the past, might have actually been the case. 
 
    Regardless of the circumstances, Boxxy had once again profited immensely from someone else’s misfortune, and there was yet more potential gain. The shapeshifter, now safely concealed by the hylt tree’s canopy, decided to process Shinji’s body before it returned to the dryads’ little hidey-hole. Using Corpse Absorption directly in front of them seemed like a bad idea since it might ruin the illusion of ‘mummy.’ 
 
    Wait, was it even a good idea to use Corpse Absorption to begin with? It was undoubtedly a high-quality corpse, but Boxxy had some doubts when it considered the possible results. That Skill always targeted the highest-ranking parts of one’s Status, so realistically speaking, there were only four possible outcomes. 
 
    The most likely one would be failure, which would be of no consequence. The second most likely would be an Attribute gain, which would be INT without a doubt. The tastiest would be if it absorbed a whole bunch of Warlock Job Levels. The final favorable result would be a Skill gain. So, while most likely it would get either a huge chunk of INT or a bit fat nothing, it didn’t want to waste the potential of the other two. Job Levels being absorbed would be a huge waste since it was already at Level 50. Any XP gained at this stage would still be ‘stored’ until it got the Job advanced, but doing things that way would greatly diminish the amount gained. After a brief moment of deliberation it concluded that, in order to make sure it got the most out of Shinji’s ‘donation,’ the shapeshifter would need to find a Level 75 Warlock trainer first. 
 
    As for the potential Skill gain, that was going to be either Ruin Mastery or Domination Mastery, most likely the former. Cadaver Absorption would transfer the highest-Leveled Skill of its target, and the maximum Level of Mastery type Skills grew by five every time a relevant job advanced. As a Level 100 Warlock, Shinji most likely had at least one that was at Level 25. The Skills he had unlocked from his Job were forever stuck at Level 10, making it impossible for them to even compete. His Ultimate was completely out of the question since those abilities only had a single Level to begin with. 
 
    This mental arithmetic wasn’t just blind conjecture, but the results of much trial and error. After all, Boxxy had so far only gained various Mastery Levels whenever it absorbed a corpse’s Skill. The fact it managed to obtain Divine Attunement from that relatively low-Leveled Priest was pretty much an exception, as her Holy Mastery was probably not maxed out. The shapeshifter had also gotten Acid Spray from those giant crab-like monsters during its time in Erosa, but that too was an exception since feral creatures very rarely had any form of Mastery. 
 
    Either way, Boxxy’s current Ruin Mastery Level was 12 out of 15. If it gained a whole lot of Proficiency for it from Shinji’s corpse, then it had a feeling much of it would be wasted, just like the potential Warlock Levels. The other outcomes of the Cadaver Absorption were that it might fail or just provide a bunch of INT, neither of which were time-sensitive. Therefore, Boxxy decided to hold off on absorbing the corpse and kept it in its Storage. That airless space would keep the body from decomposing for a while. The shapeshifter had no idea why it worked like that, but it noticed that any food in its pocket dimension took much longer to spoil than it normally would. Besides, it could still absorb a halfway-rotted corpse as long as the head and heart were intact, so it had plenty of time to come up with a more long-term way of preserving the body. 
 
    As for the items the man wore, the robes and staff were not some disguised high-end magic items, but the same relatively low-grade stuff the rest of the Empire’s forces had. At least the jewelry was on-point. That human wore a number of magic rings and a shiny-looking silver amulet with a dark, orange gem embedded in it. All of them had different enchantments, of course, as only the effect with the highest magnitude would apply should multiple enchantments provide the same bonus. 
 
    The shapeshifter, in an ever-increasing trend of realizing its own ignorance, had no clue as to what caused this strange limitation. It had tried asking about it as Keira, but that only ended with the simple-minded creature being bombarded with a whole lot of strange words and technical terms it hadn’t encountered before. What had that gnomish Enchanter said? The Something-or-other Coefficient could not do its thing while another thing interfered with the third thing? And what the crap was a ‘five-point-conflux event’ supposed to be? 
 
    Oh, well. It wasn’t as if Boxxy actually cared about the minute details. It had asked more out of sheer curiosity, rather than a desire to learn things. The shapeshifter had tons of practical knowledge anyway. For instance, it knew eighty-four distinct ways to end a person’s life, either directly or remotely, on top of having an encyclopedic knowledge of enlightened anatomy. It could also put an explosive device together with both its eyes and MLG closed. That was all the information it needed to do the things it wanted to do and get the stuff it wanted to get at this stage in its life. Anything else was just pointless trivia. 
 
    Thinking about its mimicked Mana Locator Gland, Boxxy found its mood go slightly sour. It reminded the monster of its continued inability to copy a beholder’s far superior version of the sensory organ. It wasn’t difficult to find one of those many-eyed heads floating around Azurvale, so it had had plenty of opportunities to study and copy their MLG. Unfortunately, the way it worked was completely alien to the shapeshifter. Especially the part where the whole thing was completely detached and just sort of floated around inside the demon’s body. It also spun around wildly around each axis. It was not the sort of organ a doppelganger’s core shapeshifting was physically incapable of mimicking, even if applying that osmosis trick Boxxy had learned during its attempts at creating organic wheels. 
 
    Having arrived just outside the dryad quintuplets’ safe space, Keira slapped her cheeks to get back into character and was just about to step inside when she felt the Comm-crystal on her belt vibrate. This was unexpected, as there should have been at least a few more minutes before Fort Yimin’s defenders were supposed to fall back and retreat. It wasn’t until the shapeshifter took the item out that it realized it wasn’t Keira’s Comm-crystal vibrating, but the Sandman’s. 
 
    That was close, it sighed internally, I was so distracted I almost answered it with the wrong face on. I should really start labeling these things like that Underwood guy. 
 
    In retrospect, it really should have expected this. The Republic’s officers had demanded the password to that particular Comm-crystal the day before to better coordinate with the mysterious Sandman during the siege. It was only natural that they would want to have a word after what had gone down on the outside. Deciding it would be bad for business if it kept them waiting, Boxxy quickly changed character and answered the call, causing the familiar face of Silus Underwood to project from the Comm-crystal. 
 
    “Hello, mister Underwood,” it said in a displeased tone. 
 
    The elf on the other end furrowed his brows for a moment before confirming today’s passphrase. 
 
    “In brightest day, in blackest night-” 
 
    “-I shan’t stop tickling bums with all my might.” 
 
    “Hello, Sandman. You know, I honestly wish you’d pick more decent words for these.” 
 
    “Never mind that,” Boxxy growled. “What do you want? I’m busy.” 
 
    “You’ve been busy indeed, haven’t you? That’s exactly why I’m calling. Just so we’re on the same page, you did remove the Warlock VIP that attacked you, yes?” 
 
    “Yes. He’s dead.” 
 
    “Ah, good. Very good,” Underwood said with obvious relief. 
 
    It would seem the intelligence officer needed additional confirmation regarding that Warlock’s fate. Although one of his scouts had been keeping an eye on the Sandman, he failed to see much of their battle since it kicked up a huge amount of dust and smoke. The grunt didn’t even realize the vigilante’s opponent was a Ranker until that large-scale Ultimate Skill was revealed, at which point many sets of eyes were gathered on them. As a result, there were numerous reports of the cloaked mercenary somehow shrugging off the immense gravity and catching his opponent by surprise, then strangling and stabbing the life out of him. The human’s presumably dead body had disappeared somewhere under the Sandman’s cloak, and the vigilante vanished several seconds later, just before that Gilded Hand bruiser arrived at the scene. 
 
    “I won’t ask how or why,” the elf continued, “but you have the Republic’s gratitude.” 
 
    “I can’t eat gratitude.” 
 
    “Indeed. That’s why I have been authorized to offer you a deal. Shinji Arakawa should have had a necklace on him, a silver one with an orange gemstone in it. If it is in your possession, then the Republic would very much want to take it off your hands. For a generous reward, of course.” 
 
    The Sandman went silent. While it was true that more money was definitely a good thing, it did not want to pass up on uniquely shiny things so easily. That’s why it still held onto things like that bum’s golden skeleton, as well as the Profanus Gloria—the cursed chalice that it had created awhile back. Besides, if the Republic wanted it, then perhaps this was a magic item of some power. Boxxy hadn’t confirmed its effects, but if this was an Artifact, or maybe even- 
 
    “Since you are mulling it over, then am I to understand the item in question is in your possession?” 
 
    The elf’s words completely derailed the monster’s train of thought. That Underwood fellow managed to get a read on Boxxy’s thoughts just from that brief moment of silence. The shapeshifter had always been wary of his sharp intuition, which was why it wanted to avoid talking with him as much as possible. Unfortunately, asking for another point of contact was no longer an option. Even if the Republic leadership agreed, Underwood would definitely listen in on the conversations anyway. 
 
    “Yes, I have it,” it admitted, “and I would be happy to take you up on your offer.” 
 
    If the Republic wanted this thing, then perhaps handing it over was for the best. The last thing Boxxy wanted was for them to start hunting the Sandman over a trinket of dubious origins. It just didn’t seem to be worth the trouble, and the payout would likely be enough to soothe its collector’s spirit. 
 
    “Very good,” the intelligence officer nodded. 
 
    “Now, this reward you mentioned-” 
 
    “We will need to discuss that a later date,” Underwood interrupted. “While we want the item, it is by no means urgent. This is neither the time nor the place for negotiations.” 
 
    “Hmm, that is so,” the shapeshifter conceded. 
 
    “Therefore, I would like to ask that you safeguard the treasure for the moment.” 
 
    “Then, I shall take my leave of this battlefield and contact you a few days from now. Assuming you still live, of course.” 
 
    “Of course,” the elf replied with a wry smile. “I shall look forward to that day. Underwood, out.” 
 
    The intelligence officer cut off the connection, and the blue-tinged image of a head cloaked in rags disappeared from his palm. He went back to organizing what was left of the 1st Scouting Battalion. Even if the snipers in the treetops had the element of surprise at first, they were now taking return fire from the enemy’s archers and long-range Spells. The Republic’s forces had already lost more than a third of their thirteen thousand troops. The upside was that the enemy’s casualties were nearly double their own. Hilda’s Ultimate was giving the Republic a massive edge in combat. Combined with the massive disturbance that Sandman inflicted had allowed the defenders to come out massively ahead in that ‘trade.’  
 
    *RRRUMBLE* 
 
    Underwood’s grim mental arithmetic was suddenly interrupted when the floor underneath his feet shook mightily with a heavy roar. The entire stone keep that rested at the center of Fort Yimin rattled and creaked while dust fell out of the less-than-tidy ceilings and walls. 
 
    “The ‘Black Tower’ just used his Ultimate!” someone yelled in the busy war room. “I’m getting reports the south-facing wall is collapsing from the sudden earthquake!” 
 
    “We’re pulling back!” the Legate decreed from the back of the room. “Order the close-ranged fighters to break off the engagement and return to the keep at once!” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” came a chorus of replies.  
 
    Flares shot into the air and orders barked into Comm-crystals as the entire room flew into action. 
 
    “Those on the walls and in the trees should focus on covering the vanguard’s retreat, and then join them on their way inside the keep!” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” another division replied. 
 
    “Prepare the northwestern gate. Make sure it’s ready to fly open the instant we need it to.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” shouted a third group of elves. 
 
    “Prefect, let’s arm our little surprise!” 
 
    “On it, sir!” Vera replied in a spirited manner. 
 
    It was still a bit early, but the Legate decided it was time to put the final phase of Operation Honeytrap into motion. Those close-ranged soldiers and adventurers under the effects of Tempest of Rage would get pincered and annihilated at this rate. Even if the Ultimate gave them a massive edge in combat, which resulted in many casualties on the Empire’s side, it didn’t mean the Republic’s fighters were invincible. Not to mention that none of the troops fighting on the southern side of the wall were under the effects of Hilda’s Skill, so the Republic had little hope of pushing them away on that front without significant losses. Prefect Vera anticipated this turn of events, as the cube in her hand was already showing Keira’s face by the time Aidun had given her the order. 
 
    “What’s Imiryl doing?” Silus asked one of his assistants. “Wasn’t she supposed to keep that Shaman away from our walls?!” 
 
    “She had to withdraw once that staff-wielding angel returned, sir. She barely made it out of there alive.” 
 
    “Damn,” Silus cursed under his breath.  
 
    That stubborn Monk was a nuisance that nobody seemed capable of stopping. That wasn’t entirely true, actually. Imiryl might have been able to do something about her, but not when she had to contend with two of the Empire’s VIPs at once. She most likely wouldn’t have been able to escape if the winged woman hadn’t suddenly flown off after the Sandman. Her taking that opportunity to retreat to safety was the right choice. The Republic had already lost one irreplaceable asset at the Monk’s hands, and they were lucky to avoid another blow like that. 
 
    Of course, none of that rationalization helped alleviate Underwood’s urge to drive a knife right through that angelic bitch’s face. 
 
    The elf took a deep breath to reign in his seething emotions and asked in a deadpan voice, “Any news regarding Faehorn?” 
 
    “None, sir,” came the expected answer. 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    Even a high-Leveled Ranger wouldn’t escape falling off from that high a drop unharmed after taking a blow to the head from that winged powerhouse. No amount of AGI would allow someone to dodge the ground, after all. Even if he miraculously survived that drop, he would have been gravely injured and surrounded by the Empire. The only way he would still be alive was if he surrendered and let the enemy take him prisoner. However, Silus already knew that stubborn man would never allow such a thing. Milo Faehorn was the sort of fool who would rather fight to his bitter last breath than be imprisoned in the Emperor’s dungeons like some kind of war trophy. And since nobody has seen hide nor hair of him since his fall, then it was safe to assume he was already just another nameless corpse on the ground. 
 
    Just another morsel on those dryads’ dinner plate. 
 
    Well… At the very least we can add some seasoning! 
 
    A grim and slightly sarcastic thought went through Silus’s head before he focused his attention to coordinating the next phase of Operation Honeytrap. It may have been only for an instant, but in that brief moment Underwood found agreed with a certain unhinged catgirl’s assessment of the Imperial army as ‘bags of high-grade fertilizer.’ Even after that flash of cruelty passed over him, he still felt a strong sense of resentment. He had some reservations regarding the wholesale slaughter soldiers who were following orders, but the only ones they could blame was their nation’s leadership. Who, rather ironically, would no doubt make for excellent plant food if they had been out here in the field. 
 
    It was, after all, hard to describe the ones who had orchestrated this damned war as anything other than sacks of shit. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Part Seven 
 
    Among the thousands of souls on the battlefield surrounding Fort Yimin was a certain elven Druid. A man in his mid-thirties, with dark green eyes and hair, clad in a padded gray robe held a gnarled wooden staff tipped with a globe carved out of jade. This individual had been drafted into Republic’s army along with his adventurer comrades. His role was primarily of a healer, while the rest of his party consisted of a Wizard to serve as a ranged attacker, a Rogue charged with scouting, and a Paladin to act as a vanguard. It was a balanced, flexible combination when it came to adventuring, but was ill-suited to open warfare.  
 
    The Wizard had no MP to spare for offense and focused entirely on providing cover for the Druid and other Republic forces immediately around him with defensive magic. The Paladin had gotten separated from the group during the chaos, and his teammates had no idea where he was or if he was even still alive. The Rogue had completely failed to report back after her scouting assignment four days ago, which meant she was most likely either dead, captured, or a deserter. Regardless of the reason for her absence, it was unlikely they would see her anytime soon, if at all. 
 
    In short, the party of four was cut in half, and the most its last two members could offer the rest of their comrades-in-arms was support. Keeping as many people alive as possible was hardly what one would call glorious, but it was the best use of their combined magic. It was hardly fitting to the Wizard’s specialization, though. 
 
    The man was one of the hundreds of humans who’d been drafted into the 3rd Legion to stand against the Empire. While some of his people had refused the draft and were summarily deported or imprisoned, this man would have chosen to stand against his former countrymen regardless. He was in his early twenties, his scalp shaved bald, and bore a cross-shaped scar on his right cheek. These made him look much older and meaner than he actually was. He had a robe identical to his Druid companion’s, but used a short, copper-plated wand instead of a staff. Wands were a type of magic item that did not boost their wielder’s magical power, but funneled it into a ranged weapon. Channeling one’s MP through the short rod would allow the user to instantaneously invoke a singular magic attack that would change depending on the make and material of the wand. Streams of fire, shards of ice, and sprays of acid were but a small fraction of what a wand was capable of. 
 
    “Elyon!” the Wizard called out. 
 
    “Healing Rain!” the elf finished his chant. “What is it Nottley?!” 
 
    The two of them were practically back-to-back, yet they still had to shout with all their might if they hoped to be heard over the cacophony of the battle. 
 
    “It’s the signal!” 
 
    Elyon shifted his field of vision upward and to the side, confirming that a series of bright red flares had been launched into the air from the keep’s turrets. 
 
    “That quake from earlier must’ve knocked down the walls,” he muttered as his feet carried him back through the sand-filled gap in the wall. 
 
    He knew that event had been no natural occurrence. The force behind it was exceptional, and the elf was quite positive those tremors were probably felt kilometers away. At the same time, the power behind it was oddly focused and contained. It was most definitely caused by a person, and a troublesome one at that. The Level 42 Druid had, at the time, reflexively used a Mend Soil Spell to try and calm down the angry ground beneath his feet. However, this action was about as fruitful as a child trying to stop a landslide with a toy shovel. This gap in power proved that the one causing those tremors had a much, much higher AFF than his own. 
 
    And the culprit behind it was unquestionably that Shaman Ranker mentioned in the briefing. 
 
    After all, Natural Affinity (AFF) was an advanced Attribute similar to Faith (FTH) in that only certain Jobs—namely Druids, Shamans and Monster Tamers—had access to. Unlike FTH, however, it showed one’s devotion when it came to serving and protecting the natural world, as opposed to furthering some deity’s agenda. This difference in perspective was the reason those three naturalist Jobs sometimes butted heads with the clergy comprised of Paladins, Monks and Priests. Well, the Republic was a place where such quarrels didn’t really happen. Unlike other deities, the teachings of Nyrie almost completely aligned with the interests of those ‘Godless pagans.’ That’s why Elyon and his Paladin comrade got along far better than one might expect. 
 
    The elf quickly scanned his surroundings, but did not see that reliable man’s figure anywhere. Then again, the Republic’s retreat was not exactly orderly, so it was quite difficult to spot a specific individual, especially with everyone wearing the same colors. He and his Wizard friend had already made it inside the wall and had some breathing room. The absolutely wrecked state of the southern fortifications showed the Druid’s hunch was spot on. It wasn’t a small gap either, as pretty much the entire stone structure bridging the gaps between the two southernmost hylt trees had turned to rubble. 
 
    “Here, Clarity Potion,” Nottley offered the distracted Druid. 
 
    “Yeah, thanks.” 
 
    The Druid accepted the crystal vial filled with milky liquid and downed it in one go. It was a sickeningly sweet concoction that quadrupled the user’s automatic MP recovery rate, but its effects ended the instant said user invoked a Spell or activated a Skill. It was more or less useless during combat, but was a cost-efficient way of drastically shortening downtime between fights. 
 
    “You think Durothil survived?” the hopeful Wizard asked. 
 
    “I was just thinking about that. Normally I’d say yes, but… Seeing him flip out like that, I honestly can’t say.” 
 
    The calm and stoic Paladin charging into enemy lines while screaming ‘Fucking KILL!’ was unexpected to say the least. It would seem that the Tempest of Rage not only boosted one’s physical performance, but could also have adverse effects on their psyche. The vast majority of Republic troops could handle the influx of anger, but a few of them—such as the elf named Durothil—had gone mad with rage. No, perhaps this was merely their pent-up and repressed resentment finally boiling over beyond their ability to hide or control it. Nottley might not have noticed, but Elyon was certain that Durothil had taken the sudden absence of their female Rogue quite hard. Miria was his sister, so it was only natural her disappearance would leave the Paladin disturbed and distraught. 
 
    “Look alive, people!”  
 
    A clear voice rang out over the buzzing crowd, which immediately went silent. This was a natural reaction, as the one speaking was a Centurion—a mid-ranking officer in the Republic’s army. One could easily tell his station by the large, crescent-shaped brush on his helmet and the knee-length cloak on his back, both of which were black in color. He’d look like just another rank-and-file legionnaire without those trappings. 
 
    “The enemy will be upon us in minutes!” he continued shouting. “Everyone here is to head inside the keep and aid in its defense! Those who can use magic or attack from a distance are to occupy the south and east-facing turrets and towers and hold your fire. I repeat—all of you are to hold your fire at all costs! The rest of you line up the walls and deter the enemy from scaling up them. You are to focus on defense and stall the enemy as much as possible, just as before. Now, move!” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” came a chorus of disorganized voices. 
 
    A number of Wizards flew into the air with magic, many carrying their allies up to the fortifications. A Wizard’s Flight Spell was very tricky to control, to the point where very few Wizards could use it competently in combat. Well, not unless they had the Aerial Combat Skill like Imiryl. Unfortunately, that was a Skill only available at Level 65 of the Job, and very few of them had had the chance to learn it yet. The same applied to the Level 36 Wizard named Nottley, who floated upwards with Elyon clinging to his back. 
 
    “Tch. ‘Hold your fire’ he says,” he grumbled with a click of his tongue. “That’s my bloody specialty!” 
 
    “Hey, at least you’re not a Pyromancer,” pointed out the Druid with a humorless grin. “Otherwise, you’d be almost completely useless.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess… Still, it’s odd that we were told to not use fire.” 
 
    “The higher ups probably have some strategy in mind.” 
 
    “Something involving those green kids?” 
 
    Nottley jerked his head towards the still-smoldering hylt tree that got enveloped by dragon fire earlier. 
 
    “Probably. However, I wouldn’t really put too much… stock in…” the elf’s voice trailed off as he squinted at the crowd far below his feet. “Huh? Durothil?! Nottley, look! He’s alive!” 
 
    “He is? Where?!” 
 
    The Wizard stopped the two’s ascent and his eyes followed Elyon’s outstretched finger. It pointed directly at a heavily-armored elf among the crowd of Republic troops making their way into the keep. His gilded and inscribed equipment was either horribly dented or outright cut through in several places. The gray tabard on his chest bearing a black eagle was dyed red with blood. He had lost his helmet along the way, revealing his scruffy brown hair and a fresh scar across his face. He was missing an eye, limping heavily, and his right arm hung loosely from his shoulder, but he still carried himself with an air of dignity. 
 
    “Well, I’ll be damned,” the Wizard smirked. 
 
    “Quick! Drop me off and go pick him up!” 
 
    “Huh?! But he’s so heavy!” 
 
    “Nottley, he’s injured. He’s not climbing up all those steps without aid,” Elyon stated the obvious. 
 
    “Fine, but you’re paying for the next round of Clarity Potions.” 
 
    “Whatever, just go!” 
 
    The Druid dismounted from his teammate’s back, landing atop one of the four corner towers of the keep. Nottley returned to the ground to pick up their no-longer-missing comrade, as Elyon silently watched over the Empire’s movements from his vantage point. The tower was a twenty-meter-tall structure, which made it one of the highest points in the area, barring the five gigantic hylt trees’ branches. Needless to say, it gave him a rather unobstructed view of what was happening on the ground. 
 
    Now, Elyon wasn’t a Ranger or anything, but even he could tell how screwed his side was. The Empire’s soldiers regrouped and reformed ranks. It was only a matter of seconds before they started flooding through the holes in the walls to completely surround the keep and block off any hope of escape. This naturally narrowed down his options for the future to being killed in action or taken prisoner. Unlike certain overly zealous individuals, he would unhesitantly pick the latter if he was allowed to choose. 
 
    After all, if there was anything the natural world had taught him over the years, it was the ability to survive no matter what. 
 
    “Still, those dryads really had too little impact,” he muttered under his breath. “I know they probably don’t care much about us elves, but they should be able to do more than that ‘catapult garden,’ right?” 
 
    Honestly speaking, while the appearance of those dryad quintuplets had been quite awe-inspiring, their effectiveness had been anything but. Elyon was one of many Druids assigned to tending to those hylt seedlings in the initial stages of the siege, so he had more insight into the matter than the vast majority of his allies. Flinging rocks over the walls was a creative use of their power, and probably could’ve done a lot more damage if they didn’t chew through ammunition so quickly. Granted, he didn’t see first-hand what damage those rocks actually did, but he doubted their effect on the battle had been all that significant. 
 
    Was that really the extent of those legendary creatures’ abilities, though? It certainly seemed like it considering the way those ‘green kids,’ as Nottley called them, both looked and acted completely like innocent children. Naive ones with poor judgement, to boot. It was bad enough they were following around a beastkin, of all things, but incessantly calling her ‘mummy?’ That was downright preposterous. Outrageous. Heretical, even. 
 
    Incidentally, he wasn’t having such bitter thoughts just because they completely ignored him when he tried to introduce himself. This and that were completely unrelated. 
 
    His envy aside, there was also the possibility that the higher-ups were keeping a lid on those dryads’ true purpose in this siege. If they hid a trump card of some sort, they would not dare show it to grunts like Elyon. That just begged for the information to leak out, after all. It was widely believed that Underwood fellow had done everything in his power to weed out the Empire’s spies among the 3rd Legion’s ranks. However, the veteran Druid had no doubt that a few of them slipped through the cracks regardless. 
 
    “Elyon! Huff, huff! I’m back!” 
 
    Nottley returned with the near-crippled Durothil on his back. The Wizard’s face glistened with sweat, showing just how heavy his comrade and his equipment truly were. Elyon abandoned his attempts to analyze things far above his pay grade and proceeded to apply his healing magic to his long-time friend. Even if his HP recovered, the fact he had fractured bones was a problem. Long-lasting injuries like those did not heal as quickly as battle wounds, and would take weeks to recover without magic. Although Durothil may have been a Paladin, he lacked the means with which to heal himself. He fancied himself a warrior who focused on martial combat while championing Nyrie’s name, so he hadn’t branched out into the magical aspects of his Job. 
 
    In the first place, Paladins didn’t usually have a lot of INT or WIS, so said Spells would be quite weak under normal circumstances. Well, that mithril gnome in the fort had healing magic as potent as a Priest’s, but that was mostly because she had gained a good deal of those two Attributes from her Artificer Job. That and her fanatical devotion to that loony God of hers probably meant she had an abnormally high amount of FTH. After all, it was an Attribute that could easily be raised or lost depending on the individual’s actions, same as Elyon’s AFF. 
 
    “Sorry for taking off like that,” Durothil grumbled while the Druid treated his arm. 
 
    “I know, you couldn’t help it. That Tempest of Rage got the better of you, didn’t it?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Did you at least make those guys suffer for taking Miria?” butted in Nottley. 
 
    “I… Yeah. I must have killed about a dozen men out there… Not my proudest moment though… I lost my weapons somewhere along the way, but just charged at the enemy with my bare fists… I’d probably have died out there if not for the Sandman.” 
 
    “The Sandman? You saw him?!” 
 
    “Heh… I didn’t just see him, Nottley. I felt him.” 
 
    “… That’s gay,” the Wizard said jokingly. 
 
    “Really, Nottley? Really?” the Druid complained. 
 
    “It’s fine, Elyon,” Durothil calmed him. 
 
    The three of them shared a moment of silence while the people around them prepared for the next part of the siege. 
 
    “So, what happened with the Sandman?” Elyon inquired. 
 
    “Well, most of an Imperial soldier landed on me.” 
 
    “What?” the other two blurted out. 
 
    “Like, just the upper half. Everything below the man’s waist was missing. Like it was ripped off or something. See this blood? This isn’t mine.” 
 
    The Paladin pointed to the red stains on his tunic. Looking at it closer, it wasn’t just blood, but several bits were also stuck to the fabric, causing his comrades to dry heave out of disgust. It wasn’t like they were particularly squeamish or anything, but as back-liners, they weren’t nearly as accustomed to gore as a vanguard like Durothil. 
 
    “So, anyway,” the Paladin continued, “being hit with that mess sobered me up a little, and I noticed that bits and pieces of people were flying all over the place. I looked around for the source and I saw that guy from the rumors towering over the crowd, mercilessly chasing down the humans as they ran for their lives.” 
 
    “Running for their lives?” said Nottley while raising an eyebrow. “I highly doubt Imperial soldiers would do something shameless like that.” 
 
    “No, you don’t understand, man. That Sandman, he’s fucking terrifying. A single glance at him made my skin crawl. I can’t imagine what it was like for the ones that were right next to him. I’m just glad he’s on our side.” 
 
    “Sounds like Despair Aura, a Warlock Skill,” noted the learned Wizard. 
 
    “Oh yeah, he’s definitely a Warlock. Had his demons out and everything.” 
 
    “Still, to send so many people fleeing at once… That’s no ordinary Warlock, huh?” Elyon remarked. 
 
    “I’ll say,” the injured man agreed. “The fear and anxiety from just seeing his blood-drenched form from afar completely overpowered my anger and fully brought me back to my senses. The enemy was so busy withdrawing, they just left the me who was knocked over by half a corpse on the ground while they fled for their lives. I got trampled a bit, but… hardly the worst that would’ve happened to me if that man hadn’t appeared.” 
 
    “I see…” Elyon sighed. “I guess we owe that guy one, huh?” 
 
    “Yeah, most definitely,” Nottley agreed. 
 
    “Either way, good job on making it back,” Druid added as he finished treating the last of Durothil’s broken bones. He also healed the large scar on his face, but the eye seemed like a lost cause. 
 
    “Heh. We’re not out of the woods yet.” 
 
    The Paladin jerked his head southward. The Empire had begun their push towards the keep and poured through the holes in the wall. The catapult garden that Elyon had worked so hard on was trampled underfoot. They also spotted the Shaman called the Black Tower—the very obvious culprit behind that earthquake from earlier. The man stood out like a sore thumb, so it was rather impossible not to notice him. 
 
    “Well, I guess I better go make myself useful.” 
 
    Durothil stood up and was about to head down the steps to the walls below, but Nottley stood in his way with crossed arms, clearly intent on keeping him from doing anything stupid. 
 
    “And how exactly do you plan on fighting without weapons?” 
 
    “I saw Frankie on the way up. He’ll hook me up with some of his spare gear.” 
 
    The Paladin forcefully shoved his concerned teammate aside and strode off without looking back. The Wizard wanted to go after him, but Elyon stopped him by grasping his shoulder with a spare hand. 
 
    “Leave him alone, Nottley. He has his duty, and we have ours.” 
 
    The man let out a heavy sigh, then said, “Have I mentioned I fucking hate this war, by the way?” 
 
    “Only about eighty-seven times, but who’s counting?” 
 
    The two of them shared a brief chuckle before turning their attention to the oncoming Imperial troops. It wasn’t long before the two sides started exchanging Spells and projectiles in earnest once more. At some point, a fully-healed Hilda leapt off the ramparts and cut a bloody swathe through the enemy force before engaging the Black Tower in one-on-one combat. Imiryl was having a mid-air duel against that angelic Monk that Elyon saw fly overhead a few times, though it seemed more like a glorified game of cat-and-mouse. 
 
    As for Elyon, he was sitting cross-legged in the center of the tower’s roof and focusing on his Tranquil Presence Skill. It was something that steadily restored the HP and MP of those around him, letting them fight for longer. Nottley the Wizard was finally free to hurl Spells at his opponents, although he had to stick to ice-based magic due to the Centurion’s orders from earlier. The rest of the magic users and archers on the tower did much the same while the keep’s barrier-generating magic item kept them safe from harm for the moment. 
 
    Down on the ground, the Imperial troops gradually encircled the keep from all sides. Many of them lugged around steel-tipped battering rams to break down the doors on the east side. Others tried clambering up the walls either under their own power, or by using tools such as grappling hooks and siege ladders. The ban on fire-based magic was quite evident and a serious handicap in that respect. Not only were such Spells naturally devastating against living creatures, but they could easily turn that siege equipment into ash and cinders. 
 
    “Freezing Beam!” 
 
    A pure-white beam shot out of Nottley’s hand, aimed loosely at the crowd underneath. It brilliantly bounced off some magical barrier or another, dealing a grand total of ‘fuck all’ damage. 
 
    “Tch. Okay, then let’s try… Chain Lightning!” 
 
    A flash of purple electricity arced out of his fingertips. It did even less than his previous attempt. 
 
    “Damn it. it’s just not good enough,” he grumbled under his nose. 
 
    Even if Wizards could use a multitude of elements, each individual was naturally inclined to focus on one, maybe two of them through Skill choices and Mastery training. There were several reasons for this, but chief among them was one’s elemental aptitude. It had never been PASSIVE understood why or how, but it was a known fact that certain individuals were naturally more gifted when weaving magic of a specific element. However, while playing to one’s natural strength was expected, it also meant that other flavors of magic would lag behind and fail to improve. 
 
    “Give it up, Nottley!” his teammate called out to him. “Just put your Mana Shield up already!” 
 
    The Wizard glanced up to see something like cracks forming in the air, a clear sign that the keep’s innermost barrier was about to break. As much as he disliked going on the defensive, he had to admit it was a much better use of his MP than throwing those pathetic Spells around. He still made sure to click his tongue in frustration as he and several others layered the defenses on in preparation of that barrier breaking. 
 
    However, they would soon find out that this preemptive course of action was unnecessary. 
 
    *HUMMMMOOOOOOOHHHHHH* 
 
    A loud, deep something echoed throughout the besieged fort. The bizarre noise was somewhere halfway between a groan and a roar that rapidly rose in volume. Those with trained ears and senses could tell that this disturbance had not one, not two, but five distinct sources, all making the same noise at that same pitch. 
 
    Scouts on both sides of the conflict then started keeling over as the mysterious voices became loud enough to deafen their sensitive ears. Moments later, pretty much everyone else in the area followed suit. People of all races and vocations were momentarily paralyzed by the deafening noise that seemed to rattle them down to their very bones. Even the four surviving VIPs were nearly driven to their knees as the insufferable noise drilled into their skulls. 
 
    It wasn’t just the air vibrating, however. The ground shifted and undulated unnaturally, causing more than a few people to lose their footing and fall over. Several gigantic roots burst out of the dirt, completely sealing the holes in the walls and trapping roughly three quarters of the Empire’s remaining forces inside the fort. The cry that seemed to split the very air apart suddenly stopped, and a heavy silence hung over the battlefield. Combatants on both sides hastily rebuilt their formations, yet none of them dared to utter so much as a peep. Their bodies and minds reflexively tensed up as they scanned their surroundings. For even though only a handful of individuals knew what was about to happen, none of those men and women believed even for a second that the auditory assault was the end of it. 
 
    *SHUNK* 
 
    A chorus of bizarre sounds came from outside the wall. It was short, abrupt, and sounded like a whole lot of something happened simultaneously. 
 
    *SHUNK* 
 
    Barely a second later, the noise repeated itself- 
 
    “Ah…. AAAAAAAH!” 
 
    -followed closely by a scream. Lots of screams, actually. 
 
    *SHUNK* 
 
    That dreadful noise rang out once again, this time accompanied by the sound of full-blown panic. It was painfully clear that something was attacking the Imperial soldiers beyond the walls, but those on the inside could not fathom what it might be based on the auditory clues alone. 
 
    *SHUNK* 
 
    Zone, having regained her senses, spread her wings and immediately bolted upwards. She was already up and over the wall before anyone could do anything to stop her. What she saw on the other side of those roots was something that could only be described as one thing. 
 
    A bloodbath. 
 
    *SHUNK* 
 
    She turned around in the air and stared silently at the soldiers on the ground. Her trademark ice-cold expression shattered, and her face showed a mix of spite, anger and fear.  
 
    *SHUNK* 
 
    What she just witnessed was something she could neither fully comprehend nor handle, but she still wanted to do something. Anything. 
 
    *SHUNK* 
 
    But what? What could she possibly do against that? Her mind spun along at great speeds looking for an answer, but came to a grinding halt when she realized the ghastly noises had stopped, leaving behind nothing but a heavy silence. It was a sign that whatever powers were at work here were finished with the people outside. 
 
    This meant that they would undoubtedly move onto the inside. 
 
    *SHUNK* 
 
    Hundreds of slim roots sprang up from the ground. Each fully impaled a single Imperial soldier from below. Metal, flesh and bone were pierced completely as if made of jelly. The targets were chosen seemingly at random, and they all let out that terrifying sound at the same time. A few of the sturdier ones clung onto life, letting out a few disgusting noises or spurts of blood before the spear-like roots retreated into the ground with the same blinding speed with which they appeared. It wasn’t until the humans’ punctured bodies—living or otherwise—hit the ground that their allies began to realize the grim scene in front of their eyes was, unfortunately, a reality. 
 
    *SHUNK* 
 
    A second wave of spears followed the first one almost immediately. The Imperial soldiers flew into an uncoordinated panic. How were they supposed to fight an enemy that used the very ground beneath their feet as shield? 
 
    *SHUNK* 
 
    Several of them realized the trees were at fault and started attacking them in earnest. However, a hylt tree’s Ironbark was not to be underestimated. That tough natural armor effortlessly absorbed any and all attacks and Spells that came at it. A few managed to chip or singe it, but that was it. 
 
    *SHUNK* 
 
    The human Wizards realized resistance was futile, and immediately followed Zone’s example and bolted into the air. 
 
    *SHUNK* 
 
    “Shoot down the fliers!” 
 
    A commanding voice rang out within the Republic’s stupefied ranks. Adventurers and soldiers felt their bodies jolt as if struck by lightning, and immediately targeted the flying Spell-slingers. 
 
    *SHUNK* 
 
    The humans who tried to flee through the air were riddled with wounds and lost their lives in an instant. Those closer to the outside wall, Zone included, escaped the Republic’s deathtrap with their metaphorical tails between their legs. 
 
    *SHUNK* 
 
    “Hold!” 
 
    The same voice rang out atop the keep walls, clearly audible over the chaos beneath its walls. The Republic troops followed it without question, and halted their attacks. It was quite clear by this point this is what their superiors plotted, so all they had to do was simply obey those orders and pray they were not next on the chopping block. 
 
    *SHUNK* 
 
    They just silently watched the Empire’s plight with a mixture of horror, fear and awe. 
 
    *SHUNK* 
 
    It was like being in the eye of a hurricane of death. 
 
    *SHUNK* 
 
    None of them dared to move or even utter a peep, lest they raise the ire of their betters. 
 
    *SHUNK* 
 
    Many of them tried closing their eyes, but that was somehow worse. 
 
    *SHUNK* 
 
    It just made that horrible sound even more pronounced. 
 
    SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK SHUNK 
 
    It took a mere two minutes to completely decimate nearly fifteen thousand people. Their mangled corpses and discarded weapons littered the ground. The upturned and hole-filled soil eagerly drank up all their oozing blood, and the terrain inside Fort Yimin’s walls became a bloody swamp. There was a loud rumble as the giant roots that prevented the soldiers’ retreat sank back into the ground, revealing the scenery beyond them was just as gruesome. The only survivors outside the keep were the handful of the Republic’s troops who had leapt off the walls after following Hilda’s questionable example, the dwarven Berserker herself, and the man known as the Black Tower. 
 
    He didn’t know it yet, but the Shaman’s habit of going around topless had miraculously excluded him from the dryads’ game of ‘Pop the Blue Things.' 
 
    “So… uh… Elyon?” Nottley muttered, struggling to find his voice. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    The Druid had, almost without thinking, gotten right up next to his friend at the edge of the tower, a macabre curiosity urging him to get a better view of what was happening below. It was a decision he regretted immensely at the moment. 
 
    “What were you saying about those dryads earlier? That they were weaker than expected?” 
 
    The elf nodded slowly, his face steadily turning pale. 
 
    “So… How does it feel to be wrong for once?” the Wizard asked. 
 
    “BLUURGH!” 
 
    Elyon vomited violently over the side of the tower in response. 
 
    “Yeah. Urp! That’s, uh, about right.” 
 
    Nottley could only sympathetically pat him on the back, while doing his absolute best to keep his own breakfast down. 
 
    “BLUUUURGH!” 
 
    He failed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    Somewhere deep beneath the earth, yet at the same time hundreds of meters up in the sky, a consciousness stirred. It saw without eyes, breathed without lungs, heard without ears, tasted without a tongue, and groaned without a mouth. As it rose from a century-spanning slumber that felt like hours, it once again reached out and grasped for its inherited memories. Except this time around it was in no rush, and it pieced together the precious mental fragments slowly and carefully. 
 
    This time? 
 
    A troubling thought passed through that peculiar mind. Was this truly the first time it had awoken? For some strange reason, it had the nagging feeling this was not the case. How else would the words ‘this time’ come up so naturally, without it even doubting them. It slowly and meticulously studied those inherited memories that were both foreign and its own. And after several months of dissecting them over and over, it arrived at the answer. 
 
    I don’t remember. 
 
    Granted, not the best answer, but it was still the only one available to it. Deciding that mulling over things it could do nothing about was fruitless, it pushed that nagging feeling away and instead focused on the task at hand. Objectively speaking, delaying it any more at this stage was neither good nor bad, but it felt lonely. It wanted to get out there and meet its kin. Thus, the sea of thoughts, memories and sensations converged and coalesced. The muddy, seemingly endless mindscape steadily shrunk to a single point, which threatened to burst under the pressure. 
 
    And then, the dryad opened her eyes. The other half of the existence known as a hylt tree stirred much like her host and home. Painfully, agonizingly, slowly she rose up from one of her branches, taking an entire day to completely emerge from its bark. And then she blinked several times in rapid succession as she once again checked through those implanted thoughts that were centuries, possibly even millennia old. 
 
    “Ah… In the end something still feels off…” 
 
    She spoke with a voice so sweet that it could give someone a toothache. She reached up to the sides of her head with both hands and felt antlers growing out of it. Her fingers traced the signs of her adulthood to her vine-covered scalp and she gently ran her fingers through the hair-like vegetation dangling from it. Then, on some strange impulse, she patted herself. It made her unexpectedly happy, but also frustrated at the same time. 
 
    “Hmm? This isn’t quite right either.” 
 
    Her eyes drifted idly over the area, her high vantage point giving her an unobstructed view for kilometers around. Well, except for her trunk behind her and the lush canopy overhead. The ground underneath her shade was dominated by a sprawling city. Structures built out of wood, stone, and brick were densely packed around her protruding roots or dotted around her trunk. Various beings—both humanoid and not—milled about at a pointlessly rapid pace. This was of course, merely a matter of perspective, for that dryad spent several days staring idly into the distance without really noticing either the passage of time or the lives of those tiny and insignificant creatures. 
 
    She yawned mightily, causing her perception of time to rapidly accelerate to the point where her seconds were of the same length as those of the real world. 
 
    “Mhm, that’s better,” she said with a chipper voice. 
 
    She stretched her arms out, twisted her waist and squatted a few times to limber up her thoroughly dull body. 
 
    “Well then, I suppose I should see if any of the others are up yet.” 
 
    The dryad known as Birchis sank back into her branch, and appeared within a certain ‘safe’ space. It was inside her neighbor and sister’s trunk, yet still had fresh leaves and vines covering most of the walls and ceiling, while the floor was left bare and relatively flat. 
 
    “Lilly!” she called out. “Are you awake?!” 
 
    Slowly, but surely, another dryad rose from the ground. Her appearance was identical to that of Birchis in every conceivable way, apart from her thoroughly drowsy expression and vacant stare. The newly arrived dryad blinked a few times and yawned before her apparent sleepiness went away. 
 
    “Morning, Birchis. You’re up too?” 
 
    “Yup. I think it’s just you and me for the moment, though.” 
 
    “Haaaah,” Lilly yawned again. “Guess the others should be waking up soon too, huh?” 
 
    “Probably.” 
 
    “Then, shall we wait for them?” 
 
    “Might as well.” 
 
    The two sisters went to lay down on the floor, and two beds of soft grasses and leaves sprouted out of the hard and gnarled bark to provide comfort. The dryads just sort of lazed around for a few hours until Pinea, Castelia and Torenia showed up. They all greeted each other happily and the latter three took after the former two’s example and also laid down on improvised bedding.  
 
    “I have a nagging feeling that something’s wrong,” Pinea muttered. 
 
    “I was just thinking that.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    “Same here.” 
 
    The others were quick to confirm they felt it as well. Something was, for lack of a better word, off. The quintuplets had ‘known’ each other for a mind-boggling amount of time, yet the silence that hung in that room was unnatural, awkward. The air in the room steadily shifted to a more thoughtful atmosphere, as the five dryads hummed and hawed in an effort to figure out what caused this anomaly. Though their shared, stunted growth likely left each of them dumber than the average dryad, there was nothing they couldn’t solve if they put their heads together. 
 
    “Now that I think about it,” Lilly spoke, “how come all of you decided to gather here. I mean, why my trunk, of all places?” 
 
    The others furrowed their brows trying to come up with a reason. 
 
    “It just… felt right, I guess?” Torenia offered. 
 
    “Yup, yup,” Castelia vigorously nodded her head. 
 
    “Hmm? Wait, did you two always get along this well?” Birchis asked. 
 
    “Why wouldn’t we?” the pair answered together. 
 
    “Wasn’t there something about sharing the sunlight being a problem?” 
 
    “But our branches and leaves are as intermingled as our roots by now, so that can’t possibly be the case,” Castelia stated with a dismissive wave of her hand. 
 
    “I guess so…” 
 
    “Besides,” she added, “Mister Sun shines down on all of us. His light and warmth are things that should… be… shared…” 
 
    Her voice gradually diminished as she realized the words that came out of her own mouth were somehow not her own. 
 
    “Oh? Castelia says some wise things, huh?” Lilly remarked. “I guess you learn a thing or two after being burned so badly, huh?” 
 
    “Burned?” 
 
    “Yeah. Didn’t your canopy get… Wait, what?” 
 
    No matter how one looked at Castelia, she was perfectly healthy and impossible to differentiate from her other siblings by sight alone. 
 
    “Come to think of it, how come we’re all lying on these beds?” Pinea spoke up next. “I mean it’s comfy but… it’s strange, isn’t it?” 
 
    The group once again went silent, as they sank deep into thought. The fragmented and deteriorated mementos of a distant past floated inside their minds. Trying to dredge up those lost memories was ultimately pointless, and their efforts only served to make them aware of an inexplicable void, a mysterious longing they couldn’t quite nail down. At the very least, there was progress, as they were finally able to pin down the nature of that unpleasant feeling they’ve all shared since waking up. 
 
    “Someone’s missing,” they spoke in unison while staring at the empty space in the middle of their five-pointed formation. 
 
    “I want to be patted on the head,” Birchis stated, and was met with many affirmative nods. 
 
    “I want to play with fuzzy leaves,” Lilly chimed in, much to the approval of her sisters. 
 
    “I want to take a nap in someone’s lap…” Torenia lamented, and the others understood her completely. 
 
    “I want to be hugged,” Pinea selfishly demanded, though none of the other quintuplets could fault her for it. 
 
    “I want to pop the blue things!” Castelia shouted, prompting a round of soft applause. 
 
    The impromptu dryad conference once again fell into silence. This one lasted for only a few seconds rather than the several days that the other lulls in the conversation had taken. 
 
    “Say, Lilly,” Pinea pointed at the wall opposite her. “What’s that?” 
 
    “Hmm? That’s my heartwood, silly.” 
 
    “No, I mean that. There’s something there, see?” 
 
    All of them turned their eyes towards where their sister was pointing. Lilly waved her hand and cleared some of the vegetation blocking the view, allowing them all to see the oddity that Pinea had spotted.  
 
    Carved into that dryad’s most precious place were a series of symbols. Although they looked like doodles and random scribbles, they were actually the letters of a language. A certain ancient tongue no mortal could decipher on their own, and was far older than any of those five ladies. Yet, they understood that writing’s meaning instantly. 
 
    ‘Mummy loves you.’ 
 
    “Mummy!” they screamed in unison. 
 
    Both happiness and sadness swelled up within them as the memories of those precious few days flooded back into their minds. How could they have forgotten? They were the ones that asked that relentlessly cheerful catgirl to leave those words behind in the first place. They would have undoubtedly burst into tears by now, if dryads were capable of such a thing. 
 
    And then the emotional burst of nostalgia steadily faded, giving way to a grim realization. 
 
    “That wasn’t our real mummy, was it?” 
 
    “Well, yeah. She wasn’t a dryad, or even an elf…” 
 
    “I don’t think she was a person at all, come to think of it.” 
 
    “She was really nice and kind to us, though…” 
 
    “Yeah. She played a lot with us even though she didn’t have to.” 
 
    “Took care of us, too. Those blue things she gave us were delicious.” 
 
    “Hmm? That’s not how I remembered that bit.” 
 
    “Pinea has a point. It was the red juice inside the blue things that was the delicious part, right?” 
 
    “Yeah. There were plenty of white things that were the same on the inside of those shells.” 
 
    “But mummy said not to touch anything but the blue ones…” 
 
    “Wonder what was up with that.” 
 
    “Maybe the other ones weren’t ripe yet?” 
 
    “Oh! That makes sense!” 
 
    “Yup, yup, seems right!” 
 
    The quintuplets’ mood rose significantly as they let nostalgia overwhelm them once again. Even if they had grown physically, their mental state had barely moved on from their former, childish selves. A problem that would naturally correct itself with the passage of time, now that they were awake. 
 
    “I still think popping them was the best part though. Very fun.” 
 
    “I completely agree.” 
 
    “Personally, I think that game of ‘Catch’ was better.” 
 
    “Yeah! Throwing things was also fun!” 
 
    “I still want to play with something fuzzy though.” 
 
    The dryads chatted back and forth for a while, before they realized one of them had suddenly gone completely quiet. 
 
    “What’s wrong Castelia?” asked Torenia. 
 
    “I feel itchy,” she answered while scratching her midriff. 
 
    Those three simple words set off a cascade of complaints. 
 
    “Come to think of it, I feel quite itchy too.” 
 
    “Me too…” 
 
    “I don’t really itch, but some of my roots feels numb.” 
 
    “I’m totally fine, by the way.” 
 
    “Say, back then Birchis itched it was because of those stupid bugs, right?” 
 
    “Yeah!” 
 
    “Them again?!” 
 
    “Let’s go check!” 
 
    The five of them decided this was no time to mope around, and they immediately transported themselves through their intertwined roots and branches until they reached the source of Castelia’s itchiness. As expected, they found a bustling termite nest that was selfishly burrowing under her bark. 
 
    “Ugh!” groaned their victim. “Nasty, nasty things! Do not want!” 
 
    The cavity inside her own trunk instantly filled with dozens of thick, heavy vines that moved around like the tentacles of a giant octopus. Castelia tried crushing, smashing and entrapping those infuriating vermin, but failed to do much. The termites either squirmed or bit through her grasp, or outright evaded her whip-like attacks. She felt proud of herself after she finally managed to kill three, but then got depressed when she noticed there were thousands of them left. 
 
    “Ah, this is hopeless!” she despaired while pulling on her antlers as if she was trying to rip them out. 
 
    “It’s okay, sis! We’ll help!” 
 
    “Yeah! Let’s all work together!” 
 
    However, despite their enthusiasm, the total termite death tally after an entire day of work was around sixty. They tried everything their implanted knowledge provided them, including poisoning the air and flooding them out, but none of it worked. The quintuplets decided to momentarily retreat to the safe room inside Lilly and rethink their approach. 
 
    “Say, how did Birchis’s itching go away back then?” asked Pinea. 
 
    “Uhm… Mum- I mean, K- Kei? Kerira?” the dryad in question stammered. 
 
    “I think just calling her ‘mummy’ is fine.” 
 
    “I agree. Mummy is mummy. Anything else feels like an insult.” 
 
    “Besides, we never really asked for her name, so it’s pointless to try and remember it.” 
 
    “Yeah, don’t force yourself.” 
 
    “Ahem!” Birchis cleared her throat. “Okay, then. Mummy led some people inside my bark and they killed them all with f-fire.” 
 
    “Ugh…” 
 
    The others groaned in unison at hearing the f-word. Even if that element was somewhat of a natural enemy for them, they could easily deal with it given time. As long as it wasn’t dragon fire. Even the seemingly endlessly tenacious hylt trees couldn’t survive if repeatedly bombarded with that stuff. Few things could withstand the destructive breaths of those living calamities, after all. 
 
    The problem at hand was that those bugs probably reproduced at a rate where killing a mere sixty in a day didn’t even make a dent in their numbers. If they were going to try exterminating them, it needed to be done in one fell swoop. But ‘fire’ was out of the question since the dryads had no idea how to make it. 
 
    “We could try popping them,” Pinea suggested. 
 
    “That might work, but-” 
 
    “-they’re not blue.” 
 
    “So? We can still pop things even if they’re not blue, right?” 
 
    “Ah! That’s right!” the other four exclaimed in unison. 
 
    “But won’t mummy be mad?” 
 
    “I… don’t think mummy’s still around, Torenia.” 
 
    “Oh. Right…” 
 
    “I miss her so much…” 
 
    “Yeah…” 
 
    All of them solemnly stared at their feet as they grieved for that creature that had passed away by now. This sad scene was the reason why dryads tended to shy away from contact with the world at large. Getting overly attached to someone destined to die off long before they did would just result in a gaping wound in their metaphorical hearts. Thankfully for these five, they could console each other, which would help them get over their shared loss fairly easily. That would only come later, leaving the tree-ladies feeling very hurt indeed at the present. 
 
    “Well, if mummy’s not around, then we can do what we want, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, Lilly has a point! Let’s go pop those nasty things!” 
 
    “YEAAAH!” 
 
    The five of them returned to that crawling cavity and began focusing on the ‘needles.’ First, they opened long, narrow tunnels within the termite-infested timber. Inside those holes they formed thin, dense spears out of solid, polished Ironbark. The outcome was a weapon that could rival a Masterwork spear forged out of the finest steel. A spring-loaded mechanism, also made of Ironbark, was then added to the underside of it. 
 
    “Gnn, this is much harder to do than I remember,” complained Torenia. 
 
    “Really? I think it’s surprisingly easier this time around,” said Castelia with a casual tone. 
 
    “Of course, you do. We’re inside your trunk, dummy.” 
 
    “Tehehe! That’s right, isn’t it? Sorry, sis.” 
 
    “It’s fine so long as you understand.” 
 
    “Still, to come up with this sort of thing, mummy sure was amazing, huh?” 
 
    “Yup, yup!” came a chorus of affirmations and nods. 
 
    The dryads’ admiration of their ‘mummy’ was genuine. They knew they would have never figured out how to make those ‘needles’ all on their own. It had taken Boxxy’s unique perspective as a trap-loving, shapeshifting Artificer to design a simple-yet-effective mechanism that even juvenile dryads could build and use. After all, even if the process through which a dryad moved and deformed vegetation was mechanically different from a doppelganger’s shapeshifting, the end results were identical. 
 
    “Ugh… this is tiring,” Castelia complained after a while. “How many did you girls make yet?” 
 
    “Fifteen.” 
 
    “Eighteen.” 
 
    “Sixteen.” 
 
    “Four.” 
 
    Torenia hung her head in shame while Pinea gently did her best Keira impression by patting her on the head with a warm smile that said ‘there, there’ louder than any words. It was super effective, and her sister felt better right away. 
 
    “What about you, Castelia?” Lilly asked. 
 
    “I made sixty.” 
 
    “Wow. Talk about ‘home-ground advantage’ huh?” 
 
    “Okay. Let’s give this a try, shall we?” the over-performing dryad changed the subject. 
 
    “Yeaaah!” 
 
    Yet for all their enthusiasm and fist pumping, the plant ladies found themselves briefly paralyzed with indecision. 
 
    “Uhm, how do we make sure we go at the same time without mummy here?” 
 
    Keira had been the one to coordinate their simultaneous attacks during the siege of Fort Yimin. The shapeshifter had insisted on doing so in an effort to instill horror and indecision in the Imperial troops. The plan had worked flawlessly, but the naive ‘daughters’ remained blissfully unaware of the insidious motivations behind ‘mummy’s’ instructions. From their perspective, it had all been part of the game. 
 
    “How about we just sing the song?” 
 
    “Oh! Good idea!” 
 
    The tune they referenced was something Boxxy had come up with while it was bored and had nothing better to do. The former mimic had always enjoyed the tasty sounds known as music. That had been part of the reason why it had, at one point, developed something of an obsession with making music boxes. This had naturally progressed to the creature idly composing songs inside its head as a sort of hobby. Just something it could do to pass the time when social obligations kept it from doing anything useful or tasty. 
 
    “But, uh, how did it go again?” 
 
    “Had something to do with stars, right?” 
 
    This particular piece had been inspired by the special date Keira and Rowana had gone on before the former shipped out to the front lines. The view of those shiny dots in the distance framed by the darkness of the hylt tree canopy had given the monster a new appreciation of the night sky. 
 
    “Ah! I remember now!” Birchis exclaimed. 
 
    She shared the centuries-old memory of that strange song with her sisters, which in turn caused their own minds to vividly recall it. After muttering among themselves for a while, they turned their attention to the swarming mass of insects far below them and lined up next to each other. They closed their eyes and opened their mouths, took deep breaths, then let their combined voices rise as one. 
 
    Twinkle, twinkle, shiny star,
How I wonder what you are,
Up above the world so high,
Just a shiny in the sky. 
 
    When the blasted sun is gone,
When the nothing shines upon,
Then you show your tasty light,
Shiny, shiny, all the night. 
 
    Then the traveler in the dark,
I will eat up like a shark,
He would not see which way to go,
In the night when light is low. 
 
    Though I know not how you taste,
I will steal you with all haste.
But I must learn how to fly,
And then reach you in the sky. 
 
    Will you fit me like a ring?
You’ll be mine, you shiny thing!
So until I reach that far,
Twinkle, twinkle, shiny star. 
 
    The tune was far slower and creepier than when Keira sang it, but it still did the job, as the last syllable of each line had been punctuated by a terrible *SHUNK* sound. When the dryads opened their eyes, they saw that hundreds, maybe even a thousand termites were thoroughly ‘popped.’ The stupid bugs kept crawling over the evenly-spaced out holes in the timber, so the spring-loaded retractable needles were able to reap heavy casualties without the need to relocate them. 
 
    “Alright!” the plant ladies cheered together. 
 
    “A shame we can’t move the needles through the timber like we did through the soil,” one of them noted. 
 
    “Yeah, this will still take forever.” 
 
    “Why don’t we just make some grooves in the timber?” Pinea suggested. 
 
    “That’s it!” the others shouted with great enthusiasm. 
 
    Making those things was really hard since they had a bunch of thin, delicate parts. Especially the firing mechanism. That sort of precise work was really difficult for the dryads, almost like trying to thread a needle from the other end of the room. If it was just about making passages to move the already constructed Ironbark contraptions around, they could do that without even breaking a sweat. 
 
    Pinea’s idea worked splendidly, and the five dryads gained total dominance over those infuriating termites. Over the next few days they thoroughly worked together to clean Castelia, Torenia and Lilly of their respective termite infestations. The thousands of bug carcasses were flushed out of their bodies and deposited somewhere deep into the ground where they would become food for them later. In high spirits, they then went to investigate why Pinea’s roots felt so numb. 
 
    However, what they found was, in some ways, worse than the termites. 
 
    Unbeknownst to them, an underground crime ring had taken up residence in the city’s sewers. Although the elves had learned from their ancestor’s mistakes and made sure to build them well out of the way of Pinea’s roots, those people had purposefully dug them out. The purpose was quite clear, given the countless steel taps lined up along the unearthed limb’s length, each actively draining the hylt tree’s sap. 
 
    “That’s not yours!” the quintuplets yelled as they revealed themselves. 
 
    “Aahhh!” 
 
    The lone man that had been keeping an eye on things let out a panicked scream. 
 
    “What’s going on here?” 
 
    The dark, dank chamber lit up as a group of six people rushed in through a door with lit mining helmets on their heads. 
 
    “Th-th-these girls just appeared! Out of nowhere!” 
 
    The thugs and the dryads exchanged glances. 
 
    “Holy shit,” one of them exclaimed. “Are those the dryad sisters? Like, the ones from the history books?” 
 
    “Since when can you read, dumbass?” 
 
    “… My pop-pop read to me when I was little, okay?” 
 
    “This sap is not yours!” the plant ladies screamed. “Return all that you have taken at once!” 
 
    “What do we do, Larry?” one of the men asked. 
 
    “Why you askin’ me, boss?” 
 
    “You’re the one who knows what those things are, right?” 
 
    “Kinda. I mean, sort of… I mean, uh…” 
 
    “For fuck’s sake, you’re completely useless!” 
 
    “Ah! I remember now! It’s okay, boss! Those dryads won’t harm us elves, so we can just ignore their wailing!” 
 
    The leader’s eyes caught the intense rage within those weird women’s eyes. It was far more convincing than his bumbling goon of a subordinate. 
 
    “You… sure about that, Larry?” 
 
    “Yep, positive! Though they’re a bit different from what pop-pop told me…” 
 
    “Different how?” 
 
    “Well, they’re supposed to be completely green, but their hair is kinda… red?” 
 
    *SHUNK* 
 
    Without hesitation, without warning, without holding back, and without even batting an eye, all of those insolent elves were pierced clean through. Only the guy who was originally there to keep an eye on the sap-tapping was spared. The five green faces in the room turned towards him, making him fall over and crawl away backwards while evacuating his bladder. 
 
    “Return the sap!” they demanded. 
 
    “I-I-I CAN’T!” he shouted. “I don’t have it! I d-d-don’t know where it is! I don’t even know what they do with it or, or, or, or, who they sell it to! Those buck- buckets in the corner is all I have! I swear!” 
 
    Pinea’s sharp glare deviated from that of her sisters, as she beheld the row of silver-plated buckets in question. She extended a tentacle-like vine from the side of her root, which shot forward and eagerly slurped up what was rightfully hers. However, it was far too little, and she was still losing sap from those metal taps lining her root. Well, now that she knew the cause, she could at least eliminate it. She furrowed her brows, squinted her eyes and puffed up her cheeks as she strained. 
 
    A few seconds later, the dozens of metal spouts stuck in her body were forcefully ejected, and the ‘wounds’ they left behind healed up in an instant. She then slammed the vine into the cowering man, burying his mangled body into the dirt wall of the man-made cavern. 
 
    “Argh! Those vermin! I’ll make them pay for this!” 
 
    Some feeling returned to that particular root because of her intervention, but several others were still numb, most likely because they were receiving the same treatment. While that was bad in and of itself, it wasn’t the actual reason she was ticked off. It was because those people deliberately attacked her. Termites couldn’t help themselves, they were just following their instincts, so she could never truly bring herself to hate them. But those elves had gone out of their way to bleed her of her precious sap. To say it was an unforgivable act was an understatement. 
 
    “Uhm, Pinea?” Birchis muttered. 
 
    “What is it?” she answered after calming herself down a bit. 
 
    “That- Those ones weren’t blue, right?” 
 
    “No, they were black and brown. Why?” 
 
    “So how come so much juice came out?” 
 
    What was arguably the smartest of the quintuplets turned her attention to the pools of blood flowing out of those criminals’ bodies. Pinea’s eyes shone, and she moved the vine she used to reclaim her sap to eagerly slurp up that red fluid. 
 
    “Haaaah,” she sighed with a relieved face, her thunderous rage seemingly quenched. “Just as tasty as I remember it…” 
 
    “R-really?” asked the others. 
 
    “Yeah! Actually, it might even be better!” 
 
    “No fair! You drank it all!” 
 
    “Yeah, I wanted a taste, too!” 
 
    “Sorry… Oh, I have an idea!” 
 
    The city of Morgana was a historic settlement, named after a war hero of old and built under the shade of the only five red-leafed hylt trees in existence. A bustling population of over eighteen thousand souls had gathered under the uniquely beautiful and strangely mesmerizing plants. The city itself was along an important trade route, as well as a popular tourist destination, making it one of the most prosperous settlements on the continent. 
 
    Yet, when the sun rose over it on one fateful day, it shone down on a gigantic field of rubble with nary a living person in sight. The only structure left intact and standing was an ancient monument of a female cat-eared beastkin covered in lush crimson flowers. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Afterword 
 
    Well, this was quite a trip, wasn’t it? I do hope you enjoyed the first chapter’s twist. If you haven’t already, I recommend you try to reread the Moonlighting arc with the knowledge that Keira is Boxxy. It’s supposedly an entirely new experience. I wouldn’t know, of course, but that’s what others tell me. I will also say this right now—Keira and Rowana will stick around for a long, long time, though their relationship will never be the focus of the story. I don’t want to virtue signal or make any political statements. The only reason I made them a lesbian couple was because I personally think that’s hot. 
 
    That aside, I do personally like Keira’s character. Even if I knew what’s underneath, it was kind of refreshing to write about someone who at least acts like a traditional good guy. And no, I have not forgotten about Fizzy. I know she only appeared briefly in this volume, but that was because the focus was on setting up Boxxy’s alter egos. Please rest assured she will be back in full force in the next installment, and shinier than ever. And yes, even Drea/Claws was somewhat relegated to the background, though that is simply the nature of her character. 
 
    As for the whole war storyline, it was my first time attempting to convey such a large-scale conflict, and how Skills and magic would influence traditional siege warfare. This was quite necessary, since ‘traditional siege warfare’ is extremely boring. Believe it or not, it was extremely rare to have someone try and actively conquer a castle or fort during the middle ages. Stone walls were really strong, after all. Not to mention that even if it was conquered, the victors would need to foot the repair bill anyway. So, what ended up happening most of the time was the invading force would encircle the fortified position to cut off supply lines and then starve the defenders out. They might try to poison the water supply from the outside to speed things along, but that was it. Not quite the epic fantasy sieges we all want to see, huh? 
 
    Enough trivia for now, though. The Empire-Republic war continues to rage on and will reach its explosive climax in the next volume. Boxxy will, of course, be right there in the middle of it all, cackling madly at the destruction it leaves in its wake while lining its disturbingly deep pockets with as many shinies as chestily possible. 
 
    Until then, toodles! 
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