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 Prologue 
 
    Keira Morgana, a fresh-faced Republic recruit, was lauded as the hero of Fort Yimin. While she hadn’t participated in the battle directly, she ensured the Republic’s victory by convincing five immature dryads to help the elven nation wipe out the invading Imperial forces as part of Operation Honeytrap. Of course, she hadn’t solely contributed to the bold plan’s success. Much like any military endeavor, it wouldn’t have been made possible without strategic planning, raw materials, and the lives of soldiers. 
 
    However, it seemed that the higher-ups were intent on having a lowly conscript like Keira take a significant portion of the credit. Not only was the beastkin’s part in Operation Honeytrap crucial, but they also wanted to minimize the Sandman’s involvement. The mysterious mercenary may have provided the means of awakening the dryads of Fort Yimin, but he was an outsider. The Ishigar Republic’s administration didn’t want its citizens to know that they were forced to rely on a rogue, unknown element like Sandman. Having a cute, spunky, redheaded, cat-eared conscript serve as the face of their success was a far more attractive proposition. 
 
    In a fit of delicious irony, the government’s propaganda campaign ended up doing nearly exactly what it was supposed to avoid. None of them could fathom the petite catgirl called Keira Morgana and the towering figure of the Sandman were both Boxxy T. Morningwood’s alter egos. This outcome was ideal for the fledgling shapeshifter. Boxxy not only received exorbitant payment for its efforts, but it also benefited from increased trust and recognition from the unsuspecting masses. Such a development would rapidly accelerate the rate at which its Doppelganger Job gained Levels. 
 
    The shapeshifter wasn’t yet aware of this development, however. From its present point of view, its biggest concern was putting the aforementioned dryads to bed, which meant maintaining Keira’s character while indulging in their childish whims for a while longer. One such request was to carve the words ‘Mommy loves you’ into the heartwood of the one called Lilly. The monster wasn’t quite sure why it was asked to, but it had no reason to object. It had a lot of extra time, and etching letters on the inside walls of an immense tree trunk cost little of it. It was also an opportunity to put Ambrosia’s Divine language lessons into practice, so it decided to treat the exercise as a learning experience. 
 
    “Is this good enough?” it asked in Keira’s sweet voice. 
 
    “Yeah! It’s the best, Mommy!” 
 
    Boxxy did a marvelous job keeping a straight face as the five dryads around it shouted in unison. Those annoying, squeaky voices never failed to get on its nerves. As far as sounds went, the quintuplets’ chorus was the opposite of tasty. It put forward its utmost effort to listen as this was thankfully the last time it would need to. 
 
    “I’m glad,” the beastkin smiled warmly at the dryads. 
 
    [Your actions have altered the flows of chaos.] 
 
    Boxxy’s smile quivered involuntarily as the notification popped up in its head. It wasn’t sure what it did to trigger its Agent of Chaos Skill, but it dreaded the implication that something ridiculous would happen just as those brats fell asleep. It felt that maybe it shouldn’t have indulged them so thoroughly, but what was done was done. Its best course of action was pretending nothing happened while it finished putting the dryads to bed. 
 
    “Um… Mommy?” Pinea spoke up. “Is- is it okay if you sang to us again?” 
 
    “Yeah, Mommy’s songs are always funny and strange!” Birchis added. 
 
    “I really want to hear about the shiny stars again!” Castelia chimed in. 
 
    Numerous shouts of ‘Yeah!’ and ‘Please!’ bombarded Keira. 
 
    “Okay! Okay, settle down now!” she exclaimed while waving her hands around in mock embarrassment. “You girls want a lullaby, then?” 
 
    “What’s a lullaby?” they asked all at once. 
 
    “It’s a song to make sure you sleep well.” 
 
    “... So we’re going back to sleep after all?” Pinea cast her eyes downward. While all the dryads clung incessantly to their ‘Mommy,’ she had grown especially attached to Keira. 
 
    “You have to, sweetie. Otherwise, you won’t grow up big and strong. You don’t want that, do you?” 
 
    “No... but will Mommy be there when we wake up?” 
 
    Absolutely not! I’ve had enough of you damned brats! Just go to sleep and leave me alone! 
 
    Those were Boxxy’s honest feelings, but Keira obviously had to say something else. 
 
    “I can’t promise that, but you can’t let me keep you from achieving your potential. Your future is important to me, so while it pains me to see you go, you have to go back to sleep. It’s for your own good.” 
 
    Pinea’s eyes were on the verge of tears, which made the other quintuplets quite emotional as well. Boxxy wanted to avoid dealing with a bunch of bawling brats, so it tried to quickly think of something reassuring to tell them. 
 
    “So, can you do that? Can you be strong for Mommy?” is the best it could come up with. 
 
    That seemed to do the trick, as the emotional dryad blinked away her tears and looked up with what was probably determination. 
 
    “Okay! I’ll do it!” 
 
    “Good girl,” the catgirl smiled, then hugged Pinea. 
 
    “Hey, no fair!” shouted the other four in unison. 
 
    “It’s okay, Mommy has plenty of hugs for everyone!” 
 
    Keira embraced each of them in turn, after which the dryads finally settled in. They laid down on soft beds of leaves and grass just like their Mommy. The redhead then began singing a slow, calming version of the one-of-a-kind song tentatively titled Shiny Star. She sang it over and over for fifteen more minutes until the effects of Elder Dryad’s Authority wore off like clockwork, exactly one week since it was activated. 
 
    By this point, the five juvenile plant-girls had already fallen asleep and were sinking slowly into the bark-covered floor of the inner sanctum within Lilly’s tree. They would eventually return to their own trees through their intermingled roots, so falling into hibernation here wasn’t a problem. Not that Boxxy cared. It was overjoyed to finally be rid of them, and if everything went well, it would never have to deal with them again. 
 
    [The flows of chaos have returned to their default, causal state.] 
 
    Then came a pleasant surprise. It had no idea what the Agent of Chaos did in that short time, which was good. If the change wasn’t immediately obvious, then Boxxy could withdraw from the place without worry. It figured whatever had happened likely wouldn’t take full effect until the next time the quintuplets woke up. Which, as far as it was concerned, would be so far into the future that it wasn’t worth worrying about. It therefore decided to pay no heed to the streaks of red spreading through the dryads’ green grass-hair as they sank into the floor. 
 
    The dryads officially became someone else’s problem. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter One
The Difficulty of Caring 
 
   


  
 

 Part One 
 
    After actively ignoring any responsibility it might have had for potentially catastrophic future events, Boxxy was looking forward to getting some rest. Though not physically demanding, babysitting those brats was mentally draining. The monster couldn’t retire just yet, though. Before the battle ended, it convinced the dryads to retrieve a hundred and fifty of the more well-preserved, stronger-looking bodies from the field. Those corpses were currently piled up in the corner of Lilly’s saferoom, eagerly awaiting the shapeshifter’s attention. They were surprisingly well preserved considering two days passed since their death, and Boxxy was eager to see what it could gain from them. 
 
    Without further ado, the former mimic set about processing every one of those morsels with Cadaver Absorption. The Skill failed to gain anything from most of them, which was expected. It wasn’t too bothered since the sheer volume of corpses meant there would inevitably be quite a few successes. Eleven of them were minor ones that granted it a number of raw Attributes, totaling 144 STR, 98 DEX, 41 AGI, 97 END, 120 INT, and 44 WIS. It was a significant boost in power, but the highlights of the harvesting session were the outcomes that resulted in new Skills and Jobs. 
 
    [Your Cadaver Absorption was a moderate success!]
[26% of the target’s highest Skill Proficiency has been added to your own.]
[Proficiency level increased. Axe Mastery is now Level 6. STR +18. DEX +6.] 
 
    [Your Cadaver Absorption was a major success!]
[26% of the target’s highest Job Level has been added to your own.]
[Level up!]
[Level up!]
...
[Congratulations, you are now a Level 13 Rogue! DEX +26. AGI +26. END +26.] 
 
    [Your Cadaver Absorption was a moderate success!]
[26% of the target’s highest Skill Proficiency has been added to your own.]
[Proficiency level increased. Sword Mastery is now Level 10. STR +2. DEX +2.] 
 
    [Your Cadaver Absorption was a major success!]
[26% of the target’s highest Job Level has been added to your own.]
[Job slots full. Unable to learn Job: Priest.]
[Proficiency level increased. Cadaver Absorption is now Level 9. All Attributes +1.] 
 
    [Your Cadaver Absorption was a moderate success!]
[26% of the target’s highest Skill Proficiency has been added to your own.]
[Proficiency level increased. Shield Mastery is now Level 10. STR +4. END +4.] 
 
    [Your Cadaver Absorption was a moderate success!]
[26% of the target’s highest Skill Proficiency has been added to your own.]
[The Natural Affinity (AFF) Attribute has been created by a special action. AFF +1.]
[Proficiency level increased. Primal Mastery is now Level 5. AFF +10. INT +5. WIS +5.] 
 
    Unfortunately, the Skills obtained were not all that tasty. The extra Attribute boosts were nothing to complain about but Boxxy seriously doubted that Axe Mastery and Primal Mastery would ever come into use. While axes had some battle applications, Boxxy preferred swords and daggers because they allowed it to fully utilize its finesse and precision. Not only were they quieter, but also stabbing someone to death made it easier to hide and preserve the body as opposed to hacking them apart. 
 
    Primal Mastery was even more useless. As the name implied, the Skill bolstered the effects of Spells belonging to the Primal school of magic. Only Druids and Shamans used such incantations, and Boxxy was neither. At the very least, acquiring the Skill unlocked the creature’s Natural Affinity (AFF) Attribute, though it wasn’t immediately apparent how it would be useful to Boxxy. From what it understood, AFF measured one’s sensitivity to the natural forces and made certain Druid and Shaman Skills more effective. It was a somewhat abstract Attribute that could rise and fall depending on the individual’s actions, similar to Faith (FTH). Boxxy hoped it wouldn’t cause problems if it happened to dip into the negatives. 
 
    Skills aside, the Job gains weren’t exciting, either. As Boxxy suspected, Rogue Skills had a lot of overlap with the abilities of its Mimic Job. Additionally, the newly acquired vocation took up the shapeshifter’s eighth and apparently final Job Slot. At least it wasn’t another permanent blemish on its Status like that useless Cat Job. The monster could easily have a Scribe remove the Rogue Job once it got back to Azurvale, and it had every intention of doing so. It was something Boxxy did several times in the past, so it had the process down to a science. 
 
    First, it masqueraded itself as a disillusioned rookie adventurer who wanted to start over with a clean slate. It was a common story that didn’t raise any questions so long as the relevant fees were paid. Initially the shapeshifter held some reservations regarding the procedure since it was loathe to revisit the foggy, painful memory of having its Warlock Job forcibly taken. However, it had since learned that Job Removal was completely painless so long as the individual willingly participated. In such cases, the worst possible side effects were a bit of memory loss, a mild case of depression, and a sudden onset of fatigue. 
 
    Conversely, a forced Job Removal would result in the physically and mentally traumatizing experience Boxxy underwent during its imprisonment. The separation was more harrowing as its body and mind instinctively resisted having parts of them stripped away. This resistance wasn’t completely in vain as Job Removal could not forcibly target Jobs of equal or higher Level to the user’s Scribe Job. In other words, it was theoretically impossible to take away someone’s Level 100 Job unless they willed it. In practice, the threshold was even lower since very few Scribes reached a Level higher than 80 in their lifetimes. 
 
    The subject of lifespans was one that had given Boxxy a bit of distress. According to its research, dungeon mimics would normally only live for a year before their unstable bodies began to rapidly degenerate. Though it already evolved beyond that species, the shapeshifter couldn’t help but feel this was unfair. It was also relieved to learn that, barring Rank Ups, doppelgangers would outlive enlightened races by a few decades on average. According to records from the days of the Silent War, there were quite a few doppelgangers with ages in the triple digits at the time of their capture. Boxxy felt good about not having to worry about old age for a long, long time. 
 
    A far more pressing concern was surviving long enough to reach that point. It didn’t matter how long-lived an individual was if they couldn’t avoid getting murdered by a devious monster. The ‘Holy Necromancer’ and the idiotic Warlock that died in the siege of Fort Yimin were prime examples of this harsh truth. The Necromancer was already subjected to the Cadaver Absorption, but Boxxy got nothing out of him since the Skill failed. Because of course it failed. The current success rate was roughly one in ten, so the odds weren’t in the creature’s favor. Boxxy, bummed out by the statistics, lessened its expectation for the potential gains from Shinji’s corpse. Still, in the event it got lucky, the monster wanted to maximize its gains. It decided to keep the foolish otherworlder’s remains safely tucked away inside its Storage until it was able to raise the maximum Level of its Warlock Job above 50. 
 
    However, before anything could happen, Boxxy T. Morningwood had to overcome its next trial. Mentally preparing itself for what was to come, the monster ever-so-slightly changed Keira’s relentlessly smiling face. The catgirl’s mouth curled into a small, barely-there frown, while her bright eyes full of energy became oddly dull as she cast them at her feet. She hugged herself across the stomach as if she were cold and made sure her head, shoulders, tail, and ears were visibly drooping. 
 
    Is this enough? it pondered. Or is it too much? I’m not entirely sure. Well, only way to be sure is to try it out and see what happens! 
 
    The catgirl walked out of the silent safe room for the very last time and stepped out onto a massive road-sized branch hundreds of meters above the ground. The dryads were previously responsible for transporting her to and from that altitude, but they were no longer awake. As such, Keira needed an alternate route down to the ground. Her superiors foresaw this issue and stationed a Wizard on the branch. 
 
    The middle-aged elf was supposed to fly her down with his magic, but he momentarily forgot his duty when his eyes laid upon the distraught-looking redhead. Her quiet sadness tugged at his heartstrings, rendering him speechless. He wanted to say something encouraging to cheer her up, but he wasn’t exactly in a great mood himself. Though his side claimed victory in the battle, the gruesome nature of it would no doubt haunt the nightmares of all who witnessed it. He couldn’t imagine how the girl that shouldered the responsibility for that massacre would feel. He ended up levitating himself and beastkin down to ground level in an awkward silence. He also noticed she was quite a bit heavier than she looked, though the heavy air around her kept him from saying anything insensitive. 
 
    The two of them touched down on one of the keep’s rounded corner towers. The carnage from the slaughter two days ago was mostly cleaned up, but the air was still heavy with the stink of blood and death. The bodies of the fallen soldiers and adventurers were either buried or cremated with magic, but only after being sanctified. Ghastly battlefields were a common place for the undead to rise and spread their Blight, so it was necessary to take certain precautions to ensure the casualties of war stayed put. The victor, through common sense and international law, was responsible for enacting these measures with utmost care and respect for the dead. 
 
    What a waste of human flesh. 
 
    Of course, those were enlightened sensibilities, so a certain monster held an entirely different view on the matter. 
 
    “Are- Are you okay?” the Wizard asked, clearly worried. 
 
    “Hmm?” Keira stared blankly at him. 
 
    “You, uh, spaced out for a second there…” 
 
    “O-oh… Yes, I’m okay. Or at least I will be… eventually…” she weakly mustered. 
 
    That was close. Boxxy remembered the absolutely intoxicating smell of twenty thousand humans’ worth of freshly spilled blood and nearly cracked a smile. It was a feast beyond anything it had ever seen, yet it could only claim a tiny fraction for fear of raising too much suspicion. Simply put, it was a disappointing outcome. 
 
    “Look,” the elf spoke up again, “I know high command wants to speak with you as soon as possible, but if you-” 
 
    “I said I’m fine!” she snapped back, causing the man slight recoil. “I’m sorry about that. I’ll be going now. And… thanks for the lift.” 
 
    She finished the exchange with a weak smile as she opened one of the wooden trap doors in the floor, headed down the tower’s spiral stone staircase, and stepped into the keep itself. She walked to the familiar conference room and entered it after knocking to announce her presence. Inside were four faces she grew accustomed to seeing over the past week. Primus Underwood, Prefect Vera, Legate Aidun, and the slightly mysterious strategist called Drannor. She made sure to rest her eyesight on Faehorn’s empty seat for a good three or four seconds before sitting down in front of her superior officers. 
 
    “Ahem!” Underwood forcibly cleared his throat. “Now that we’re all assembled, let us begin the debriefing posthaste.” 
 
    “Quite so,” nodded the Legate. “Now then, Decanus Morgana. Am I to understand those dryads have returned to sleep?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” she replied with a monotone, almost whispering voice. 
 
    “Do you know when they’d wake up?” 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    “Did they show any disturbing or out-of-place signs following the two days after Operation Honeytrap?” 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    Boxxy felt it unnecessary to mention their hair had turned a weird color. 
 
    “Have you received any contact from the Sandman?” the Legate continued. 
 
    Crap, I completely forgot they wanted that guy’s shiny amulet, the monster realized. Well, I’ll take care of it later tonight. 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    “Very good, Decanus. Go get some rest and report to Primus Underwood first thing in the morning for your next assignment.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Keira stood up, gave a firm salute towards the empty seat, and walked out of the room practically dragging her feet. It was an exceedingly short meeting, but the majority of the issues and details were addressed during the initial debriefing less than an hour after the Lodrak Empire’s retreat. The catgirl hadn’t yet been told of Milo Faehorn’s death at the time, so her attitude had been considerably more upbeat. Her current solemn behavior served to punctuate that the victory at Fort Yimin was a grisly, regretful, and costly affair. Once she left the room, Underwood couldn’t help but repeat his lost friend’s words of wisdom. 
 
    “Have I mentioned I hate this war?” 
 
    “That’s enough of that, Primus,” the Legate reprimanded him. 
 
    “Apologies, sir.” 
 
    “Well, I’m with Underwood on this one,” said Vera. “Seeing that girl… it makes it hard to think of all this death as just numbers. I mean - did we truly do the right thing?” 
 
    “Of course, we did,” Drannor stated bluntly. “If we did nothing, we would have lost countless more of our people. I may have been skeptical at first, but that girl’s actions saved the entire western front. If word spreads that hylt trees could fight back against invaders, then the Empire wouldn’t dare come near this fort ever again. With some luck, they might assume that all hylt trees are like that, and would be far warier of them as a result. With some luck, they might even hesitate to attack the Republic in the first place.” 
 
    The Legate nodded grandly in agreement, then turned his head towards Silus. 
 
    “Primus, can your Sandman contact lend us that orb again? Or perhaps let us hold onto it permanently?” 
 
    “No, sir. He claimed the Elder Dryad’s Authority took a long time and a lot of effort to recharge, so it wouldn’t be feasible to use it twice in the same season.” 
 
    “Are we sure he’s not just saying that?” 
 
    “As I explained before, sir, I already had some people examine the dormant crystal while it was in our possession. They found absolutely nothing about its construction or function, nor did they make any sense of the chant used to activate it. Worse still, it was lacking even a single speck of mana even after several days since its use. It’s likely the type of item that requires some ritual or rite before it could be used again.” 
 
    This conclusion was technically correct, but Underwood’s scholars had no idea the Elder Dryad’s Authority was, at its core, nothing more than a mana storage device. Ambrosia had filled it with her magical energy in a matter of minutes and could easily do so again. While there was indeed a ‘ritual’ required to recharge it, it was as simple as giving it back to its owner. 
 
    “We could have held onto it and researched it more thoroughly, but none of my people were confident they could handle it,” Underwood reported. “After considering our military situation, we decided the Sandman’s continued cooperation was more valuable than the Authority’s potential.” 
 
    “I see,” said the Legate. “Considering the results, it’s hard to argue with that decision.” 
 
    Frankly speaking, the mercenary had more than earned his paycheck just by eliminating an enemy VIP in a one-on-one confrontation. He was a fearsome ally, but could easily become a troublesome enemy if the Republic didn’t uphold their side of the bargain. 
 
    “Still, I think it would be good to borrow it again as soon as it is recharged,” he added. 
 
    “Sir, I feel that would be unwise,” Vera objected. “Even if we could trigger it, I doubt any of us could actually use it.” 
 
    “What do you mean, Prefect?” 
 
    “Well, Faehorn said it himself, sir. That Authority merely gives the user a warm welcome from the dryads and opens the floor for negotiations. But trying to convince them to take our side and slaughter our enemy with very little to offer in return? I don’t think it’d be easy, especially considering how indifferent they appear to our plight.” 
 
    The elf in charge fell silent as he considered those words. The memories of him trying – and failing – to communicate with those green children over the past week perfectly illustrated Vera’s concerns. 
 
    “There’s also the fact we – if you’ll permit the casual tone – lucked out big time,” the Prefect continued. “Operation Honeytrap only worked because the fort was home to a group of impressionable youngsters that latched onto a suitable surrogate mother figure by accident. I sincerely doubt that would happen with a more mature dryad, especially considering what happened with Lady Imiryl.” 
 
    “Hm. Very valid points indeed, Prefect. It seems I failed to fully consider the personal element. I shall take your words into advisement. Now, onto the next point of order. Primus, what of the Decanus?” 
 
    “What about her, sir?” 
 
    “Will she be able to fulfill her duties as a soldier of the Republic’s 3rd Legion?” 
 
    Underwood couldn’t help but frown slightly. 
 
    “Sir, are you planning to send her on another mission straight away?” 
 
    It wasn’t as if he was being protective of her because she was his old friend’s star pupil. It was simply in his nature as an officer to ensure those under his command were treated carefully. 
 
    “Not exactly,” the Legate leaned forward, putting his elbows against the table. “While things have more or less settled down on this side, the eastern front is struggling. They’ve requested reinforcements, and I plan to send three thousand troops their way, including the Decanus and her squad.” 
 
    “If I may ask, sir, why send her specifically?” 
 
    “Sandman business aside, she is still an excellent scout. Although I am loathe to let her go, the 2nd Legion desperately needs her help defending the Rainy Woodlands. If she is able, of course.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    He grasped what Aidun was getting at. A soldier existed to fight during wartime and to remain vigilant at peacetime. However, one could hardly call the girl a soldier. She may have some ability, but her mental state was in question. That was why the Legate inquired about her wellbeing. Sending their comrades a potential liability could do more harm than good to the Republic’s operations in that region. 
 
    “I believe it would be unwise to dispatch her immediately, sir,” Underwood assessed. “Although Faehorn’s… passing was doubtlessly quite hard on her, it isn’t the main cause of her current state of mind. Regardless of her words at the time, it would seem she is having trouble dealing with the consequences of her actions. I understand she feels personally responsible for the death of all those Imperial soldiers. Frankly speaking, only a monster would feel nothing after killing so many people, even if they did so indirectly or under orders.” 
 
    “I thought as much,” the Legate sighed. “Even I could tell at a glance she was deeply troubled.” 
 
    Although the monster in question wasn’t around to hear them, those words proved Boxxy succeeded at one of its toughest acting challenges yet. The shapeshifter could easily express sadness, happiness, or anger because it experienced these firsthand. Xera’s demonstrations combined with its affection for shiny chests allowed it to flirt and act like it cared for someone, albeit at an extremely basic and rudimentary level. Still, Keira’s obvious inexperience with matters of love only made her seem more genuine and endearing in Rowana’s eyes, so it worked out in Boxxy’s favor. 
 
    However, that shameless monster being burdened by a sense of guilt and remorse over something it did? Such a thing was impossible. Even though Clarissa the Goddess of Dice Rolls would say there was a ‘non-zero chance’ of it happening, it was still less likely than the whole planet turning into an incomprehensibly large cheese wheel overnight. More specifically, cheddar or gouda. Maybe camembert. Blue cheese was right out. 
 
    Planetary-scale dairy products aside, feelings such as grief, remorse, or guilt were so removed from Boxxy T. Morningwood’s understanding that it hesitated to ask whether such emotions were actually tasty or not. This made acting out these feelings as Keira quite troublesome. Thankfully, it knew the theory behind what it was doing since it read a book about something-or-other. What was it called again? Post-Tastetastic Shiny Disorder? Whatever it was, it taught the shapeshifter about the face it needed to make and the way it should act. That was only a theory, though. No matter how much it practiced over the last few days, it always felt its performance came off unnaturally stiff and artificial. Due to this, it avoided contact with others as much as possible and was understandably worried about this debriefing. 
 
    And yet, Boxxy’s ruse was a success despite its lack of confidence in its acting skills. The monster severely underestimated the power of Keira’s expertly sculpted appearance, a perfect blend of beautiful and cute. A man whose heart wasn’t moved after seeing her bright and innocent smile disappear was no man at all. As a certain otherworlder once said, ‘Cute is justice!’ Then again, he spoke a lot of nonsensical phrases such as ‘A flat chest is a status symbol!’ or ‘Yes lolita! No touch!’ but even a broken clock was right twice a day. 
 
    “However, we want to send her there regardless of whether she’s ready to fight,” insisted Drannor the strategist. “While she may be capable in her own right, this Sandman character is also quite valuable. And for better or worse, he will only meet face-to-face with this Decanus. They’re a package deal whether we like it or not.” 
 
    “You want to use him again?” Underwood raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Of course! I will admit I was skeptical of the dryads at first, not to mention I still don’t fully trust the guy, but by all accounts his personal might is quite substantial. We would be fools not to take advantage of someone who could single-handedly kill a VIP if all he’s asking for is money. We just need to maintain a cordial long-distance relationship and keep him from getting too involved with the government and its citizens.” 
 
    “I understand. Would it be possible to at least give her some time to recover from her mental distress?” 
 
    “Hmm…” 
 
    The strategist fell into thought as he considered all the variables. Ever the diligent one, Drannor made sure to keep himself updated on the other front’s status. The Republic there used the terrain and wilderness to slow the Empire’s advance to a crawl. By his estimate, although it would take some time, the reinforcements coming from Fort Yimin would allow for a stalemate of sorts. Once they did, introducing an unknown element like the Sandman might tip the balance in their favor. As for time, there was still a month before winter truly began, then perhaps a dozen or so days before it froze the Empire in their tracks. 
 
    “We can afford a week,” he concluded. 
 
    “Very good,” declared the Legate. “Primus, give the Decanus a week to recuperate at home, then evaluate if she is fit for duty. If she is, deploy her immediately.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Then let’s move on to the next topic. Prefect, have we located Faehorn’s weapon?” 
 
    While the deceased Ranger’s body was found and recovered, his trademark bow was still missing. It was a superb item, even amongst its Artifact-grade peers, though its value went beyond its abilities. Considering who wielded it and what he had accomplished with it made the bow worthy of being considered a national treasure. 
 
    “No,” Vera nearly bit her lip, “and it’s likely we won’t. We’ve already scoured the area around the tree five times, but we’ve been found no sign of it. Most likely someone looted it during or after the siege.” 
 
    “Hmm, I see. Then I suppose I should request the government put out a bounty for it.” 
 
    A Legate held a good deal of political power, so Aidun could get something like that handled post-haste. 
 
    “With all due respect, that would be a bad idea, sir,” said Underwood. “The item’s common appearance means we’ll have a huge influx of frauds, scammers, or simply people who confused it with a regular weapon. Processing all those would put quite a bit of strain on the government’s Scribes.” 
 
    “Well that’s to be expected with any item bounty,” Drannor pointed out. “I’m more concerned with the possibility whoever took it is either a ‘collector’, or they sold it to one in secret. Such people are liable to go underground and cover their tracks when they find out the government is looking for it. I think a covert investigation is a more prudent approach.” 
 
    “All of our Spies are busy with the war, though,” argued Underwood. 
 
    “But if we don’t act now, the trail will just grow cold! Wait too long and we might lose it completely!” 
 
    “So, shall we appoint some of our drafted adventurers to track it down instead? Surely we won’t miss a few dozen of them.” 
 
    “No! Doing such a thing has certain political ramifications-” 
 
    The argument regarding the late Milo Faehorn’s weapon lasted for a long time. However, this particular discussion, along with the decades of searching that followed, were all for naught. The Republic would eventually give up recovering the Artifact, and the ridiculous bounty for it would remain unclaimed. 
 
    The bow, known as Enduring Gale, was carved out of an ancient hylt tree’s heartwood and had already began fusing with the branch it landed on by the time its last owner had hit the ground. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    [General Information]
Boxxy T. Morningwood
Doppelganger (Juvenile), 7 months old
Member of Hidden Arrow
Level 23.86 Doppelganger
Level 50.00 Mimic (MAX)
Level 5.00 Cat (MAX)
Level 50.00 Warlock (MAX)
Level 18.37 Artificer
Level 30.10 Ranger
Level 20.44 Blade Dancer
Level 13.28 Rogue (+)
4854/4854HP (+18.4/sec)
3863/3863 MP (+6.7/sec) 
 
    [Attributes]
STR 619, DEX 676, AGI 626, END 847, INT 729, WIS 489, LCK 217, MNT 370, CHR 206, PER 230, FTH 17, AFF 12 
 
    [Mimic Skills]
Assassination – Lvl 10.00 (MAX)
Storage – Lvl 10.00 (MAX)
Cadaver Absorption – Lvl 9.13
Biomass – Lvl 12.58
Natural Armor – Lvl 10.00 (MAX)
Metal Mimicry – Lvl 10.00 (MAX)
Mend Flesh – Lvl 10.00 (MAX)
Adaptive Defense – Lvl 7.74
[Absorbed Skills]
Acid Spray – Lvl 10.00 (MAX)
Divine Attunement – Lvl 4.10
[Cat Skills]
Feline Agility – Lvl 8.24
[Doppelganger Skills]
Mirror Image – Lvl 6.35
Pheromone Control – Lvl 5.41
Broken Reflection – Lvl 3.63
Puppet Parasite – Lvl 4.68
[Warlock Skills]
Summon Familiar – 10.00 (MAX)
Power Overwhelming – Lvl 9.91
Demonology – Lvl 7.91
Crystallize Magic – Lvl 9.21
Chant Reduction – Lvl 5.10
Demonic Insight – Lvl 6.70
Despair Aura – Lvl 4.11
Soul Link – Lvl 3.64
[Artificer Skills]
Clockwork Expertise – Lvl 5.84
Explosives Handling – Lvl 4.93
Deconstruction – Lvl 3.49
[Ranger Skills]
Tracking – Lvl 4.27
Marksman – Lvl 5.23
Whisper Wind – Lvl 4.62
Fleet Footed – Lvl 3.08
Hunter’s Mark – Lvl 2.62
[Blade Dancer Skills]
Hornet Style – Lvl 4.52
Adagio Variation – Lvl 3.71
Winterlich Waltz – Lvl 3.31
Evasion – Lvl 4.65
[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 13.14
Stealth – Lvl 10.00 (MAX)
Lockpick – Lvl 3.55
Sword Mastery – Lvl 7.53
Meditation – Lvl 4.50
Projectile Mastery – Lvl 8.76
Dagger Mastery – Lvl 10.00 (MAX)
Ruin Mastery – Lvl 12.19
Domination Mastery – Lvl 8.11
Shield Mastery – Lvl 10.00 (MAX)
Staff Mastery – Lvl 5.81
Bow Mastery – Lvl 6.46
Axe Mastery – Lvl 6.19
Primal Mastery – Lvl 5.51
[Spells and Martial Arts]
Ruin Spells – Shadowbolt, Ebonfire, Frostbite, Dark Explosion, Shadowbind, Singularity, True Darkness, Massive Rejection, Reality Slash
Domination Spells – Mass Panic, Delirium, Dark Infusion, Mind Blast, Hysteria, Mind Control
Other Spells – Implosion, Transfamiliar, Demonate
Marksman Arts – Power Shot, Guided Arrow, Multishot, Blast Arrow, Shrapnel Shot 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Part Two 
 
    Keira walked into Underwood’s office and gave him a dispirited salute. 
 
    “Decanus Morgana, reporting for duty, sir.” 
 
    She talked in a low, shaky voice and there were heavy bags under her eyes, implying she didn’t get much sleep that night. Underwood involuntarily groaned at her appearance. Seeing such a normally happy girl so incredibly depressed tugged on the elf’s heartstrings. He wanted to hug her, comfort her, tell her everything would be alright. However, he kept such emotions in check as best he could. Not only was it highly inappropriate from a professional standpoint, but he also knew full well she had a special someone in Azurvale who would be more than happy to fill that role. 
 
    That was why it pained him to say what he was about to say, but this too was part of his duty. 
 
    “Decanus, you have an important mission today. You’ll be meeting with Mr. S again.” 
 
    Her tired eyes went wide, and she pulled back a little. 
 
    “Is he going to give me another weapon of mass slaughter?” she asked warily. 
 
    “No, nothing like that.” 
 
    Silus wanted to comment an Elder Dryad’s Authority wasn’t technically a weapon in and of itself. However, doing so would only hammer home the fact this girl was largely responsible for all the death that followed its use. The best he could do was reassure her with his words. 
 
    “What you’re fetching today is an old heirloom of significant historical and cultural value.” 
 
    “And it won’t, like, turn the fort into a crater or anything?” 
 
    “I would certainly hope not. Though the item in question is magical in nature, I am told it is quite inert.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” 
 
    “I’m sure, yes. It is perfectly safe to handle on its own.” 
 
    On its own, huh? Boxxy noted. So, that shiny amulet is part of something bigger? No wonder wearing it didn’t seem to give me any special effects. 
 
    “Sir, if I may ask, if it’s really harmless, then why would Mr. S even have it?” 
 
    Underwood had to fight back the urge to snort with laughter. 
 
    “I can understand your confusion. Given what we know of the man’s methods, it would only be natural to assume everything on his person is superbly dangerous. However, the object in question was something he claimed from the Empire’s forces during the battle. It was originally ours, and we want it back. That’s all you need to know.” 
 
    The amulet was actually a fragment of the Authority of the Crown, a powerful Phantasmal-grade relic once the property of the royal bloodline of the Elven Dominion. The item was shattered into hundreds of pieces during the Dominion’s fall four centuries ago. The Authority of the Crown possessed the power to influence the elvish people’s minds on a grand scale, which made it incredibly dangerous in the wrong hands. The Republic spent the last few centuries collecting amulet shards to prevent such hands from grabbing it. It wasn’t certain whether the item could be pieced back together, but the elven nation wasn’t taking any chances. Hence why the hunt for the so-called ‘Shards of the Crown’ was kept a secret. Even Underwood didn’t know all the details, so he couldn’t tell Keira even if he wanted to. 
 
    “Understood, sir!” replied the girl with a bit more vigor in her voice. “I’ll get ready right away!” 
 
    “Hold up, Decanus,” the officer stopped her. “You’re not going alone.” 
 
    “Well, yeah, the typical escort will be there, right?” 
 
    “That’s true, but I mean there’s someone else who… demanded to come along.” 
 
    “... Does Mr. S know about this?” 
 
    “No, he does not.” 
 
    Of course, Keira already knew the answer. Underwood said nothing about a ‘special visitor’ over the Comm-crystal when they last spoke the day before yesterday, so it took this opportunity to probe the man for information. 
 
    “And he doesn’t necessarily need to,” the elf added. 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “The person in question wants to meet with the dryad in the tree, not Mr. S. A deal was made, and we have to arrange the meeting to honor our side of it.” 
 
    “... And by ‘we’ you mean ‘me,’ right?” 
 
    “Yes. I know this is sudden, but its approval came late last night, and I couldn’t contact Mr. S to let him know. I’ll be counting on you to smooth things over with the man.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best, sir.” 
 
    “Good. Lastly, this outsider’s presence is why we’ll be sending along some extra muscle along with the standard dispatch. They should be able to easily subdue him if he tries something, but be on your guard regardless.” 
 
    “I understand, sir. I’ll make sure to do the 3rd Legion proud.” 
 
    “Excellent. Gear up and meet with the escort south of the fort in twenty minutes. Dismissed, Decanus.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” 
 
    Keira saluted once more and walked out of the room. While she seemed to liven up somewhat during the briefing, Underwood saw it as a mask, a flimsy reassurance to the others she was alright. He let out a brief sigh and stared out the window overlooking the still-bloodstained interior walls of Fort Yimin. 
 
    “I should have told her we’re about to send her home…” 
 
    He briefly regretted not letting her know she’d most likely see her beloved before the day was out, but he wasn’t completely sure what would happen beneath the tree to the south. It was best not to stoke false hope that might distracting her from her duties. Then again, perhaps a distraction was what she needed most, considering everything that transpired. The same could be said of Silus Underwood himself, but the man was – for better or for worse – already accustomed to dealing with loss. 
 
    He kept staring idly out the window, losing track of time as his thoughts wandered. He snapped out of it when he caught sight of Keira crossing the courtyard on her way out of the fort. A small smile spread across his face. That vibrant red hair of hers stood out way too much. 
 
    “Well, she’ll get better so long as she keeps active. I’ll leave it to those guys to cheer her up a bit.” 
 
    Down on the ground, Keira walked past the remains of the south-facing wall just as Underwood was returning to his duties. A team of adventurers and soldiers were still clearing away the rubble and flattening the upturned soil. The bodies and their equipment had been taken care of by this point, and only ominous stains remained as evidence of the carnage that had taken place. Once Keira was officially out of the fort, she immediately located her escort in the distance. It wasn’t much of a feat since a platoon of fully armed soldiers stood out like sore thumbs on the grassy Clattering Plains. 
 
    The idle elven soldiers noticed Keira’s approach and instantly scrambled, lining up into three rows. However, only two-thirds of the original fifty-man unit were present. Those missing had died in the siege and had since been replaced by new, unfamiliar faces. Boxxy made sure to dial up Keira’s gloominess an extra notch as it approached the formation. The officer in charge of this particular platoon – the same elf as before the siege – stepped forward and saluted. 
 
    “Decanus Morgana, ma’am. Permission to speak freely.” 
 
    It was strange that the elf who technically held a higher rank was speaking so formally to Keira, but the catgirl decided to roll with it. 
 
    “Go ahead, Optio.” 
 
    The officer went down on one knee and bowed forward, putting both of his fists on the ground. Much to Keira’s surprise, all of the other soldiers followed suit. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Uhh… What?” 
 
    “If it wasn’t for you, we’d all be dead.” 
 
    Oh, come on, really? Boxxy groaned inwardly. Just let me do my job and go home! 
 
    “But- But!” the girl stuttered. “Your c-comrades- And I-” 
 
    “We were all prepared to throw away our lives, ma’am.” 
 
    That nosy meat-stick Underwood probably put them up to this crap, didn’t he? 
 
    “It was your intervention that made the others’ sacrifices meaningful,” the officer continued. 
 
     And how come they pulled that off so flawlessly? 
 
    “It also gave us, who were left behind, the chance to see another dawn.” 
 
    Did they rehearse bowing in unison or something? 
 
    “The chance to meet our loved ones once again.” 
 
    And this long-ass speech, really?! Come on, I have shinies to acquire! 
 
    “And for that, we are more grateful than you could ever know.” 
 
    Argh! What a pain in the lid! Now I have to act all moved and stuff! 
 
    Boxxy repressed its true feelings and put on an admirable show for the soldiers. 
 
    “I… um… *Sniff* You’re very wel- *hic* welcome.” 
 
    The catgirl’s quivering lips curled into the first seemingly genuine smile she’d mustered since the siege. She wiped away a few tears and sniffled several times, holding back her fake feelings of imagined gratitude. Seemingly satisfied with the reaction, the entire platoon stood back up on their feet and readied themselves for departure with their heads held high. 
 
    “The *hic* um. *Cough cough* Is our visitor here yet?” the redhead collected herself. 
 
    “Visitor, ma’am?” 
 
    “Yes. Mister- Primus Underwood said we would be escorting a person of interest to the meeting today, along with some additional security.” 
 
    “First I hear of it, ma’am. Our briefing certainly didn’t say anything about it.” 
 
    “Apparently it was decided late last night. Very short notice.” 
 
    “Understood. In that case, it must be them coming up behind you.” 
 
    Keira turned around and spotted three figures moving towards her. On the right was the one-woman army known simply as Hilda. Her armor still bore battle scars, but they were rather minor considering how much of a pounding the suit had taken. On the left was Lady Imiryl, the once-haughty high elf Wizard. A single look at her pale, grimacing face gave the impression she really didn’t want to be there. Understandable considering she was ordered to revisit the residence of the sadistic dryad that had humiliated her so. 
 
    While it was surprising to see those two big names, the person they were escorting was a greater cause for alarm. He stood at a height of well over two meters, though not nearly as tall as the average fiend. His dark brown skin was covered in ritualistic bright yellow tattoos, clearly visible across his large, bare, chiseled chest. He seemed like the sort of person who wouldn’t hesitate to go completely nude, but thankfully his lower half was clothed in a pair of tattered, stained hemp trousers. His clean-shaven head dimly shone in the morning sun, while his bare feet made dull sounds as they flattened the grass underneath. 
 
    Last but not least, his ankles, wrists, and neck were bound by a set of insanely thick rune-inscribed shackles and chains that made it clear he was a prisoner. 
 
    “Yo!” the dwarf waved at Keira. “How’s it hangin’ miss Merry Popper?”  
 
    “Miss Hilda!” the redhead shouted indignantly. “Please stop using that embarrassing nickname!” 
 
    “Huh? But it fits ye so well! Especially after what ye did at the siege!” 
 
    Keira was instantly glum once more. 
 
    “Yeah… that’s right isn’t it… I’m nothing but a monster…” 
 
    “Hilda, you blockhead!” Imiryl spoke up. 
 
    *DONNN* 
 
    The Wizard struck the dwarf’s helmet with her staff, eliciting a clear gong-like ring. 
 
    “Oy! What’s the big deal, ye stuck up cunt!?” 
 
    “That’s my line! Please avoid upsetting miss Morgana any more than you already have!” 
 
    “Since when do ye care about her anyway?” 
 
    “I really don’t want to risk provoking that… thing because the messenger wasn’t feeling well.” 
 
    “Excuse me.” 
 
    The towering prisoner spoke with a deep voice like melted butter, instantly drawing attention to himself. 
 
    “I would appreciate it if you refrained from speaking of the honorable lady dryad in such a disrespectful manner.” 
 
    “Honorable?! There’s nothing honorable about that monster!” 
 
    “Calm yer tits, beanbag,” Hilda said with a sigh. “Just keep yer trap shut and ye’ll be fine. Probably.” 
 
    Imiryl grumbled out an agreement and went back to quietly seething. Her behavior made the foot soldiers question whether she was the best person for this mission. She wasn’t, although the local forces didn’t have a choice. Standard security procedure demanded that prisoners of a significant Level had to be escorted by at least twice as many people of similar strength. Some considered this overkill, but overwhelming force was necessary to non-fatally subdue potential escapees. It was hard to avoid casualties when dealing with a character of Hilda’s caliber, especially when the other side was shackled, unarmed, and drained of their MP. 
 
    “Uhm… who exactly is this?” Keira pointed at the big brown guy. 
 
    “Ah, that’s right, ye wouldn’t know,” Hilda turned to her. “This here is one of the Empire’s VIPs. His name is Rocky and-” 
 
    “Ruk’lunda,” the man interjected. 
 
    “If I say yer name is Rocky, then yer fucken’ name is Rocky!” 
 
    *CRUNCH* 
 
    The Berserker punched Ruk’lunda’s knee with enough force to make him to fall down and buckle over. The unpleasant sound combined with the weird way his leg was bent made it quite obvious his kneecap was shattered. It looked like it hurt immensely, yet all the victim did was inhale sharply and groan under his breath as he struggled back to his feet. 
 
    “Can’t get too soft on this guy. Needs to know his place an’ all that,” Hilda grumbled while giving him the stink-eye. “Anyway, Rocky here, AKA the Black Tower, willingly surrendered after those five ladies were done with their performance. He fed the higher-ups some sob story about being deceived and losing his reason to fight us, then struck some kind of deal with ‘em. And now we have to make sure he meets with the Sandman’s cunt-flower.” 
 
    “Do not refer to-” 
 
    *SMACK* 
 
    A vicious punch to his other knee cut Rocky’s protest short and forced him to the ground once more. 
 
    “That enough fer ye, Rocky? Or should I start workin’ on yer ribs next? You know I’m in the clear so long as I don’t kill ye, right?” 
 
    “Hnnng. Point. Taken,” he growled through gritted teeth. 
 
    “See? Who says ye can’t teach an old troll new tricks? Anyway, that’s the long and short of what we’re doing out here.” 
 
    “I… see…” 
 
    Keira put on an expression of ‘not my problem’ as she turned to face the squad she was responsible for. 
 
    “You three,” she pointed to two Priests and a Druid, “quickly heal the prisoner’s injuries so he doesn’t slow us down.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am!” they answered as one and got busy. 
 
    “What? But how will he learn his lesson if ye do that?” Hilda protested. 
 
    “Then I suppose you want to carry him the whole way?” the redhead shot back. 
 
    The dwarf looked over the towering pile of man and very rapidly arrived at an answer. 
 
    “Fine,” she relented. “Have it yer way, then.” 
 
    Her armor and weapons already weighed plenty, so she was not confident she had enough strength leftover to carry that guy as well. That wasn’t even considering the unwieldy size of him. In any event, ‘Rocky’ was healed within less than a minute and stood up as soon as he was able to. Imiryl then somewhat reluctantly opened a Transfer Gate. Even Boxxy could tell her gates were of a different quality and size than the ones her apprentices made. However, there was one slight problem. 
 
    The hylt tree in question was technically visible on the other side of the portal, but it was so far away it would take an hour to reach on foot. 
 
    “Miss Imiryl,” Keira sighed, sounding tired. “As the one in command of this mission, I order you to place us closer to our destination.” 
 
    “... Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    The high elf begrudgingly closed the portal and opened another one. This one was two hundred meters from the trunk, exactly where she was supposed to open it in the first place. The platoon, the prisoner, and his two escorts all walked through it. Well, Imiryl had to literally be dragged through it by Hilda, but that wasn’t worth mentioning in the report. 
 
    How come the prisoner is more cooperative than his guards? Boxxy wondered. Is she right in the head? No, she definitely has a few hinges loose. Must be all that lightning. 
 
    After reaffirming its intent to stay as far away from the twitchy Wizard as possible, Boxxy took the heavy coffer from the designated coin-carrier. Putting on an unconvincing smile, it went off towards the tall trunk by itself. What played out once it reached the base of the tree was the familiar sight of the tall, hooded figure dropping down from above, accepting the chest, handing something over to Keira, and disappearing back into the canopy. This was exactly what transpired in previous visits, barring two major details.  
 
    The first was the nature of the payoff. The metal chest wasn’t filled with coins, but with gems, jewels, rings, sculptures, and other luxurious trinkets that held great value despite their practical uselessness. Their combined worth was 12,000 GP, but Boxxy had no intention of selling them off. Simply put, it already had plenty of coin to spend, and while piles of gold coins glittered in their own special way, it wanted to hoard a wide variety of shinies. 
 
    The second discrepancy occurred before the Sandman disappeared. He placed his oversized, gloved hand on Keira’s head and roughly tousled her hair. She protested at first, fidgeting and flailing her arms about, but gradually calmed down and obediently let the Sandman stroke her head while she looked at her feet. The platoon’s spotters had gone on edge at the physical contact, but relaxed once it was clear it wasn’t an act of hostility. After a minute of this, he took his hand off her, gave her a thumbs up, and then ascended the trunk via the living vine waiting for him. 
 
    The second-in-command received a surprisingly upbeat long-distance message via the catgirl’s Whisper Wind Skill. 
 
    “Optio, Mr. S says it’s okay to meet with the dryad. Bring the prisoner forward.” 
 
    The VIP trio began walking towards the base of the tree as soon as the instructions were relayed, though some were more reluctant than others. 
 
    “Come on, Beanbag! Move those sticks ye call legs!” Hilda demanded. 
 
    “Ugh… why do I have to be here,” Imiryl groaned quietly. “I knew I shouldn’t have signed that contract.” 
 
    “If I am allowed to speak,” Ruk’lunda raised his voice, “you must confront whatever it is you are afraid of, lest it haunt you for the rest of your days.” 
 
    “That and if ye don’t stop wastin’ my time I’m gonna slap ye so hard ye’d fall over like a knot of dry twigs.” 
 
    Imiryl seemed to find her nerve after those words of ‘encouragement’ and finally picked up the pace. A short time later, the stonekin dwarf, the ascended human, and the high elf found themselves standing next to a significantly more cheerful Keira. 
 
    That performance should get those busybodies off my case, Boxxy hoped. 
 
    “So, uh,” Hilda looked around, “where’s the leafy lass at?” 
 
    “Right behind you!” Cyrilla gleefully declared. 
 
    “HIEEEEEK!” 
 
    Imiryl let out a pathetic scream as she immediately bolted away from the dryad that appeared out of thin air. A small root popped out of the ground, making her trip and fall flat on her face. 
 
    “Hahahaha!” the mischievous dryad laughed merrily at the Wizard’s expense. “That’s a great reaction you made there! Just makes me want to tease you more!” 
 
    She held her hands up and wriggled her fingers in a rather creepy fashion that seemed to say, ‘I’m gonna get ya!’ 
 
    “Noooooo! Get awaaay! Oh, right! ... Flight!” 
 
    Finally remembering the existence of magic, the Level 100 Wizard bolted off into the distance. The rest of the armed escort heard a booming noise as she disappeared beyond the horizon. 
 
    “Oh, fer the love of- What the feck has her so on edge?!” Hilda yelled in frustration. 
 
    “Mmmm, well, she’s afraid I’d repeat the nine-hundred-and-ninety-nine reasons why she should respect her elders.” 
 
    “Who in the what?” the dwarf was confused. 
 
    “Technically it was a thousand,” Keira innocently pointed out. 
 
    “Huh? A thousand?” 
 
    The Berserker racked what brains she had left after decades of headbutting things on a daily basis and recalled the rumor about the Wizard’s thorough spanking. 
 
    “Oh! Oooohhhh… Oh.” 
 
    “Anyway, this is the man I was talking about, miss Cyrilla.” 
 
    Keira pointed towards the towering prisoner. He held a stern expression and his eyes were locked onto the dryad’s vine-covered head. 
 
    “Hmmm? This loser’s the one, huh?” Cyrilla said mockingly. She then eyed the myriad of yellow tattoos on his chest and arms and gave him a few sniffs for good measure. 
 
    “Ah, fuck. Why’d you have to bring this prick here?” she complained. “I wouldn’t have come out if I knew he was a bloody Shaman! Let me guess, he’s here to complete that Rite of whatchamacallit, right?” 
 
    “Now hold on there,” Hilda butted in. “What’s this Rite business? Don’t think I wanna be allowin’ somethin’ shady like that.” 
 
    “You ain’t in no position to tell me what to do, gramps!” Cyrilla snapped back. 
 
    “... Gramps?” 
 
    Hilda’s irritation turned to anger, which usually translated into choppy-choppy-axey time. However, she dared not provoke the dryad into a physical confrontation. That was a bad idea on several different levels, even without considering the carnage she had witnessed at Fort Yimin. 
 
    “Well, I don’t plan on agreeing on anything like that anyway,” the dryad added. “I ain’t about to let some - *Pthoo* - human tell me what to do.” 
 
    The way she spat in Ruk’lunda’s face made it abundantly clear her grudge was personal. Her feelings of animosity were fresh and stemmed from the Empire’s invading forces. They had tried to harvest her tree for timber to build their camps and siege equipment. Dryads usually allowed elves to take a massive branch or two, as pruning was seen as a necessary thing. However, those humans’ intentions were to chop her down wholesale. Such a thing was borderline blasphemous. 
 
    “Hm? What’s up with you, fuckboy?” the dryad scowled at the Shaman. “Why you crying for no reason? Do you miss your mommy or something?” 
 
    And indeed, looking at the prisoner’s face, one could see tears freely flowing from his eyes even as his expression remained stone. Then, in the flash of an eye, he went down on his knees and prostrated himself before the dryad. 
 
    “I am sorry!” he shouted with all his might. “I am sorry for any offense my countrymen have done to you and your kin! Please, grill me, whip me, skewer me any way you like! I will atone for their sins with my own body, so please!” 
 
    Cyrilla took a few steps back, her face twisted in disgust. This man’s attitude was concerningly similar to that of the blue demon with the large… wings, but somehow worse. At least the horned pervert was upfront about her kinks. 
 
    “This shit right here? This is why I hate you fucking Shamans! And your Druids! You guys are way too fucking intense! Why can’t you all be as cool as Monster Tamers?” 
 
    “I beg of you!” he shouted some more. “Please, let me make amends! Not only for you, but for your sisters to the north as well!” 
 
    “The north? Do I have sisters there?” 
 
    Hylt trees did not walk, so dryads typically had no idea what lay beyond the reach of their roots. 
 
    “Umm, yes, miss Cyrilla,” Keira spoke up. “A group of five of them, actually.” 
 
    “Did the humans try to do something to them, too?!” 
 
    “One of them got burned a bit by a dragon, but we paid him back for it!” 
 
    “Oh-ho! A dragon, huh?” the dryad calmed a bit. “I see, I see, so it was a dragon. Uh-huh, that’s rather unexpected. Dragons don’t usually show up around here, after all. I hope it wasn’t a yellow one.” 
 
    “Err, no. It was green.” 
 
    “Ah, of course. A green one. Right, it has to be a green one, right? Mhm. Yep. Especially when you consider the sun and the… uh… climate and stuff.” 
 
    Cyrilla nodded her head several times while cupping her chin, then turned around to face Keira with an intense look. 
 
    “What’s a dragon?” 
 
    “...” 
 
    Before the catgirl could find the right words, a certain someone started crying loudly again. 
 
    “Please! I beg of you!” 
 
    “Ugh, can someone shut that guy up!” 
 
    Hilda shrugged then kicked the prone man in the ribs with all her strength. The noise his body made implied she had broken anywhere between one and all of them. Ruk’lunda coughed and sputtered blood from the sudden trauma, suggesting internal damage to his lungs. He was very much conscious, but no longer in a condition to speak. 
 
    “Thanks, shorty.” 
 
    “Aye, think nothin’ of it! He was pissin’ me off, too!” Hilda smiled fiercely through her helmet. 
 
    “Anyway, I don’t need some creepy crybaby’s help,” the dryad crossed her arms defiantly. “My new mates already took care of those pesky humans for me.” 
 
    “New mates?” the dwarf inquired. 
 
    “Yeah. That guy with the heavy cloak. Well, he’s not around much, but his pets keep me company. They’re teaching me all kinds of fun stuff!” 
 
    Boxxy was relieved it had taken great care to only show its Sandman face in front of the dryad. It knew from personal experience that dryads knew almost nothing of subtlety and subterfuge. Cyrilla would have surely spilled the beans right then and there and if she had any idea that Keira and the Sandman were one and the same. Its vigilance had paid off, but it didn’t want to take any chances and tried to steer the conversation in a different direction. 
 
    “So, these ma- friends of yours avenged your sister?” 
 
    “That’s right! Don’t need no fucking Shaman’s help! These bastards always try to curry favor with me, you know! Sometimes they hang around for months chanting some stupid words at me, but I just ignore them and stay in my tree. They either get bored and leave or they die of starvation ‘cus they’re idiots.” 
 
    “There, you see mister Rocky?” said Keira with a smile. “No need to get so upset, okay?” 
 
    The squirming man gave her merely a nod in return. He only took part in the war after he was shown ‘evidence’ that the elves were exploiting the sacred hylt trees. However, after witnessing the reckless actions of that Monster Tamer’s pet dragon, as well as the miraculous rate at which the tree recovered, he started to doubt if he was on the right side of the conflict. Those concerns grew into suspicion when the large-scale impalement started. His connection to the soil allowed him to grasp the sheer magnitude of the root movements beneath his feet, which were clearly beyond the abilities of mere mortals. The only explanation Ruk’lunda could think of was that the legendary dryads compelled their trees to aid the elves, which they surely would not have done if they felt mistreated. 
 
    This meeting had confirmed his suspicions, just as the Shaman hoped it would. He didn’t know why he alone was spared from that massacre, nor did he care anymore. One of the living testaments to nature’s perseverance and grace was before his very eyes, and she made it clear that she was an ally of sorts to the Republic. With this knowledge, he no longer had any qualms about revealing everything he knew about the Empire’s plans for the war, as per his deal with the 3rd Legion. He was even willing to face his countrymen in battle, though he doubted the Republic would trust someone who had caused so much damage. 
 
    “We done here, Rocky?” Hilda loomed over the man. 
 
    He nodded his head in affirmation. 
 
    “Alright then, up ye go!” 
 
    The dwarf lent him her shoulder, although considering the height difference it wasn’t much help. Still, the two reached an awkward balance and started heading back towards the rest of the platoon. Their ‘ride’ was gone, so they’d have to go back to base the hard way after healing up the prisoner’s ribs. 
 
    “We’ll be leaving now, miss Cyrilla,” Keira declared with a smile. “Thank you for meeting with us!” 
 
    “Eh? He’s going away? Just like that?” 
 
    “Yup. Seems he just wanted to see you with his own eyes or something,” the redhead shrugged. 
 
    “Oh. I see. At least he knows his place.” 
 
    “Haha, yes, quite so. Well then, goodbye miss Cyrilla.” 
 
    “... Whatever.” 
 
    The catgirl waved to the dryad and jogged towards Rocky and Hilda. The dryad returned the friendly gesture. She wasn’t sure why, but she felt strangely close to that girl. No, that couldn’t be it. Surely that sensation was just relief that the Shaman wasn’t there to perform the stupid Rite. She didn’t quite remember what it was called, but she almost got roped into it once before, when she was young and naive. She didn’t know everything it involved, but she knew enough. The purpose of the Rite was to have the Shaman or Druid obtain some kind of Perk by drinking her precious nectar. It was unacceptable. A dryad’s nectar had a special and intimate meaning to them. It wasn’t the sort of thing to be shared with just anyone, let alone some fleshy weirdos and their creepy rituals. 
 
    The tall, diligent stranger she met a few weeks ago was different, however. Even though he used her mother’s Authority, he didn’t once presume to give her orders or make demands. He treated her with the respect she was due and performed a number of favors for her. He even taught her a few tricks about handling various vermin all on her own. All he asked in return was a quiet place for him and his minions to lay low. This was the first time someone had helped her out that much while asking so little in return. 
 
    It really was a shame only his pets were around lately. If anyone earned the right to sample her nectar, it was the Sandman. In fact, after that brief bout of consideration, Cyrilla found herself rather excited at the prospect of having him suckle the stuff out of her teats. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Part Three 
 
    An enormous stone archway stood in the middle of a certain plaza within the Ishigar Republic’s capital city of Azurvale. The semi-circular structure was roughly twenty meters wide at ground level and eight meters tall at its highest point. It was constructed from hundreds of white marble-like slabs that fit together like an elaborate three-dimensional puzzle. Several ridiculously long vines coiled themselves around it as if they were holding the stones in place. Which, given the lack of any visible mortar between the blocks, may have been the case. It was surrounded by a perimeter of armed guards and twenty or so loaded wagons lined up on one side of it. 
 
    Any outsider visiting the city for the first time would assume this was a historical monument of some kind, or perhaps an abstract piece of artwork. While true in some respects, neither of those descriptions took into account the landmark’s function. The archway, along with the secrets of its construction and operation, were but a few of the marvels left behind by Tol-Saroth. The great elven sage was an immensely controversial figure, but none disputed his genius toward research and magic development. The large stone structure in the middle of the plaza remained as a living testament to the man’s brilliance. 
 
    A quiet rumbling rose from the soil underneath, prompting the guard perimeter to go on high alert. The vines wrapped around the archway shifted slightly, tightening their grip on the white stone blocks. An eerie green light shone through the marble slabs’ gaps as it was filled with an immense amount of magical energy. The glow crawled up along the arch from both ends and converged at its apex. The light suddenly pulsed brighter once, twice, three times before it abruptly went out altogether, though it did not stop shaking. 
 
    The gathered merchants weren’t pleased with this development and voiced their displeasure. The civilians let out a collective murmur as an appointed government official went to check on the problem. The scruffy-looking dwarf walked up to the building, stroked his beard thoughtfully, and delivered a solid kick to a loose slab. The piece clicked audibly as it sank into place. 
 
    *FWOOOM* 
 
    Having received some apt and prompt percussive maintenance, the structure instantly lit up with a much stronger glow than before. It no longer rattled, but emitted a gentle hum. Moments later, the arch’s interior filled up with a multi-colored array of energy. The magic rapidly coalesced into recognizable shapes that made it seem as if it was painting a landscape on a canvas of thin air. Satisfied with his work, the technician jogged back to his post just beyond the security perimeter. 
 
    With the technical hiccup resolved, the massive Forest Gate successfully established a connection to its paired structure hundreds of kilometers away. Gazing through either side of the archway revealed a much smaller and more modest town than Azurvale. The portal looked and functioned almost identically to a Transfer Gate Spell, although its size and scope were far beyond any one Wizard’s abilities. The Forest Gate had its limits, of course. It could only be activated once every two days and would stay open for about half an hour at a time. Thus, its operation was strictly regulated by the government. Anyone who wished to access this marvel had to purchase a Gate Ticket in advance and then move quickly once the gate activated to ensure a smooth departure and arrival. 
 
    As part of the established procedure, the technician in charge of the Forest Gate checked on some of the arcane instruments at his disposal. After confirming things like ‘spatial coordinates locked’ and ‘interdimensional link stable,’ he gave a thumbs up to a nearby guard. The dwarf then magically amplified his voice in order to address the crowd. 
 
    “Your attention, please!” he announced. “The Forest Gate is now open. Have your tickets at the ready and step forward in an orderly fashion. I repeat-” 
 
    The mass of people and wagons followed the directions of the officials and started moving forward as one. The portal would instantly transport them halfway across the country while an entirely different set of travelers came out of the other side. This was another difference between a Forest Gate and the Wizard Spell that served as its basis. Under normal circumstances, Transfer Gates created a two-way link between two points in space, but this structure was able to sustain two simultaneous passageways back-to-back. People and materials could be transferred both ways without bumping into each other. Alternatively, it was possible to use both ‘lanes’ in the same ‘direction,’ but that was usually reserved for large-scale troop deployments. 
 
    All in all, these Forest Gates were not only a sight to behold, but also gave the Ishigar Republic an unrivaled logistical edge. And yet, this magical marvel seemed positively mundane to Azurvale’s citizens. The country had dozens of gates set up throughout its territory, most of which were situated in the capital. Not surprisingly, the people there were quite accustomed to the magical light shows and dimensional shortcuts. Normally only tourists and outsiders would be found gawking at a Forest Gate in operation, but something happened that drew the attention of even the more jaded of the citizenry. 
 
    A red-haired, slim-tailed, cat-eared beastkin girl burst through the portal almost the instant it was open. She dashed forward on all fours, crossing the large clearing around the gate in no time flat. She approached the line of startled guards, who reflexively moved to block her. However, she casually leaped over one of them while doing a front-flip. 
 
    “Hey, Frank!” she called out while upside-down in mid-air. “Bye, Frank!” 
 
    She landed with a small roll and ran off into the distance. The startled guards watched her leave out of curiosity but saw no need to chase after her once they realized who she was. They couldn’t forget the fuss she kicked up when she departed the capital through the very same Forest Gate weeks ago. First-timers were always a bit troublesome. It was common for them to feel nervous, excited, or a little scared to pass through the imposing portal, but that girl had somehow managed to be all three at the same time. 
 
    Ultimately, they all silently agreed to let her be. They were all notified in advance that the strange girl performed some great deed at Fort Yimin, and that she was to be waved through without delay. There wasn’t much need to confirm her identity as their colleagues on the other side would have done so already. The only reason there were so many guards on the Azurvale side was because that Forest Gate was linked to a town close to the front lines. Their presence was mostly intended to give the people some peace of mind. Their job involved maintaining order and organizing the citizens, so chasing the redhead would be in direct violation of their orders. 
 
    Well, that and they honestly felt that they had absolutely no chance to actually catch her even if they were to give chase. 
 
    As for Keira, she was back to her usual shenanigans. She dodged people, ran along walls, slid under carts, and leaped over stalls as she sprinted through the streets. Once she got closer to home, the cries of ‘Watch out!’ and ‘What are you doing, psycho?!’ were replaced with ‘Welcome back!’ and ‘Good to see you!’ Her antics had become commonplace ever since she moved into that part of the capital, and the people who saw her acrobatic performances steadily grew fond of them. Although she seemed reckless at first, she never bumped into pedestrians and very rarely knocked anything over. Rather than being a nuisance, her unrestrained, energetic demeanor injected some life into the neighborhood and distracted them from the horrible realities of war. The locals had honestly missed seeing her run around with that pure, joyful smile on her face. 
 
    It didn’t take long for Keira to reach the front door of Rowana’s treehouse, which she threw open with her usual greeting. 
 
    “Honey! I’m ho...me?” 
 
    The girl’s words nearly got caught in her throat as she realized her lover was not alone. Inside the small and surprisingly tidy house was a middle-aged elven couple with the same brilliant platinum hair as Rowana. The three of them sat around the plain wooden dining table and were enjoying a spot of afternoon tea when Keira burst in. Presently, they all stared at the ‘intruder’ in disbelief. The catgirl’s flushed and panting face gradually calmed down amidst the awkward silence. Her wide grin disappeared and a more business-like smile replaced it. 
 
    “... Excuse me, I think I have the wrong house,” she stated flatly. 
 
    She tried to slowly close the door, but didn’t manage to get away in time. 
 
    “Oh, no you don’t!” 
 
    The man inside leaped from his chair and tossed a small vial at Keira. The redhead barely ducked under the container, which shattered against the natural wall of Ironbark just beyond it. Looking over her shoulder, she saw a sticky yellow-brown fluid steadily eating through the hylt tree’s notoriously tough exterior while letting out some nauseating fumes. She turned her attention forward in time to see another vial flying at her. She narrowly dodged it, letting out a tiny yelp in the process.  
 
    “Are you trying to kill me?!” she snapped at the male elf. 
 
    “Yes!” he replied while throwing a third one. 
 
    “Waaaah!” 
 
    The catgirl jumped out of the way with a scream as the unknown potion destroyed part of the porch. 
 
    “Dad!” Rowana screamed. “Stop this at once!” 
 
    “Mwahahaha!” the elf laughed, ignoring his daughter. “You fight well, but let’s see if you can handle-” 
 
    *DONNNNN* 
 
    His little speech was cut short when the other woman in the one-room house, presumably his wife, smacked him over the head with a frying pan. She hit him hard enough to plant his face into the floor. 
 
    “Calm down, dear,” she said with an angelic smile. “Surely, that’s no way to treat a guest.” 
 
    Surprisingly, the guy stood up immediately afterward. 
 
    “That’s no guest!” he argued. “She’s a scoundrel – a thief! Who else barges into someone else’s home with that nonchalant attitude?!” 
 
    *DONNNN* 
 
    The wife struck him again, much harder than the first time. She hit him so hard his head crashed through the floorboards while his feet went momentarily airborne. He was completely limp. The wife hid the now-bloodstained cooking utensil behind her back and smiled sweetly at Keira. 
 
    “Please, forgive my husband, my dear girl. He gets a bit excitable around new people.” 
 
    “Um, okay?” she responded warily. “Well, uh, I’ll be going now…” 
 
    Keira dropped down from doorframe and turned to leave the house. Rowana said she wanted to hide their relationship from her parents until she felt confident enough to break it to them. It was no easy task, as her father purportedly didn’t approve of same-sex relationships. Therefore, in order to maintain Keira’s character, Boxxy’s best move was to keep its promise and to do its best to keep the relationship under wraps. 
 
    “You’re Keira, aren’t you?” 
 
    However, it couldn’t bail before the older woman calmly called out to it. At the very least she used words rather than dubious alchemically strengthened acids, so the catgirl turned around with an uneasy expression. 
 
    “Y-yes?” 
 
    “Oh my, how splendid! My name is Doris Slyth, and this rather hot-blooded gentleman is my husband, Samulus. As you may have gathered, we are Rowana’s parents.” 
 
    “Err, good to meet you. Ma’am.” 
 
    “Likewise. But dear me, you are a cutie, aren’t you?! Hohoho, as expected of Rowana’s new roommate!” exclaimed Doris as she winked at Keira. 
 
    Between her tone and the knowing wink she threw at Keira, Doris made it quite clear she already knew the nature of their relationship. 
 
    “H-How did you…?” muttered Rowana wide-eyed. 
 
    “Hmm?” the mother raised an eyebrow. “Didn’t I tell you never to underestimate a housewife’s information network?” 
 
    “... Lia told you, didn’t she?” the daughter sighed. 
 
    “No, silly. That child told her father, who told his brother, who told his son, who told his cousin, who-” 
 
    “Okay! Okay, I get it.” 
 
    “Excuse me, Mrs. Slyth?” Keira spoke up, her finger pointed at the unconscious man on the floor. “Will… will he be alright?” 
 
    “Him? Oh, yes, he’ll be fine. His little tantrums always leave him tired out and in need of a nap.” 
 
    Her face was smiling, but the stare directed at her unmoving husband was cold enough to put out a raging inferno. 
 
    “No, you knocked him unconscious, didn’t you?” the beastkin insisted. 
 
    “Nonsense! As if a lady of my standing would ever do something as unsightly as pummeling my dear Samulus into submission!” 
 
    Her knuckles cracked as her grip on the pan tightened. 
 
    “R-right. Of course, sorry for saying something so rude,” Keira apologized. 
 
    “No worries, my dear. We were quite rude as well, so I’d say we’re even. That said…”  
 
    The old woman grabbed her husband by the collar and pulled his bloodied face out of the hole in the floor. 
 
    “I do believe we will be going now. Sorry about the mess, we’ll be sure to pay for the damages. And Rowana? Make sure you bring this adorable child along with you when you visit us. I believe the four of us have a lot to talk about.” 
 
    “Yes, mum,” the daughter responded stiffly. 
 
    “There’s a good girl.” 
 
    Doris gave Rowana a goodbye hug, then happily headed towards the front door while dragging her still-unconscious spouse along like a bag of old cabbages. 
 
    “Thanks for looking after my daughter,” she whispered as she passed by Keira before closing the door on her way out. 
 
    “So, um…” Rowana mumbled after a few moments of awkward silence. “Those were my parents.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “And, uh, you’re back.” 
 
    “... Yes. I am. *sniff* I’m back, Rowieee!” 
 
    The catgirl leaped at the elf, wrapping her in a bear hug before she could react. She pushed her down on the table and gave her a long, deep kiss on the lips as tears ran freely from her face. A few seconds later, she lifted her head and stared down at the suddenly flushed Rowana. 
 
    “I’m- *hic hic* I’m home!” she declared with a half-smiling, half-crying face. 
 
    “Yes, yes you are.” 
 
    They embraced again, and the elf let her troubled lover sob on her shoulder to her heart’s content. Eventually the two of them managed to disentangle themselves and get off the table. They sat down on the bed. The still sobbing Keira poured her heart out while Rowana did her best to comfort her. The beastkin told her everything. The supposed abuse she underwent at the hands of the Empire, the imaginary guilt at being solely responsible for the death of thousands of people, the non-existent grief at Faehorn’s passing, and finally her made-up unwillingness to return to active duty a week from now. 
 
    Rowana didn’t say a word. She neither condoned nor praised Keira for anything she went through. Instead, she resolutely took in Keira’s woes and sorrows while doing her best to ease her troubled mind. There was no doubt in her mind that the redhead had witnessed and experienced much suffering during the month they had spent apart. She wasn’t foolish enough to expect anyone could serve on the front lines without suffering heavy scars. 
 
    The most important thing was that Keira had returned to her safe and sound. The elf was even a bit proud of the young catgirl. Both for making it through so much hardship and for willingly laying her heart bare before her. Rowana could not erase what happened, but she could still help her distraught girlfriend come to terms with it. 
 
    Hmm, I guess fifteen more minutes of inconsolable crying should do it before we settle down and she starts pampering me. 
 
    As for Keira, her performance was going just as planned. Boxxy was right to rehearse the reunion scene in advance because it would have certainly been thrown off its game by those ludicrous parents otherwise. After spending most of the night ‘pampering’ each other, Keira silently disentangled herself from Rowana’s sleeping embrace and went outside. She then summoned Xera, who took the beastkin’s place. Boxxy ducked behind the house, shook off the catgirl persona, and took on its preferred chesty shape. The shapeshifter quickly and stealthily climbed up the tree and entered Ambrosia’s dungeon for the first time in a long while. The dryad herself popped up the instant it entered the main chamber and greeted Boxxy with a beaming smile. 
 
    “Milord! ‘Tis good to see thee again!” 
 
    “Likewise.” 
 
    “I had no idea thou had already returned!” 
 
    “Ah, sorry about that. It happened a bit suddenly so I couldn’t tell you.” 
 
    “I beg thy mercy, milord! Thou need not apologize for it is this one who failed to anticipate milord’s visit!” 
 
    “Yes, yes, but enough of that,” it cut her off. “How goes the cooking training?” 
 
    “‘Twas hardly a bother, milord. I believe I have made substantial progress, although it would appear thy ingredients are beginning to expire.” 
 
    “Oh? How come?” 
 
    “I do not know, milord. Humans are especially foreign to me, so I am at a loss. I harvest their limbs according to thy instruction, but it would seem they hath grown frail and stringy over the past month. I do not believe they would make a satisfying meal in their current state.” 
 
    “Hmm. I’ll go check on them. Stay here.” 
 
    “Yes, milord.” 
 
    Boxxy activated the dungeon’s Nexus Access and transported itself into the area controlled by the core’s Prison Management function. It was a large chamber that had no entrance or exit, making it impossible to get in or out without using the use of magic. Inside were four human specimens it had captured before it left for the frontlines, all of them chained and submerged in pools of green-tinted Waters of Life. The potent liquid could instantly regenerate their lost limbs, allowing the monster to endlessly feast on their flesh and bones without running out of body parts. 
 
    Or at least that was the theory. Unfortunately, as Ambrosia described, they had grown frail and weak. Three of them were unconscious and the fourth one had expired altogether. How did it come to this? The monster double-checked that Prison Management was operating as intended and confirmed that their need for sustenance was satisfied through magic, so starvation wasn’t the problem. Examining its ‘dinner donors’ more closely, it noticed several unnatural symptoms. Their once supple and well-muscled bodies were withered down to tatters, nearly skin and bones. They were admittedly chained up for a long time, but this degeneration went deeper than simple muscle atrophy. Their hair was white, their backs were hunched over, their faces were wrinkled, and their loose skin had become covered in various spots and lesions. 
 
    In short, they appeared to have aged rapidly over the course of the last month. 
 
    Boxxy had heard of a similar phenomenon before. Rejuvenation Potions were said to shorten one’s natural lifespan by about three years per dose. Most soldiers and adventurers considered it a worthwhile trade since the potion’s unrivaled regenerative abilities were sometimes needed for them to reach old age at all. An integral component of the potent elixir was refined hylt sap, and it functioned in a remarkably similar way to those Waters of Life. It wasn’t difficult to imagine that the two substances had some common roots. It therefore stood to reason that the dryad’s healing solution would have a similar side effect to its alchemical alternative. 
 
    But still, just how many times did Ambrosia cut these four apart to turn them from youngsters overflowing with vigor into crippled elders? Did she have a grudge against them or something? Actually yes, she probably did. The dungeon core had rendered the dryad quite zealous whenever it came to fulfilling Boxxy’s requests. After careful consideration, the shapeshifter concluded that she must have shown relative restraint if three of the prisoners were still alive. 
 
    Having concluded its investigation, Boxxy teleported itself back to Ambrosia’s side. 
 
    “Seems they are suffering from the side effects of those Waters of Life,” it stated matter-of-factly. “Can’t be helped. Dispose of those things, and I’ll get some replacements soon.” 
 
    “Understood, milord,” the dryad bowed. “I shall endeavor to prepare a meal worthy of thy tastes at that time.” 
 
    “I look forward to it. I have some business to attend to, so don’t bother me unless it’s important.” 
 
    Ambrosia looked at it quizzically then narrowed her eyes and briefly scowled her lips. 
 
    “... Of course,” she said through a forced smile. 
 
    Boxxy didn’t know what brought this on. It always made sure to treat the dryad amicably as it was uncertain how strong the dungeon core’s hold on her psyche actually was. It actively avoided antagonizing or displeasing her, yet she was clearly pissed off about something. 
 
    “Ambrosia? Is something the matter?” it asked with concern. 
 
    The dryad’s face twisted into a disdainful look that made it seem as though she was looking at the monster as a disgusting piece of trash. 
 
    “Milord, thou have been fooling about with mine daughters, have you not?” 
 
    “I asked for their help and kept them company, but I didn’t do anything to them.” 
 
    Other than making them murder a ton of people and possibly causing a mutation… 
 
    “Then why does though reek of some other dryad’s nectar?!” 
 
    “Oh, that?” 
 
    “Verily, that!” she exclaimed. 
 
    “Well, one of the dryads I met offered and I thought I’d give it a try.” 
 
    Prior to its departure from Fort Yimin, Boxxy had dropped by Cyrilla’s place to pick up a few things it had left behind. Once the dryad understood the ‘Sandman’ was about to leave, she eagerly offered it a drink of what she called ‘nectar.’ Unwilling to ignore the chance to sample such a tasty-sounding thing, it readily accepted the offer, prompting her to pull down her leafy bra and present her nipples. 
 
    Boxxy was quite surprised to find out the dryads’ anatomy underneath their leaves. How come a plant had teats? Or, rather, why did they have breasts in the first place? The more it thought about it, the less sense a dryad’s nubile body made. Then again, they were supposedly blessed by Nyrie herself, so this was probably just how the power of the Goddess of Fertility manifested itself. Or not. It didn’t feel like dwelling on the matter too much as it was far more interested in the nectar those mysterious mammaries produced. 
 
    The liquid in question turned out to be watery and vaguely sweet. The flavor wasn’t exactly to Boxxy’s liking, but the Perk it got from drinking it was quite tasty all the same. 
 
    [Nature’s Bounty]
Becoming one with nature is a privilege, not a right.
Requirements: Drink at least 200 ml of Hylt Nectar.
[Effects]
Increases maximum HP by 3 per AFF.
Provides a permanent boost of +25 AFF. 
 
    However, the exact reason why Ambrosia had an issue with this was beyond Boxxy’s comprehension. It had no way of knowing that its seemingly harmless answer would only make her angrier. 
 
    “If milord wanted nectar,” the dryad protested, “then I would have gladly given thou all I had! I was at thine disposal, and yet thou went after some immature harlot instead? Milord is truly despicable.” 
 
    She ended her indignant tantrum and rapidly sunk into the ground, disappearing from sight. The little display taught Boxxy two especially important lessons. First, as it suspected, the dungeon core didn’t have complete control over a being as powerful as Ambrosia. 
 
    The other, more troublesome realization? Dryads were apparently capable of jealousy. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Part Four 
 
    Ambrosia laid back in an armchair made out of vines and leaves. Her face held an utterly content smile, while a child-like, black-skinned, yellow-eyed humanoid was sitting in her lap and suckling from her breast. Boxxy somehow lied, excused, and apologized its way back into her good graces, but only under the condition it drank all of Ambrosia’s nectar. The dryad had, for whatever reason, also demanded it did so in its base form, which was why it had to momentarily abandon its preferred chesty visage. It had started to wonder if it was really worth spending so much time and effort being nice to a damn vegetable. 
 
    However, all its misgiving with the arrangement disappeared the moment its vertical mouth latched onto the dryad’s left nipple. The nectar that flowed from Ambrosia’s impractically large bosom was completely different from the unripe stuff it got out of Cyrilla. The flavor not only intoxicatingly sweet but also thick and rich to the point Boxxy subconsciously tried to chew on it. Simply calling it ‘tasty’ would be an understatement. Though this flavor couldn’t replace fresh human hearts as Boxxy’s favorite, it instantly became a close second. 
 
    Another strong point of the nectar was that, unlike Snack’s conjured flesh, it aggressively satiated both hunger and thirst. This would drastically reduce the staggering frequency at which Boxxy had to feed. One of the downsides of powering up through Attribute gains was that the body burned a lot of energy, thus requiring more sustenance. That was one of the main reasons why adventurers and soldiers always seemed to be in great shape, and also why they enjoyed feasts so much.  
 
    The increased food intake was a serious issue for Boxxy, however. Not only were its Attributes much higher than most of the enlightened it came across, but its monstrous physiology demanded a constant stream of intake in order to maintain its concentrated biomass. Access to Ambrosia’s excessively nourishing nectar would drastically reduce the need to hunt and lower the risk of exposure. The shapeshifter could, theoretically, solely rely on the dryad’s teats for its dietary needs, but Boxxy wasn’t the type of glutton that would give up on its favorite treat until it had no other choice. It would therefore continue to kidnap and prey on people. Not because it had to, but because it wanted to. 
 
    [A special action has been performed. AFF +1.] 
 
    And there was the other practical benefit to imbibing the nectar in great quantities. Such notifications popped up every now and then, but Boxxy paid them little attention. While its recent Perk guaranteed the increase in AFF would translate into more HP, the gains were relatively miniscule. They were like adding drops of blood to a feast of human flesh – appreciated, but ultimately irrelevant. The alarming volume of heavenly golden liquid pouring down Boxxy’s gullet was far more important. It gushed out of Ambrosia’s incomprehensible breasts with a steady stream showing no sign of running dry no matter how much the monster chugged. 
 
    Wait, just how much of this stuff is in there!? 
 
    At some point, Boxxy noticed a discrepancy in the volume of fluid gushing out of the dryad’s bosom. By the shapeshifter’s conservative estimate, it must have consumed somewhere around fifteen liters of the stuff, yet the flow showed no signs of ending. As big as Ambrosia’s ‘girls’ were, they couldn’t possibly store that much. Neither their volume nor their plumpness decreased in the slightest, suggesting the nectar was coming from somewhere else. Not sure how to handle this, Boxxy decided to ask the dryad herself. That said, it didn’t want to stop drinking, so it opted to speak to her through the dungeon core’s long-distance communication feature. 
 
    [Boxxy: Ambrosia?] 
 
    “Is something the matter, milord?” she answered with a blissful smile. 
 
    [Boxxy: I know I said I’d drink all of your nectar, but just how much of it do you have in there?] 
 
    The dryad tilted her head and glanced around the spacious cavity inside her trunk. It was wide enough to fit an entire plaza and so tall the shapeshifter couldn’t even see the ceiling. 
 
    “Hmm… Enough to fill half of this space, I suppose.” 
 
    “You what?!” 
 
    The answer was so ludicrous it caused the monster to pull away from her nipple with a shocked shout. Was this vegetable being serious? 
 
    “That’s only the left one though. The right one is actually slightly fuller,” she proudly declared. 
 
    “Nononono, this is impossible!” it complained. “Just where are you keeping all that stuff?! No, more importantly than that – there’s no way I can drink it all! I’d drown in it!” 
 
    While Boxxy intended to uphold its part of the agreement and drain her dry, it obviously wasn’t going to drink itself to death. 
 
    “I am well aware.” 
 
    “… You are?” 
 
    “Of course. I know very well that mine reserves are too bountiful even for milord’s formidable appetite. However, I never said thou had to drain mine bosom in a single sitting.” 
 
    “Oh. Right.” 
 
    Now that the shapeshifter thought about it, she never gave it a deadline or anything like that. In other words- 
 
    “As long as milord samples mine nectar at regular intervals, then I shall forgive thy transgressions,” she said through a coy smile. 
 
    “I see. That’s fine, then,” replied Boxxy, much to Ambrosia’s delight. 
 
    It’s not like it was against this arrangement. Nectar was both tasty and useful, so having ready access to a near-limitless supply of it was a huge boon. 
 
    “However,” it added, “please keep in mind I am a busy box. At times I will be away from the city for weeks, maybe even months at a time.” 
 
    “Understood, milord. In such cases, I shall make sure to prepare plenty of mine nectar for thy return.” 
 
    “... What do you mean ‘prepare?’” 
 
    “I am constantly making nectar, milord. ‘Tis a slow and arduous process, but worry not, for I have copious amounts of it at hand.” 
 
    Ambrosia lifted a ludicrously proportioned boob in each of her slender hands as if to make a point. All of this rubbed Boxxy the wrong way. It didn’t appreciate the dungeon master’s omission of such critical information. Admittedly, it was the sort of underhanded move the doppelganger used on a regular basis, but the hypocritical creature hated being the receiving end of it. There was also the notion that, if it were to fully uphold the deal, then it would be stuck with Ambrosia until the end of its days. The thought of being chained down in such a way was superbly infuriating. 
 
    Thankfully, a simple verbal promise between monsters held no contractual enforcement – soul-binding or otherwise. In reality, all Boxxy had to do was play along with the dryad’s demands until some circumstance or another caused them to part ways. Until then, she would serve as both a loyal guard dog for its shinies and an inexhaustible source of tastiness and sustenance. The only thing Boxxy had to be wary of was becoming too dependent on the dryad and her nectar. The substance called Honeydew was notoriously habit-forming, and it was made from alchemically refining hylt sap. Like with the Waters of Life, it would not be strange at all if this nectar shared some of its side-effects when considering their common origin. 
 
    However, that was just baseless speculation. Not to mention that, statistically, non-elves were far more likely to develop a Honeydew addiction, so race was a factor. There was also the matter of the monster’s impressive Mental Fortitude (MNT) score. The Attribute’s primary effect was to fight off outside influences, so it would surely blunt any potential addictive properties, if not completely counteract them. All things considered, the shapeshifter determined the matter warranted long-term study and observation, but not immediate action. 
 
    “I see,” Boxxy said after putting its thoughts in order. “Then, is this enough for today?” 
 
    “I fear ‘tis never enough, milord. I must admit that not a moment passes that mine bosom doesn’t ache for thy attention. Though I wish to have thee to mine self until the end of days, I shall limit my selfishness for now.” 
 
    The dryad smiled gently and stroked the back of the monster’s head as she said that, which drove home the point that there were certain personal feelings mixed in with this arrangement. 
 
    Is… Is she coming onto me? Boxxy realized. Why? How? What?! Charlie-dammit! These dryads are all insane! 
 
    This rather harsh assessment was coming from a murderous box that caused an average of one massacre per month without so much as batting an eye. However, whether that invalidated or strengthened Boxxy’s opinion on the matter was in the eye of the beholder. Which was unfortunate because there wasn’t a beholder around to give a final verdict. Such mental gymnastics aside, the shapeshifter excused itself from her lap and quickly transformed into its favorite spider-chest form. Honestly speaking, it had gotten so few opportunities to use it lately that it was starting to feel nostalgic. Therefore, it decided that the best course of action was to just sit back and relax for a while. 
 
    After chesting around for a good hour or so, Boxxy finally got around to doing the thing it was supposed to do upon returning to its dungeon lair. It used Nexus Access to teleport to a random wall in the upper reaches of the hylt tree’s cavernous cavity and activated Terrain Sculpting. It started by carving out an entirely new room – with the dryad’s permission, of course. It then flattened the floor until it was smooth enough to slide on and created a square hole that was twenty-five meters long on each side and four meters deep. Finally, it used the dungeon core to create a dozen or so magical lamps and attached them around the floors, walls, and ceiling, brightly illuminating the area from multiple angles. The intense lighting didn’t serve a practical purpose considering Boxxy could see in the dark, but its intentions for this room weren’t practical to begin with.  
 
    Once the shapeshifter finished its preparations, it opened its Storage as wide as it could and began evacuating its contents into the pool-like pit. Countless golden coins flowed out like a river. The stream of currency was dotted by dozens of precious gems and jewels that glittered beautifully in the intense light. Decorative weapons and armor forged out of precious metals were buried under the avalanche of money. Hundreds of other valuable miscellanea such as ornaments, plates, cutlery, statues, trinkets, crystals, magic staves and more piled into the huge pit. Even the solid gold skeleton and the cursed goblet that created it in there somewhere. 
 
    Boxxy’s hoard, while impressive, occupied only a fraction of the hole in the floor. Looking at the empty space filled the monster with a sense of longing and motivation. While a good start, this chamber would not satisfy the monster’s mental image of a treasury until the square pit was literally overflowing with shinies. Once it reached that point, the insatiably greedy creature would make a second room. And then a third, a fourth, a fifth, and so on and so forth. If its dreams came to fruition, it would attain a treasure hoard so vast that even elder dragons would be jealous. 
 
    However, such aspirations were far beyond Boxxy’s current means. It hadn’t even come close to filling the first treasury even though it had deposited the entirety of its collection. Every single shiny the monster had accumulated since its birth was barely enough to fill a third of the pit. Boxxy then realized that it couldn’t keep all of its worldly possessions in here. There were certain items of critical importance – such as the Voidcaller staff and Keira’s equipment – that it needed to keep on its person at all times. It would have to fish them out of the treasure pile in order to reclaim them, but sorting through its shinies was part of the fun to begin with. 
 
    While organizing its increasingly mounting wealth was one of the benefits of having a treasury, it was far from the only reason Boxxy had created one. The most pressing concern with its collection was that of volume. While its maxed-out Storage Skill had a whopping capacity of one thousand cubic meters, it was a finite limit that the former mimic was dangerously close to hitting. If it didn’t offload the bulk of its belongings somewhere, it would eventually find itself unable to carry its new loot. This was unacceptable. The obvious solution was storing it somewhere safe, but Boxxy was paranoid about its shinies. ‘Somewhere safe’ meant a place no one knew about, was impossible to reach, and was looked over by someone who would never be tempted to rob it. The misleadingly-named Dryad’s Domain fit all those criteria. 
 
    The other reason Boxxy needed to create a treasury was far more basic. The monster simply wanted a safe space where it could forget about its worries and play around with its stuff without reserve in order to relieve stress and mental fatigue. Now the dryad had been pacified and had gone back to doing tree things, the shapeshifter was free to indulge in its new playpen. It hurled itself at the pile and burrowed into it while being careful not to scratch or dent too many coins, almost as if it were swimming. It was completely enveloped by glittering shiny things, able to feel their weight and touch with its whole being. 
 
    It was bliss. 
 
    Boxxy always dreamed of a literal golden shower, although it realized pouring molten gold onto its flesh would definitely hurt and probably kill it. Though the monster hated making compromises when it came to its personal enjoyment, it had to settle for the next best thing – a money bath. It was still extremely satisfactory, so it didn’t have any complaints. The only real downside was that Fizzy’s alluringly shiny mithril frame wasn’t around to serve as the centerpiece, but it couldn’t be helped. The golem had already been deployed to the eastern front, so it would be a short while longer before it was able to savor her radiance once more. 
 
    After consoling itself regarding the regrettable absence of the exquisite mithril construct, Boxxy resumed rolling around in its ill-gotten gains. It juggled rubies, wore various bits of gilded armor for no reason, made forts out of loose gold coins, and relentlessly dragged tongues and fingers along anything in reach as if to mark it as its own. It even filled its mouth cavity to the brim with gold and jewels, then just sat still for a while as it savored the satisfaction of being a true treasure chest.  
 
    Somewhere along the way, it got the notion of ‘bathing’ in a mixture of gold and nectar. However, it wasn’t sure what that potent liquid might do to its precious shinies. Tarnishing or otherwise damaging its collection would be a terrible shame. Not to mention that sweet-tasting fluids had a way of leaving unpleasantly sticky once they dried up. It needed to run a few controlled experiments to determine the long-term effects of the nectar on both itself and its shinies, but that was a matter for another time. It was currently preoccupied with frolicking around like a child surrounded by a sea of toys. 
 
    “Master, are you not going to return to the house?” 
 
    Snack’s sudden telepathic communication put a serious damper on Boxxy’s mood. 
 
    “It’s too early for that,” it declared with an annoyed tone. 
 
    “But Master, it’s already dawn.” 
 
    “Wait, what?!” 
 
    Boxxy quickly dug through the treasure pile until it found a silver-plated clock that it had stolen from Fizzy’s workshop way back when, and confirmed it was indeed early morning. Though it felt like barely thirty minutes had passed since it started goofing off, it had actually been at it for over four hours. The phrase ‘time flies when you’re having fun’ crossed its mind. Boxxy had heard that saying on several occasions but failed to fully comprehend it until right then. This was quite troublesome, and the shapeshifter didn’t feel like leaving in the slightest. 
 
    “But I don’t wanna work!” it complained aloud. “Look at all the shiny things I can play with! And I can have tasty nectar whenever I want to! Why do I have to go back to pretending to like people? Well, I mean, I do like people, but as meals! Not as people! Ugh, this is such bullshit!” 
 
    The outburst was a clear indication of why the monster felt it important to blow off steam. Though it had evolved into a doppelganger, its base nature was still in tune with its mimic origins. Going against that on a daily basis was mentally draining. Plus, the outside world was full of dangerous entities that could easily snuff it out. However, those threats were also the reason why Boxxy had to get back out there. Preparation was one of the most important aspects of survival, and the monster needed to be thorough if it hoped to either triumph over or circumvent its next deadly obstacle. 
 
    That was why it kept developing all of its Jobs – Doppelganger, Warlock, Artificer, Ranger, and Blade Dancer. Not the Rogue Job, though. Boxxy was going to drop that as soon as possible The benefits it offered weren’t worth stretching the monster’s Levels any thinner than they already were. Aside from improving its Status, it kept acquiring connections and armaments that could be used when the need arose. Such things were extremely difficult to acquire without blending in with civilized society, hence why the Keira persona was vital to its efforts. It put far too much work into that alter ego to see it fall apart over something as trivial as a fit of laziness, so the monster reigned in its childish impulses. 
 
    “Snack, prepare for transfer,” it mentally commanded her. “I’ll be there in a few minutes.” 
 
    “Yes, Master.” 
 
    Boxxy mournfully climbed out of the golden pit. It meticulously collected those bits that spilled out of the playpen, placing them back inside before it quickly reclaimed Keira’s belongings along with several handfuls of spending money. Finally, it used Terrain Sculpting to completely seal physical access to the treasury. Its preparations settled, Boxxy returned to Rowana’s house by invoking the Transfamiliar Spell. It rapidly assumed Keira’s shape and laid down beside the unsuspecting elf girl. It waited for the sulfur-like smell of its body-swapping magic to dissipate before it woke her up, otherwise her sharp nose would pick up the suspicious odor. Thankfully, the sharp stench was the byproduct of magic, so it only took a minute for it to dissipate. The stage set, Boxxy closed its eyes and took a few deep breaths, preparing itself to fully assume its role as Keira Morgana. 
 
    The catgirl’s bright yellow eyes flew open and her scowl instantly became a bright smile. She pulled Rowana into a tight hug while tenderly kissing her neck and stroking her naked back. 
 
    “Mmmh,” the elf moaned as she stirred awake. “Huh? What’s- Oh, Keira!” 
 
    In her sleepy haze Rowana momentarily forgot her girlfriend was home, so seeing her beautiful face first thing in the morning was a pleasant surprise. 
 
    “Hehehe, good meowrning Rowie!” 
 
    “Good morn- Hey! Watch it! That tickles!” 
 
    “I can’t help it! Rowie is too soft and warm! Especially these parts of you!” 
 
    “Hahn! C’mon, sweetie! It’s far too- Nngh! -early for that sort of thing!” 
 
    “Why? Do you have somewhere else you’d rather be?” 
 
    “W-well, no, but-” 
 
    “Then it’s settled!” 
 
    The two of them fooled around a while before finally getting out of bed. Rowana busily prepared breakfast while her girlfriend incessantly clung onto her from behind. It would seem that as much as she missed the catgirl, Keira missed her ‘Rowie’ even more. Eventually, they settled around the table and started eating. 
 
    “Good to see you’re feeling better,” the elf noted. 
 
    “Of course, I am. The others, you know, they tried to cheer me up, but nobody can do it quite like Rowie. You know why?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because you’re the best.” 
 
    “Oh, stop it. You’re making me blush.” 
 
    Rowana spoke through a smile but she still wasn’t convinced Keira was okay. Not only was it impossible to recover from such trauma in a few days, but also the catgirl acted a bit more reserved than normal. If it was the old Keira, then the two of them would probably still be rolling around the bed and staining the sheets. 
 
    “So, any plans for today, Rowie?” the redhead asked excitedly. 
 
    “Ah, uhm, about that… I still need to go to work in a bit.” 
 
    “Oh…” 
 
    “I’m sorry, love. You showed up so suddenly that I didn’t get a chance to request time off. I might not have gotten it anyway. The war effort’s straining our supplies, so the clinic needs all hands on deck.” 
 
    “I see,” Keira’s smile wavered for a brief moment. “That’s fine. I have some things I need to do, and it may be best if I did those on my own.” 
 
    “Alright. Just… I’m here for you if you need me.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    The two of them shared a light kiss and returned to their plates in relative silence. The unspoken question surrounding her parent’s visit hung heavily over the elf. Rowana’s mother didn’t specify when and where, so she unilaterally put it off until Keira was back from that stupid war for good. As long as her lover was safe, the elf wouldn’t mind if she were disowned or even run out of town. It probably wouldn’t come to that, though. Even if her father couldn’t approve of the relationship, her mother seemed supportive enough. Doris Slyth wouldn’t allow anyone to harm her children, including her temperamental husband. 
 
    Her support was reassuring but did little to make Rowana feel any less awkward about formally introducing her girlfriend to her parents. 
 
    Once breakfast was done, Keira dressed casually in a loose white blouse paired with an ankle-length red skirt. It wasn’t the tomboy’s usual style, but her lover gave her the outfit as an impromptu welcome-home gift. The redhead put a thick coat on top to protect against the chilly autumn weather and slung a heavy leather bag over her shoulder. She was about to head out when Rowana reprimanded her for almost leaving barefoot in such gloomy weather, but the beastkin insisted she would be fine. One brief argument later, Keira left the house wearing some ironically ugly boots. 
 
    The rookie Ranger’s first order of business was to show her face around a few shops and establishments, mostly to assure friends and acquaintances that she was alive and well. Those social obligations out of the way, Keira swung by the Central Consortium building. Boxxy took this opportunity to get the Rogue Job out of its Status by posing as a traumatized rookie adventurer who didn’t want to be drafted. Next, it reassumed its catgirl persona and dropped off a ceramic jar containing Faehorn’s ashes with the Hidden Arrow guild. Condolences were passed around, and they informed Keira that the funeral ceremony would be held the day after tomorrow, which the girl obviously would attend. 
 
    The next stop on the catgirl’s itinerary for the day was a visit to the Hammers of Horkensaft – the craftsman’s guild Fizzy officially belonged to. It was truly convenient that all these guilds were in the same building complex. Keira put in a large order of Artificer parts on the golem’s behalf, as well as some extras for her own tinkering needs. Her business with the Central Consortium finished, she moved on to the nearest shopping district. She sought out a guild-recommended fletcher’s shop in order to purchase a magic shortbow and a large supply of steel-tipped arrows. While the Republic Legions had standard issue weaponry, it was common – and to some degree, expected – for adventurer conscripts to bring personalized arms and armor. Thus, Keira stopped at the leatherworker down the street where she was fitted for a new set of cold-resistant gear in preparation for the coming winter. 
 
    However, the redhead’s shopping spree hit a slight hitch. She wanted personalized gear rather than off-the-shelf stuff. There were undeniable benefits to this approach since there were as many ways of adventuring as there were adventurers, but there were certain drawbacks as well. Preparing the items to order required time and money, and Keira was supposed to ship out to the front lines within a week. She had to pay extra upfront to have them ready before then, but she could comfortably afford it. 
 
    The Republic government had quite a few problems on their hands, but finances weren’t one of them. They paid their standing army and adventurer conscripts a regular salary while also offering generous combat bonus incentives. These were particularly effective on the latter group, as gold was an adventurer’s lifeblood. Given Keira’s exceptional performance during the siege, she had received quite the sizeable sum indeed. Her guild membership also earned her a small discount with those particular shops, which lessened Keira’s financial burden even further. 
 
    It seemed a bit strange at first, but Boxxy had gotten used to separating its private wealth from its public persona’s earnings. Though it could easily afford all kinds of high-end gear for its alter ego, it had to be careful not to spend more money than Keira should have had. Doing so would attract the attention of the government’s Public Tax Authority, or PTA for short. It was run by a fanatical sect that worshipped Mortimer, God of Death and Commerce. It was well within their legal and moral authority to collect what the government was owed even if it meant putting someone in the ground. Rumor suggested the most egregious offenders found themselves on the infamous Hero of Death’s hit list. Boxxy didn’t feel like pissing off a divinely sanctioned super-assassin, so it made sure to carefully obey the PTA’s regulations. 
 
    The final stop on the catgirl’s shopping spree was a magic item emporium. She bought a short brass wand anyone could use to easily start a campfire as well as a silver bracelet which provided a moderate boost to cold resistance. The purpose of these items was not to act as a cover for Keira, but to actually help combat the incoming winter. Acting aside, Boxxy held genuine concern for the season’s freezing temperatures. It hadn’t been subjected to extreme weather like that, so it wasn’t sure how well its body would handle it without magical assistance. 
 
    After spending most of the morning throwing money around, Keira stopped by an inn near Rowana’s house for a late lunch. The food was a bit more expensive than other restaurants, but earning Doppelganger XP from all the familiar faces was more important than saving a few Gold Pieces. Keira chatted about inconsequential things while eating her fill for almost an hour before finally leaving. She didn’t have anything else to do for a few hours, so she took the opportunity to go for a long walk around the city. Eventually, she came to a small, rather desolate park. The late autumn season had just finished robbing most of the bushes and smaller trees of their leaves, although the stubborn hylt canopy far overhead was as vibrant green as ever. The catgirl smiled solemnly, sat down on an old bench, and gazed up at the leafy tapestry as if lost in thought. 
 
    While it wasn’t strange for Boxxy to maintain its act at all times, it was unusually thorough that day. Under normal circumstances, it would have already ducked into an alley or sewer before sneaking off to do monster things. It could have returned to its lair to continue playing with its treasure or perhaps indulged in some light tinkering. Alternatively, it could have sought out some victims to feast on, experiment with, or torment for its own enjoyment. It could have even performed some petty theft along the way. Indeed, there was much the man-eating monster wanted to do, and spacing out in a windy park wasn’t even on the list. It was, however, a perfectly reasonable activity given Keira’s personality and circumstances. 
 
    Which was exactly what Boxxy wanted to show the two people that had been tailing it since morning. 
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The Faceless 
 
   


  
 

 Part One 
 
    Boxxy first suspected it was being followed in the middle of its shopping spree. It noticed a certain pair of elves that were always loitering in its general vicinity, actively avoiding its line of sight. Unbeknownst to them, the redhead had a mimic-grade Mana Locator Gland tucked away in her chest cavity. The monstrous organ sensed the pair darting in and out of the effective range of its omnidirectional perception and managed to sense them through a few walls and around a few corners. Once it noticed something was amiss, Boxxy created a number of tiny eyes hidden inside Keira’s crimson locks. It was a risky bit of shapeshifting, but it paid off. 
 
    The beastkin’s pursuers were a man and a woman. The former was a plain-looking young adult with short green hair typical of elves his age. He had the sort of forgettable appearance that was easy to lose in a crowd. The girl was in her mid-to-late teens with unremarkable features that matched the male’s, aside from sporting a more feminine shoulder-length haircut. Their clothes were similarly unassuming, consisting primarily of long brown coats and knee-high boots. On the whole, it was as if someone had breathed life into the phrase ‘generic elf couple.’ 
 
    And yes, the two of them were most definitely together, at least in a professional capacity. They were far too coordinated and far too well-armed. Their weapons were concealed beneath their coats, up their sleeves, and in their pockets, yet Boxxy’s MLG spied all of them. The equipment consisted of several hidden blades and a few vials filled with unknown alchemical substances. More important, they had no badges or identifying papers on them. Thus, they weren’t part of the Republic’s Foreign Intelligence Bureau. And if they weren’t with the FIB, that meant they were either foreign spies or agents of some underground organization. 
 
    In short, the authorities wouldn’t notice if the pair suddenly disappeared. That was good, but Boxxy needed to know why they were following it. Were they targeting its redheaded alter ego? Or had someone deduced the shapeshifter’s true nature? The doppelganger had an idea or two about how to get the answers it needed. Given its opponents’ emphasis on stealth and subterfuge, it deemed that a direct confrontation was not its best option. Sure, it could kill and gobble them up, but then it wouldn’t know who sent them. It opted for a more subtle approach – lure them in and force them to play their hand before turning the tables on them at the right moment. Admittedly, this plan was hastily thrown together, but if the shapeshifter had learned anything during its mimic days, it was how to set, bait, and spring a trap. 
 
    To that end, it had ducked inside a public restroom during its post-lunch hike and used the Voidcaller staff to quickly and quietly summon Drea. It ordered the stalker demon to stealthily tail the two elves, keeping Boxxy telepathically posted on their movements. This way it didn’t have to personally observe them, lessening the risk of its pursuers figuring out their quarry was onto them. There was a chance they might have spotted the stalker demon, of course, but it was so miniscule it wasn’t even worth considering. 
 
    More importantly, the monster had some reliable back up ready for when the proceedings turned violent. And, according to the creature’s instincts, they absolutely would. Thankfully, those two were far too young to be a serious threat. Enlightened needed time to develop their Levels, and the elves tailing Boxxy couldn’t have been stronger than Level 40 or 50. Even that estimate was generous. They likely felt confident taking on an adventurer of Keira’s strength, but stood no chance against the shapeshifter’s full might. 
 
    Boxxy’s only worry was compromising its disguise. It chose this out-of-the-way old park for its counter ambush because it knew the place was usually empty at this time of day. There was also a slight fog that limited long-distance visibility, further lessening the chance that a random pedestrian would see what was about to transpire. However, it was impossible to guarantee that there would be no witnesses. Boxxy had to be quite careful about going all out in the open. It decided to exercise restraint until it felt its life was in real danger, at which point it wouldn’t hesitate turning those two morons into an afternoon snack. 
 
    However, the shapeshifter’s ‘guests’ weren’t taking the bait. The elves had yet to make a move even though twenty minutes passed since Keira sat down on that bench. The shapeshifter figured they perhaps needed a nudge, so it made its outward appearance even more vulnerable by pretending to nod off. The redheaded catkin’s head gently fell to the side, resting on her shoulder while her eyes slowly closed. The rest of her body went gradually limp and her breathing became shallow. It was a picture-perfect imitation of an impromptu afternoon nap in the park. 
 
    The two stalkers waited a few more minutes before finally taking action. The man slyly approached his mark from behind while his partner acted as lookout. The girl even checked the branches and trees overhead for abnormalities, suggesting a certain degree of competence. However, she didn’t have a hope of spotting Drea. Between the arachnid demon’s centuries of experience and her species’ natural predisposition towards hiding, it would take much more than a cursory glance to catch sight of her. Even the stalker’s master had difficulty keeping track of her whereabouts at times. 
 
    The beastkin kept snoozing quietly as the elf crept closer and closer while using Stealth to mask the sounds of his footsteps. He reached into his coat and pulled out a strange cylindrical flask, but its contents were more gaseous than liquid. He intended to spray his quarry with a dubious substance meant to knock her out for a while. Or so Boxxy assumed. If the elf wanted to kill Keira, he would have reached for one of his blades instead. 
 
    When he was two or three meters away, however, the man failed to notice a dry twig hidden beneath the foliage. 
 
    *CRACK* 
 
    It produced an audible sound the Stealth Skill could not eliminate. 
 
    Goddamn amateurs. 
 
    Boxxy scoffed inwardly. It intended to maintain the ruse, allowing itself to be captured, but there was no way a Ranger of Keira’s Level wouldn’t notice the disturbance. Thus, it had to put up some token resistance. 
 
    “Zzzz…. Hm!?” 
 
    The girl ‘woke up’ and instantly stood from her seat while turning around. Her eyes agape, she took in the suspicious individual for a few tense moments before speaking. 
 
    “Do you have business with me?!” she aggressively asked. 
 
    “I apologize. I didn’t mean to startle you. It’s just that you really shouldn’t be sleeping at a place like this. You’ll catch a cold.” 
 
    His reply was instantaneous and delivered with a sincere, casual tone. Any regular person would be fooled ten out of ten times, but Keira was an adventurer who had just returned from the front lines. A person in her position should be exceptionally suspicious or perhaps even paranoid. Or at least that was how Boxxy chose to play this out, so it had the catgirl’s eyes quickly scan the stranger toe-to-tip for anything suspicious. 
 
    “Is that so?” she took a step back. “Then what about that thing sticking out of your coat pocket?” 
 
    The alchemical spray he was holding earlier had been hurriedly stuffed in there, but it was too big to fully fit into the shallow pocket. 
 
    “Oh, this?” he pulled out the item in question. “It’s little something for self-defense in case muggers show up. Can never be too careful, you know? Especially during these turbulent times.” 
 
    “My thoughts exactly!” 
 
    The catgirl’s ears twitched slightly just before she abruptly rolled to the side. She just barely dodged a thrown knife covered in some suspicious liquid. It grazed her coat’s shoulder and cut open the fabric, but failed to scratch her skin. The blade had been thrown by the man’s accomplice, who had circled around to the beastkin’s blind spot while he distracted the girl with his words. 
 
    “Master, can I eat her up?!” Claws enthusiastically asked. 
 
    “Not yet,” Boxxy replied to the mental prodding. “Remain on standby until I say otherwise.” 
 
    The male quickly reached for his own substance-coated dagger. He dashed forward, slashing at the catgirl’s side, but she stepped closer to him and caught his outstretched arm by the wrist. She noted the above-average force behind that blow and grunted a bit, then slashed at his clenched fist with the claws on her free hand. The man yelled in pain and dropped his weapon, blood gushing out from his fingers. Keira snatched the blade before it hit the ground and created some distance between them. She put the dagger in her mouth, clung onto the handle with her teeth, and dropped down on all fours. Next, she turned tail and ran away in a zigzag pattern. Her assailants immediately gave chase and unleashed a flurry of throwing knives. Most of them missed, but Boxxy allowed one of them to pierce Keira’s thigh. 
 
    “Aaargh!” 
 
    The catgirl screamed in pain and fell to the ground, dropping the dagger in the process. She tried to get up and continue running, but her leg wasn’t listening to her. The tiny knife didn’t do much damage, but its paralytic poison was already coursing through her blood. 
 
    The elven couple caught up with the crippled beastkin a few moments later. The man grabbed her from behind in something akin to a sleeper hold and forced her to her feet. She struggled and screamed, but she couldn’t break loose. His cohort then sprayed the captive in the face with the same stuff they tried to use on her initially. Keira coughed and thrashed about, her movements rapidly turning duller and more lethargic until her body went completely limp. 
 
    The two assailants carefully looked her over, making sure she was unconscious while they scanned the surroundings for any would be witnesses. After concluding the target was subdued, the man pulled out a large, thick bag and stuffed the catgirl inside. He then threw it over his shoulder and calmly walked out of the park alongside his accomplice. Their captive was packed so well it was impossible for a passerby to mistake the bag’s lump for a victim, further implying this wasn’t their first abduction. 
 
    “Now can I eat them up, Master?!” Drea insisted again. 
 
    “Not quite yet. Just shadow them.” 
 
    “Aw… Okay…” 
 
    Boxxy wasn’t actually unconscious, but merely playing along. The elves obviously had no idea what they were dealing with. If they did, they would have used at least five times the dosage. Between its concentrated biomass and absurd END Attribute, it took quite a lot of poison to adversely affect Boxxy. The amount it was exposed to had only made it a tiny bit drowsy. In any event, the hard part was over. All the shapeshifter had to do now was carefully monitor the situation until it learned what it needed to know. 
 
    “You almost screwed the pooch on this one, K.” 
 
    The female assailant barely waited a minute before she quietly ripped into her partner. 
 
    “You saw the part of her file that said, ‘unusually observant,’ right?” she added. 
 
    “I know, I know!” the man shout-whispered. “It’s just been a while since I was out in the field, okay? Besides, you completely cocked up the chance I gave you after she woke up.” 
 
    Admittedly, their voices were a bit muffled with the bag in the way, but it wasn’t an issue for Boxxy’s fine-tuned ears. 
 
    “I wouldn’t have had to do anything if you hadn’t put her on high alert with your shoddy performance. You’re lucky no guards saw us, or you’d be dodging a lot more than responsibility.” 
 
    The one called ‘K’ let out a low groan as his partner hammered home the point that the botched ambush was primarily his own fault. 
 
    “Well, the mission was a success in the end, right?” he pleaded. “I mean, we secured the target without drawing any undue attention. No need to mention the little details to the boss, yeah?” 
 
    “... I suppose you have a point,” the other conceded. “Fine, I’ll keep my mouth shut, but you owe me one. And you better believe I’ll collect on it.” 
 
    “I quiver with anticipation,” he said with overflowing sarcasm. 
 
    The two of them went silent as they entered the more densely populated areas of the city, but they had already said quite a bit. First of all, they apparently had a good deal of information on Keira, enough to make a file on her. This troubled Boxxy as it had no idea how its alter ego earned this kind of attention. Secondly, those two were indeed part of some organization, and judging from the man’s tone, ‘the boss’ wasn’t the forgiving type. Last but not least, the shapeshifter had the distinct impression it was dealing with a criminal organization as opposed to a clandestine government agency. This opened up the option of having the Sandman show up to wipe out the villainous scum. 
 
    “Claws, where are they taking me?” Boxxy reached out to its familiar. 
 
    Even if the shapeshifter’s MLG could peer through the bag to keep track of its surroundings, its ten-meter range was far too short to accurately discern what part of the city it was in. 
 
    “Towards the north end of the city, Master,” Drea replied. “Looks like they’re headed straight for the commercial district.” 
 
    This was interesting. That part of the city was where all kinds of deals were made – from small trades between individuals to monumental agreements between guilds. It also had several peculiar buildings called ‘banks.’ Boxxy wasn’t too sure exactly what people did in there, nor did it care. The only thing it cared about was that they contained massive amounts of money protected by the finest magical and non-magical security measures said money could buy. The shapeshifter was wary of approaching such places for fear of exposing its true nature, but absconding with the vast wealth within their underground vaults was certainly a future project. 
 
    Interestingly enough, a bank was precisely where Keira’s abductors took their captive. This particular establishment was called ‘Namhel Bros. Commercial Services.’ The large foyer on the ground floor was lavishly decorated, well-lit, and heavily guarded. Most wealthy businesses were secure, but this was a step above the rest. It even had attractive employees in sharp uniforms that were running errands for the bank’s affluent clientele, such as fetching tea or delivering packages. 
 
    The female kidnapper casually queued up at one of the tellers while K walked towards a guard.  
 
    “Excuse me?” he spoke softly. 
 
    “Yes? Something I can help you with, sir?” 
 
    “I have a package for Mr. Namhel. The elder one. He should be expecting me.” 
 
    “Understood, sir. Please have a seat while I confirm the details.” 
 
    He gestured to the large sofa next to the wall, and K obediently took a seat. The guard pulled out a Comm-crystal and spoke to a young woman for about a minute. After receiving an affirmative answer, he escorted K into the back and led him up a grand staircase to the building’s third and final floor. The two of them briskly walked down the carpeted hallway leading to a door with a gold-plated plaque: 
 
    Reginald Namhel
Chief Executive Officer and Co-founder 
 
    Beyond the door was a small office, its only occupant the woman the guard contacted earlier. The small sign on her desk identified her as the personal assistant to the big man himself. She greeted the two visitors with a small smile and directed them towards the door next to her desk. It looked exactly like the one Boxxy had been carried through moments ago, but the fact its MLG failed to peer into the room beyond it was alarming. Its sudden short-sightedness was a clear sign that the place had been warded against eavesdropping, magical or otherwise. The conference room in Fort Yimin was similarly protected, so this wasn’t an unfamiliar sensation. Yet Boxxy couldn’t help but feel that such precautions were out of place in a civilian establishment. 
 
    The creature’s sense of incongruity only grew deeper when it was taken inside. The office was both unnecessarily wide and remarkably plain. Surely, a big shot’s workspace would have at least some shinies lying around, right? Especially when it had those military-grade magical wards around it. Yet, instead of golden statues or an indoor fountain, it simply had tasteful furniture around the desk in the middle, a few old portraits hanging from the walls, and several bookcases and cupboards strewn about the place. Even the secretary’s much smaller office looked more luxurious by comparison. 
 
    The owner of the room stood next to one of the tall windows staring down at the street. 
 
    “Excuse me, Mr. Namhel?” the guard called out, “Your delivery is here.” 
 
    The owner of the room – and indeed most of the bank – turned around. 
 
    Simply put, Reginald Namhel was an older elf who had aged gracefully. He had a thick, well-kempt beard and a full head of slicked-back, chestnut-brown hair peppered with streaks of grey. He was noticeably more thick-jawed than the average elf, giving him a slightly more rugged appearance. His body was draped in a fancy-looking dark blue suit, concealing a set of muscles one wouldn’t expect from a pencil pusher. The creaseless trousers stopped just above his ankles, giving the whole world a glimpse at his dress shoes. Boxxy didn’t like most of the outfit, but it somewhat approved of the footwear. The polished, jet black leather was the only remotely shiny thing on the man’s person. 
 
    "Ah, Kevin!" Reginald exclaimed with a jovial voice. "Thank you so much for doing me this favor." 
 
    "It was no bother, sir," ‘Kevin’ answered and set his luggage down on the ground. 
 
    "No need to be modest, my dear lad! I know full well how heavy those things can be. Come, let me treat you to a drink for your troubles." 
 
    "I really shouldn’t, sir. I have more work to do." 
 
    "Nonsense! I insist! And if anyone gives you any lip over it, send them my way!" 
 
    “When you put it that way, it would be rude of me to decline," he shrugged. 
 
    "That’s the spirit! Ah, you may leave us now, Mr. Morx." 
 
    "As you say, Mr. Namhel," the guard nodded and left the room. 
 
    The instant he slammed the door shut, the older elf’s good mood disappeared instantly, his generous smile replaced by a stern scowl. 
 
    "You’re late, K," he said sternly. 
 
    "I know. We didn’t get a good opportunity to quietly secure the package until about an hour ago." 
 
    "Hm. I’ll let it slide this time, but don’t let it happen again. Just wake her up and get her ready for the interview." 
 
    K did as commanded and took out the still ‘unconscious’ Keira from his bag. He seated her in one of the cushioned armchairs then walked over to a nearby cupboard. He rummaged inside and took out a thick, dull, grey metal collar and a pair of matching shackles. He placed the collar around Keira’s neck while the shackles bound her wrists. Although they appeared a few sizes too big for the slender catgirl, the magic items quickly shrank in size until they dug into her tanned skin. They lit up with a number of reddish runes and began greedily devouring the captive’s MP. 
 
    Boxxy reacted by stealthily turning the flesh beneath its restraints into bronze via Metal Mimicry. The Skill could only replicate mundane metals, and that was the only candidate that was highly resistant to magic. The shapeshifter had personally verified bronze-forged gear’s excellence at deflecting supernatural attacks and effects during its Mercenary Guild days. However, that particular trait came with some heavy downsides. Not only were bronze items relatively fragile and nigh-impossible to enchant, but they also interfered with the activation of most Spells and Martial Arts. They could even prevent the use of some Skills. 
 
    Thankfully, it didn’t affect either Shapeshift or Metal Mimicry, so Boxxy could cut off the MP-draining effects by drastically reducing the area of skin-to-cuff contact without the others in the room realizing. The pair waited around patiently for a few minutes until they were sure their captive was sucked dry. K then reached into his coat and produced a vial of what looked like an all-purpose antidote. He lifted the catgirl’s head and dumped its contents into her mouth. 
 
    Keira’s eyes slowly opened. She blinked a few times, moaned groggily, then suddenly jerked wide awake.  
 
    "Who… Wha- Hey!" she screamed. "What’s going- Oof!" 
 
    She tried to stand up from her chair in a panic, but K grabbed her by the shoulders and threw her back into her seat. 
 
    "Let me go!" she demanded while struggling against his vice-like grasp. "Take your filthy hands off me! Don’t touch me!" 
 
    "Settle down, kid," Reginald reassured her. "Please understand you are here for your own protection." 
 
    "Yeah, right! And the sun likes to turn blue during the winter! Do I look like that big of an idiot to you?!" 
 
    "Hmm, well, you don’t look like one, but you most certainly act like one." 
 
    "Why, you! I said get your fucking hands off me!" 
 
    *CHOMP* 
 
    The catgirl bit at the wrist of the man restraining her. Her pointed canines dug deep into his skin, enough to draw blood, yet he didn’t even flinch. Come to think of it, his reaction to having his fingers nearly cut off back at the park was rather… subdued. Boxxy definitely felt the undeniable sensation of bone grinding against claws back there, yet this guy reacted as if it was merely a nasty paper cut. It was almost as if the surprise hurt him more than the actual wound. 
 
    "Okay, let’s say we let you go," Reginald exclaimed, pacing in front of Keira. "What happens then? You’ll turn us in, let the authorities lock us up?" 
 
    The catgirl’s cold, silent glare made it clear those were her exact intentions. 
 
    "First of all – good luck with that. It’ll be your word against mine. A brat who showed up a few months ago out of nowhere, or one of the city’s benefactors who has supported this fragile Republic for decades. Who do you think the people will believe?" 
 
    He made some good points, but he clearly hadn’t heard of Keira’s achievements at Fort Yimin. If he had, he probably wouldn’t have been so cocky. Still, Boxxy made sure not to slacken its resentful glare in the slightest. 
 
    "So, what happens after that? Will you go back to pretending you’re an adventurer? Or will you return to that pointless relationship with your supposed girlfriend? Perhaps you’d much rather dress up in a heavy cloak and exact revenge upon us in the name of ‘Justice?’ Maybe even sick some demons on us, hmm?" 
 
    This old guy was right on the money. He was unquestionably aware of Keira’s true identity, making him extremely dangerous to Boxxy’s agenda. The shapeshifter instantly decided to dispose of Reginald permanently, most likely down the monster’s gullet. However, it didn’t need to do so immediately. Boxxy wanted to know what had given it away so that it could take steps to alleviate the problem. The best way to do that was to keep Reginald flapping his gums, which was why the shapeshifter decided to play dumb for as long as possible. 
 
    "Are you sure your head’s screwed on straight, gramps?" Keira looked at him with confusion. 
 
    "Oh, yes, I am most definitely of sound mind," he said confidently. "You, however, are way too reckless. Infiltrating one of the Central Consortium’s guilds – now that’s insane. I’m not completely sure how you managed to avoid being found out, but believe me when I say this – it will not last. Honestly, it’s a miracle we managed to find you before you screwed it up for the rest of us." 
 
    Reginald leaned menacingly towards the increasingly confused catgirl. 
 
    "But don’t you worry. I know exactly how to handle snot-nosed upstarts who start making waves because they don’t know any better. After all-" 
 
    His voice trailed off as his head transformed into a shape that looked like an upside-down pear. A pair of perfectly round yellow eyes accentuated a canvas of wrinkled, pitch-black skin. A mouth ran vertically across his non-existent face.  
 
    "-you’re hardly the first doppelganger to stir up trouble around here." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Part Two 
 
    Reginald’s gangly face distorted back into his previous visage, which was plastered with a smug smirk. Normally, this was when fresh-faced doppelgangers threw themselves at his feet. They’d lavish him with praise, swear loyalty, and do whatever they could to get on his side. Of course, being a doppelganger himself, Reginald knew full well their goals were entirely self-serving, though he didn’t blame them. It was a natural reaction when faced with someone who held their salvation in one hand their destruction in the other. From his species’ point of view, Reginald was the ideal. He was powerful, influential, wealthy, respected, and had an entire clandestine organization at his beck and call. It was only natural his less fortunate kin would seek the protection of such a successful individual. And he would gladly take them in, provided they did their part in furthering his secret society’s agenda. 
 
    This ‘girl’ in front of him was surely no different. Keira Morgana had slipped into the same self-destructive pitfalls that all newbie ‘gangers fell into. Once they realized personal trust and public approval increased their Doppelganger Levels, they all created outlandish characters that demanded attention. What they failed to consider was the attention would inevitably and rapidly lead to their discovery. The ‘pup’ in front of Reginald was a stereotypical example of this flawed mindset. Keira’s attention-whoring was precisely what allowed the senior shapeshifter’s network to deduce her true nature. Thus, it stood to reason that the newbie would fall in line like usual. 
 
    However, contrary to the banker’s expectations, Keira was neither impressed nor relieved. Instead, she kept shaking in her boots and turned paler by the second. 
 
    “Th-th-that,” she stammered, “What is that?! What the fuck are you?!” 
 
    “You can drop the act now, kid,” Reginald insisted. “We’ve been investigating you for quite a while, so there’s no question-” 
 
    “You’re wrong!” 
 
    *SLAP* 
 
    He hit Keira with the back of his hand in a motion strong enough to be considered a punch. 
 
    “Do not interrupt me, whelp!” 
 
    The catgirl whimpered and winced while blood dribbled from her nose and mouth. 
 
    “Yes, yes, I get it, you’re good at acting,” he rolled his eyes. 
 
    “I’m not acting!” she growled through gritted teeth. “I don’t know what kind of crap you have for a brain, but don’t lump me in with you monsters!” 
 
    The old doppelganger gave a long sigh as he realized this youngling was one of those so-called method actors. They committed fully to their role even in situations where it made no sense. It wasn’t a bad habit to have, but he didn’t want to deal with it. The only way to get through their self-imposed delusions was to forcefully tear down their Facade. If they still refused to cooperate afterwards, he’d have them eliminated and be done with it. 
 
    “Fine. I guess we’ll do this the hard way.” 
 
    Reginald nodded at K, prompting the man to sprout an extra arm from his right side. If it wasn’t clear from the context, this confirmed he too was a shapeshifter. K unsheathed the dagger on his thigh and pressed it against his captive’s cheek. 
 
    “Aaaaah! Noooo! Let me goooo!” 
 
    Keira started thrashing around and screaming again, but couldn’t break from his hold on her shoulders and neck. 
 
    “No, you idiot!” Reginald growled. “Not that hard way! You’ll get blood all over the carpet again!” 
 
    “... Sorry, boss.” 
 
    A visibly disappointed K sheathed his weapon and used the extra arm to pull out some rope from his underneath coat. He wrapped it tightly around the still-yelling catgirl’s torso and arms, then tied her to her seat before finally taking his hands off her. Boxxy semi-seriously struggled against the rope and realized it was much tougher than it initially thought. The binding was of little use against a shapeshifter in the first place, but it wanted to see just how far it could take this as Keira as a sort of experiment. 
 
    Either way, the monster already decided it wasn’t going to submit to this stuck-up prick. Boxxy T. Morningwood hated being under someone else’s thumb more than anything. Its deal with the Goddess of Incomprehensibility was the lone exception – something it agreed to in a moment of weakness when it didn’t have much choice. Plus, it had already come to terms with that arrangement since it was getting some tasty benefits out of it. On the whole, Boxxy had very few complaints as to how the whole Hero of Chaos thing had turned out thus far. 
 
    But Reginald wasn’t as easygoing as Charlie. This guy seemed like a total control freak, and Boxxy would rather eat its entire hoard before it submitted to his self-appointed authority. That said, someone in the banker’s position could be especially useful to it, hence why the monster waited to see how things played out. It considered how to take advantage of the situation while the two-faced banker walked around to his massive desk and opened up one of the drawers. From it he pulled a thick metal baton with a handle covered in rubber made from Bouncewood bark. The tip of the iron rod was adorned by a steel sphere the size of a small apple. 
 
    “See this?” Reginald wiggled the device for emphasis. “A little marvel that I got my hands on a long time ago. It’s called a Stun Stick, you see.” 
 
    He pushed a little button at the base of the handle, causing the item in question to emit a low hum. 
 
    “It was created with the intention of incapacitating people, but its output is far too low to take down anyone above Level 30 or so. The worst it would do to an adventurer is to give them a nasty jolt, maybe make them pee their pants a little. But to us doppelgangers – well, I’m sure I don’t need to explain.” 
 
    Boxxy was well aware of the device. It was an Arclight Artificer design it had learned about from Fizzy. The former mimic was wary of being zapped by such contraptions, which was why it had spent several long nights talking with the golem about how to recognize, avoid, and counteract them. If its host wasn’t trying to downplay the Stun Stick’s output, then he simply didn’t know how to use it. Reginald could be forgiven for his ignorance, however. Artificers were still a relatively new Job that had yet to gain widespread appeal. It was common for people to have misconceptions and misunderstandings regarding their works. 
 
    Plus, the little switch on the Stun Stick’s handle that regulated the output looked broken and stuck on the lowest setting. 
 
    “Please…. *Hic* Don’t hurt Rowie…” 
 
    Boxxy kept its smugness to itself while outwardly whimpering and crying as if Keira was at her wits’ end. 
 
    “Quite,” Reginald rolled his eyes. “Well then, let’s see what you look like underneath all those fake tears.” 
 
    He pressed the rounded tip of the device to the catgirl’s cheek. 
 
    *ZZZT* 
 
    [Your target has been electrocuted. Target HP -163.] 
 
    “Ack!” Keira yelped, more out of surprise than pain. “W-what was that for?!” 
 
    “... Huh?” 
 
    Reginald was dumbfounded. He looked down at the Stun Stick in his hand and back to the perfectly healthy and un-shifting beastkin. The Stun Stick was doing the extra bit of damage as expected, but his involuntary subject was still sobbing and jabbering without showing any adverse reaction. Not to be disheartened, he zapped her a second time. 
 
    *ZZZT* 
 
    [Your target has been electrocuted. Target HP -73.] 
 
    “Ow! S-stop that!” 
 
    This was incredibly perplexing. Not only did the damage drop down to nearly ‘normal’ levels, but he never received the notification that his target had been stunned. He decided he’d try again to be sure. 
 
    *ZZZT* 
 
    [Your target has been electrocuted. Target HP -88.] 
 
    “Yeowch!” 
 
    The outcome did not change. 
 
    *ZZZT* 
 
    [Your target has been electrocuted. Target HP -80.] 
 
    “Rrrgh!” 
 
    The fourth attempt didn’t fare much better. 
 
    “What is this?” he exclaimed. 
 
    “That’s my line, you sick fuck!” the girl yelled angrily. “Do you take pleasure in toying with people?!” 
 
    Reginald ignored her and stepped closer to K. 
 
    “What?” the underling asked warily. 
 
    “Just need a… control group.” 
 
    *ZZZT* 
 
    [Your target has been electrocuted. Target HP -203.] 
 
     “AAAARGH!” 
 
    The elf-shaped monster recoiled with a yelp while clutching his left shoulder – the spot that Reginald zapped. He muttered obscenities through gritted teeth as his left arm limply hung by his side. The hand poking out of his coat’s long sleeve had turned thin, pitch-black, and four-fingered. As expected, subjecting a shapeshifter to their elemental Bane forced the unstable flesh to revert to its true form. The Stun Stick wasn’t powerful enough to completely incapacitate the adult doppelganger, but it clearly had enough of a kick to reveal its true nature. 
 
    “Hmm, seems to be in working order,” Reginald mumbled while ignoring K’s pained groans, “so how come it doesn’t do anything to the youngling?” 
 
    The older doppelganger was aware of the possibility that a shapeshifter could be tough enough to shrug off a minor zap without adverse effects. The banker himself was already at that level. However, if Keira could withstand this, she would have also shrugged off the knock-out gas his agents used on her. K hadn’t reported any abnormalities or unforeseen incidents with the capture, so Reginald was unable to deduce exactly what was going on. 
 
    “Hmm, perhaps it’s a rare lightning-resistant variant of the species?” he mused aloud. “Mutations happen quite often with our kind, so it’s far from impossible…” 
 
    In actuality, Reginald’s initial hunch was spot on. Between its abnormally high END and MNT Attributes, Boxxy shrugged off most of the physical and mental side-effects of electrocution. It still stung like a bitch and numbed its face, but it would take a much more powerful jolt to adversely affect it. That was especially true once the Adaptive Defense Skill kicked in. It activated whenever its user was subjected to elemental damage, reducing further damage of the same type by a whopping 31% at its current Level. It was useless when Boxxy was bombarded by multiple schools of magic in rapid succession, but really shone in situations such as this. 
 
    Furthermore, it was a Skill obtained through the Mimic Job, so Reginald had no way of knowing about it. 
 
    “I already told you I’m not one of you assholes!” Keira loudly insisted again. 
 
    “No, no, we both know that can’t be,” Reginald confidently stated. “My information leaves zero doubt.” 
 
    “Information? W-what are you talking about?! You’ve been stalking me?!” 
 
    “We’ve been keeping an eye on you, yes. You thought no one would look into the simultaneous appearance of a loud-mouthed kitty and this ridiculous ‘Sandman’ character? Not only was that ‘vigilante’ somehow always around you, but also my sources tell me he used Mirror Image to shake off pursuers more than once. You may have fooled the ignorant, but all signs point to you two being one and the same. Only a doppelganger can shapeshift to that extent.” 
 
    “You’re insane.” 
 
    “There’s a lot more to it, of course,” he ignored the act. “For example, the way you leave your pheromones all over the place. They positively reek of a youngling, you know. I even have multiple reports that claim you have a habit of suddenly disappearing in dark alleys, after which a number of homeless people in the area go missing.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about! There must be some mistake!” 
 
    “You were spotted climbing up and down that tree in some bizarre arachnid shape. I’ll give you credit for that one, though. Very creative. Even my agents had a tough time confirming that form as one of yours until they spied it leaving that little shack of yours. The complete and total lack of background information on your-” 
 
    “For fuck’s sake, boss!” 
 
    K, who had just recovered from being used as a test subject, suddenly voiced his displeasure. 
 
    “Let’s just do things my way and get it over with.” 
 
    “... You know what? Fine. Fine!” Reginald threw his hands up. “I’m done playing nice. Go ahead and lop off an ear or two.” 
 
    Boxxy finally realized the underling’s earlier intentions. It was a universal rule that chopping bits off a shapeshifter’s main body would make them either revert to their natural state or melt into a syrupy blob of meat. Only succubi like Snack were exempt from that flaw, but even then that was because her conjured body would evaporate if hacked to pieces. Boxxy could keep its act together in front of the Stun Stick, but it couldn’t fool the dismemberment test. 
 
    Then again, getting outed as a doppelganger in this enclosed space wasn’t an issue. Its host was bound to get through eventually, and Boxxy’s shenanigans had already born fruit. It had learned not only why Keira was targeted, but also how it got found out. The only sticking point was that Boxxy wasn’t quite sure why the senior shapeshifter spilled the beans so easily. Was it just because that old bag of bones wanted to brag about how great and smart he was? Or did he have some other point he was trying to get across? 
 
    Whatever the case might have been, Boxxy was reassured to know that it hadn’t been found out because of a mistake it had made. Though Reginald made it sound otherwise, the former mimic felt confident none of this was its fault. Keira’s true nature hadn’t been discovered because the shapeshifter screwed up, but because this group of doppelgangers knew exactly what they were looking for. It wasn’t like the government or its police forces had this kind of expertise in tracking down shapeshifters, nor did they need it. Unlike this secret society of doppelgangers, the authorities had the almighty Appraisal on their side. Only those bearing a Hero title could hide their real identity from a Scribe, and no sane mind would ever consider a monster would have one. 
 
    Long story short, though it had been found out by Reginald’s lot, Keira’s true identity would remain unknown to the authorities for the time being. Having fulfilled its primary goal of acquiring information, Boxxy shifted mental gears towards its secondary objective – securing profits. 
 
    “What? Why?!” Keira wholeheartedly panicked. “Leave my ears alone you fucking freaks!” 
 
    K ignored her protests and once again drew his favorite blade. The smile on his lips suggested he was going to enjoy the next part. He gripped and pulled on her left feline ear, pressing the dagger to the delicate flesh, then abruptly sliced through it. Or, at least, he intended to. 
 
    *SCHWING* 
 
    The sharp sound of metal grinding on metal filled the room as the once soft and fuzzy body part turned into solid steel. 
 
    “What the-?!” 
 
    K reflexively stepped away. Even Reginald was taken aback by the sudden development. 
 
    “Hehehehe,” Keira chuckled. “Hahahahaha! HAHAHAHAHA! AH HAH HAH HAH HAH! AH HAH HAH! Hah ha! Aaaaahh!” 
 
    A blade-tipped tentacle shot out of the catgirl’s scalp and whipped down at her torso. Its steel, spear-shaped edge easily cut through the ropes binding her to the chair. It then swung like a whip, severing her delicate hands and thin neck. As the girl’s collar, shackles, and still-cackling head rolled onto the ground, the rest of her abruptly rose from the chair. Malleable flesh gushed from her self-inflicted wounds like water filling up an invisible dish, reforming the lost body parts in the blink of an eye. The transformation was so complete that it was impossible to tell that the thing shaped like a girl had just decapitated itself. There wasn’t even blood on its clothes. 
 
    K put up his guard and assumed a fighting stance, but the rambunctious guest did nothing but maintain a manic grin. 
 
    “Well done, Mr. Namhel. You’ve succeeded in drawing me out.” 
 
    Though it spoke in Keira’s voice, the cold tone was undoubtedly Boxxy’s. 
 
    “Don’t be coy with me, imbecile,” Reginald replied, thoroughly unimpressed. “Do you not understand your rash actions put our whole Facade in danger?” 
 
    He wasn’t showing it on the outside, but he was struggling to keep up his dignified front. He preferred to handle things with finesse and intelligence, not brute force. The captive’s spectacularly violent actions had unsettled him quite a bit. 
 
    “Really? In what way?” Boxxy asked nonchalantly. 
 
    “Do I seriously need to spell it out for you? You’ve nestled yourself so deep into the adventuring community's affairs that you’ll most likely trigger a large-scale doppelganger sweep when you’re discovered!” 
 
    Reginald would be fine, but his underground network would be completely dismantled in the process. Books detailing the Silent War of ages past were quite vivid in showing what the enlightened were capable of once they united against a common enemy. They had driven the doppelgangers to the brink of extinction once before, and were more than capable of doing a better job given the opportunity. 
 
    “Ah, but that’s a matter of ‘if’ rather than ‘when,’ is it not?” the other argued. 
 
    “No, it isn’t! You can’t avoid those mandatory Appraisals forever!” 
 
    “Who said I’m avoiding them?” 
 
    “... Come again?” 
 
    “Surely someone of your standing has a Scribe or two on hand. Why don’t you have them do a Full Appraisal on me? I’m sure you’ll understand then.” 
 
    “There’s no need for that. I can do it myself.” 
 
    “Well, aren’t you full of surprises,” Boxxy shrugged mockingly. “I got a pretty good one, myself. Go on then, have at it." 
 
    Reginald hesitated for an instant before he put a hand on Keira’ s forehead and invoked a Full Appraisal. The flood of information invading his mind left him at a complete loss for words. Hero of Chaos? Since when was that a thing? And just what atrocities had it committed to earn the Butcher of Humanity Perk? An Artificer, a Warlock, a Ranger, and a Blade Dancer all stacked on top of the Doppelganger Job? What about those two other Jobs that his Appraisal failed to identify? The novel-length list of Skills alone was enough to make his head spin, but it was the monumental amount of Attributes that truly made him feel sick. Just how long did this thing train to obtain such- 
 
    “SEVEN MONTHS?!” he screamed at its age. “You gotta be shitting me! How? Why?! What?!” 
 
    His proud veneer of vanity was thoroughly shattered by the incomprehensible Status in front of his eyes. Whatever or whoever this Boxxy T. Morningwood was, it had obtained enough strength to easily overpower everyone in the building at once, shapeshifter and enlightened alike. No, it went beyond that. It could easily match an entire army. It was the sort of monster that wouldn’t go down unless confronted with an entire team of Level 100 adventurers. And this was despite it being a doppelganger, which was a species that was more suited to deception and subterfuge than direct combat. Such terrifying power had been acquired before it was even one year old, and all of it was packed into the shape of a tiny little beastkin girl. It was an existence that completely destroyed- nay, ignored Reginald’s common sense. 
 
    “Do you understand now?” 
 
    The banker fell on his ass and nodded vigorously while clumsily crawling away backwards. The shock was so severe that he had completely forgotten how to elf. 
 
    “Uh, Boss?” K called out to him. “You okay? What’s this about seven months?” 
 
    Said boss’s panicked eyes sharpened into a hateful, accusatory glare as they turned towards his subordinate. 
 
    No, he calmed himself, K’s not at fault here. 
 
    The underling’s response was natural considering he just saw his cold and calculating superior open-jawed and wide-eyed on the ground. That simpleton couldn’t know he was in the presence of a catastrophe that walked on two legs. If he did, then he would have already flung himself out of the window to save himself from his own captive. 
 
    Wait… captive? 
 
    Realization struck Reginald like a flying brick. 
 
    “You… You allowed yourself to get captured, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Indeed,” Boxxy nodded. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Simple. I wasn’t sure how to arrange a meeting, so I had that moron in the corner do it for me.” 
 
    “I… see…” 
 
    “And now that we’re here,” the girl-shaped-monster erased its grin, “I believe we should get down to negotiations.” 
 
    “Very well. K, leave us.” 
 
    “Huh? But what if she tries to pull something?” 
 
    “If she meant to kill us, we’d already be dead.” 
 
    Reginald winced at how naturally the word ‘she’ left his lips. Usually, it was hardly worth noting. He urged both himself and those he worked with to use gendered pronouns at all times, even in private. This was done with the goal of forcing a habit. Doppelgangers might have been sexless monsters by nature, but their Facades – the faces they wore in public – were not. If they casually referred to one another as ‘him’ and ‘her’ instead of ‘it’ and ‘that,’ then they were less likely to have an accidental slip of the tongue. 
 
    Therefore, the fact that Reginald so casually used ‘she’ proved that he had already subconsciously recognized his guest’s acting skills as first-rate. 
 
    “Look, just go.” 
 
    K accepted the repeated ‘offer’ to get away from this mess and quietly left the room. The only reason he didn’t bolt immediately was out of obligation, not concern. Even if they acted otherwise, doppelgangers were incapable of caring for another. K worried about his own meal ticket, not his fellow shapeshifter’s wellbeing. Without the boss around to cover his ass, the minion would have to abandon his comfortable lifestyle and return to hardship and vagrancy. A thoroughly unattractive proposition, to say the least. 
 
    With K gone, Reginald composed himself as best he could and took a seat behind his desk. 
 
    “Alright then, let’s talk,” he started things off. “For starters, do you have any… questions?” 
 
    Boxxy sat opposite him in the same armchair that Keira was bound to. 
 
    “First of all, does your little club have a name?” 
 
    Those words severely irked the elder doppelganger. Comparing the syndicate he spent decades building to a ‘little club’ injured his pride. 
 
    “... No, it doesn’t,” he answered after a brief pause. “Some of our more… enthusiastic members refer to our organization as ‘The Silent Circle,’ but I am in the process of putting a stop to that.” 
 
    “How come? Isn’t that pretty fitting?” 
 
    “Yes, it is. That’s exactly the problem. We’re not supposed to exist, so we don’t need a name. And even if we did, it’s much better to use something less obvious, like Granny Elda’s Baked Goods.”  
 
    “Fair point,” Boxxy conceded. “That aside, seeing as how you went out of your way to ‘reach out’ to me, should I assume you have some objections to my methods?” 
 
    “That’s putting it mildly. Everything you do goes against the Facade me and my compatriots work to maintain.” 
 
    “What’s this Facade you keep talking about? Is it tasty?” 
 
    “Uhh… Well, matters of flavor aside, the Facade is essentially our way of life. A set of rules and laws that me and my organization enforce on other doppelgangers so that all of us can maintain a relatively peaceful lifestyle. However, I realize now that trying to impose such things on you would be… suicidal.” 
 
    “An excellent deduction,” Keira nodded. “Now, do you have any questions?” 
 
    “Many, but I’ll limit myself to the essentials. You’re not a natural born doppelganger, but Ranked Up from something else, right?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “May I ask from what?” 
 
    “You may.” 
 
    There was a brief moment of silence. 
 
    “Am I going to get a straight answer if I ask?” 
 
    “Nope,” the redhead cheerfully replied 
 
    That was only natural. Though possible in theory, Reginald had never heard of something evolving into a doppelganger through a Rank Up. The individual before him was one such case, but it refused to talk about it. That meant it clearly understood that knowledge was power. The ‘ganger capo was starting to regret the way he ran his mouth earlier, but he forced himself to focus on the present. The bright side in all of this was that Boxxy clearly understood the value of secrets and the importance of discretion. Furthermore, it opted to negotiate. It was willing to look past the bumpy introduction to secure a mutually beneficial agreement rather than lash out because of a severe misunderstanding. All of that showed that Boxxy T. Morningwood was not a fool that gave into its violent urges instead of listening to reason. 
 
    “That’s fine then,” he declared. “I’ll save my inquiries for another time.” 
 
    It seemed as though he would look into what Boxxy’s original species might have been, but the younger shapeshifter wasn’t worried about it. There was no way Reginald could deduce its origins. Mimics were far too idiotic and short-lived to achieve a Rank Up, especially since they were practically nonexistent outside of dungeons. The only reason Boxxy had made it thus far was due to a combination of luck and talent. However, if it were to point to a more tangible reason for its success, it would have to be the succubus familiar it contracted early on in its life. The moronic box it used to be – and in some ways, still was – would have died several times over without Xera’s aid. 
 
    The only thing that may have revealed Boxxy’s initial species was the already performed Full Appraisal. However, if its host asked about its origins, then he clearly failed to identify the Mimic Job. A normal Scribe stood no chance of recognizing Monster Jobs unless they conducted extensive research into the species they were analyzing. Reginald might have been able to do it since he was a doppelganger, but that didn’t seem to be the case. 
 
    Actually, now that Boxxy thought about it, wasn’t this a tasty opportunity? 
 
    “So, Reggie,” it spoke up. “Can I call you Reggie?” 
 
    “I would prefer-” 
 
    “I’m calling you Reggie,” it cut him off. “Anyway, I do have one more question. Are you capable of Job Removal?” 
 
    If it was this guy, then there was a chance he might be able to remove Boxxy’s useless Cat Job. 
 
    “No, I’m not,” came the disappointing answer. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “That’s a Level 60 Skill. My own Scribe Job is capped out at 50 and it’s unlikely I’ll advance beyond it.” 
 
    It took a lot of time and effort to illegally secure Level 1 of the Job, and even then Reginald had gotten lucky. ‘Acquiring’ a high-Level Scribe trainer was far too risky to even consider, and he wouldn’t be making a Breakthrough anytime soon. Nor did he need to as he already had all the necessary Skills to suit his organizational needs, such as Eclectic Memory, Fraud Detection, and Language Comprehension. Honestly, the Appraisal-type Skills were simply an extra. 
 
    “Hmm, that’s too bad.” 
 
    Boxxy kept its disappointment out of Keira’s voice. It would seem the hurdle of abolishing the Cat Job was not so easily overcome. 
 
    “Alright then, Reggie, here’s what’s going to happen. You will not approach me nor any of my associates. In return, I won’t kill, eat, and rob everyone in this bank, yourself included.” 
 
    The former mimic had no idea how large Reggie’s organization was, but from what it had seen and heard it was quite sizeable. Though it could lop off the head here and now, it would cause more problems than it solved. Without the ‘ganger capo to keep the others in line, there was a good chance the idiotic ones would expose their existence to the Republic. The government would react instantly and decisively if they caught wind that doppelgangers had infiltrated their capital. Even Boxxy’s Essence Concealment wouldn’t prove enough if the authorities started testing the citizenry en masse. The monster couldn’t take Reggie’s place, either, as it knew next to nothing about running his syndicate of shapeshifters. 
 
    Agreeing to a non-aggression pact under the threat of mutually assured destruction was a far less troublesome approach. 
 
    “I can agree to that,” the old ‘ganger decided. “Is it okay if my agents keep an eye on you from a distance?” 
 
    “I’d rather you not. The idea of someone spying on me is quite uncomfortable. You’ll probably go ahead and do whatever you like regardless of my opinion, but you should take this as a warning.” 
 
    The catgirl-shaped monster lurched forward and slammed its hands on the desk hard enough to shake the entire room. It opened its doppelganger and beastkin mouths at the same time, revealing a cross-shaped maw filled with jagged teeth. 
 
    “Keep your ‘people’ away from the area around my home base. It’ll be your own fault if any of them wind up in my belly.” 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    That display made even someone as jaded as Reginald feel fear. His long-dormant survival instincts screamed at him that this Boxxy T. Morningwood was deadly serious when it spoke of cannibalizing others of its kind. It was a vicious and barbaric display completely unbefitting a doppelganger, driving home the point its base nature was of something far more vicious. At that moment, Reggie stopped thinking of Boxxy as an absurdly strong doppelganger and regarded it as the concept of violence made flesh. 
 
    “Are we clear?” asked the girl through her horrifying maw. 
 
    “... Crystal,” he said dryly. 
 
    The maw closed up, restoring Keira’s face to its usual attractive features while the girl relaxed back into her seat. 
 
    “Excellent,” she smiled sweetly. “I also want to clarify that, while I am protective of my privacy, I am not unreasonable. In fact, I was hoping to offer my services, should you have need of them.” 
 
    “Services, you say?” Reggie raised an intrigued eyebrow. 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “Alright, I’ll bite. What sort of services?” 
 
    “I assume you occasionally run into some stubborn problems you’re not quite sure how to handle. I dare say it’s practically inevitable given your line of work.” 
 
    “You’re not wrong there.” 
 
    “Luckily for you, I’m what you would call a troubleshooter.” 
 
    Which was to say it shot trouble in the face, usually with high-powered magic. 
 
    “I’ll take care of those things, and you’ll do something for me in return.” 
 
    “A favor for a favor, hmm?” Reggie considered the proposal. “I can agree to that. However, if you’re bringing this up, I imagine you have something in mind already.” 
 
    “That’s right. I need you to find me a Warlock trainer who can get me past Level 50 without asking questions.” 
 
    “Interesting. You’re not going to aim for a Breakthrough and the Perk that comes along with it?” 
 
    “I will admit it is a tasty prospect, but it would take too much of my time.” 
 
    The boon in question would add 5 Warlock Levels on top of whatever overflowed XP Boxxy had waiting for it. Considering Level gains were considerably more difficult to obtain past the 60s, it was theoretically a better option in the long run. However, raising a Job’s maximum Level through a Breakthrough meant maxing out all of its Skills. Demonology alone would take months of work to raise up to Level 10. Boxxy didn’t have that kind of time with the threat of Edward looming over it. It might have successfully hidden itself within the Republic, but that guy was the Empire’s Spymaster. He no doubt had all kinds of resources and powerful allies he could use to track down and recapture the shapeshifter. 
 
    Admittedly, Boxxy couldn’t be sure Edward was still gunning for it, but it saw no reason to assume otherwise. Even if the Spymaster didn’t come looking for it, the spiteful monster would quietly amass power and bide its time until it felt ready to hunt him down instead. 
 
    “And you can’t secure a Mentor for yourself?” Reggie asked. “I can’t imagine it would be too difficult, given your abilities.” 
 
    “I could, but I’d rather not. A previously unknown Level 50 Warlock showing up out of nowhere and asking for a Job advancement at a guild? That would attract way too much attention, even without a war going on.” 
 
    “I see,” the ‘ganger capo nodded. “I suppose I should be relieved that you’re thorough when it comes to your Facade.” 
 
    Indeed, there was a reason why Reginald referred to it as such. In his eyes, a doppelganger’s public persona was something that had to be built up slowly, carefully, and meticulously. Documents had to be forged, alibis had to be invented, and inspections had to be circumvented. Rather than a mask one put on and took off at their convenience, it was closer to equate the concept to constructing a house. Hence the internal term – Facade. 
 
    “So, can you do it?” Keira pressed. 
 
    “That depends. How do I know how effective you are?” 
 
    “Wait a few days for the official war report from the western front,” the beastkin smiled viciously. 
 
    “I see. Well, assuming I find it satisfactory, I can arrange a black market Mentor of that Level. It will be difficult, but not impossible. And it just so happens that I have a little something-something you can help me with. How should I contact you once I’ve made the necessary arrangements?” 
 
    “Have one of your goons send a personal request for me at the guild. That way I’ll have an excuse to be away from town for a while and a justification for any spoils I bring home.” 
 
    “That’s as good way to handle things as any, I suppose. Let’s go with that. And you know where to find me should you need me.” 
 
    “Yup. Just keep in mind I’ll be shipping out in a week or so.” 
 
    “Noted. Well then, Miss Morgana - or is that Morningwood? On second thought, is it alright if I just call you M?” 
 
    This habit of Reginald’s was not strictly to maintain secrecy, but to make it easy for fellow doppelgangers to identify one another. Faces and names were changed with every assignment, so having them call each other by a single letter as a sort of codename avoided confusion. Even then the shapeshifters had trouble keeping track of who was who within their own organization sometimes. 
 
    “No, it’s not.” 
 
    However, Boxxy didn’t want to be addressed the same way as that guy’s subordinates. It rubbed it the wrong way, not to mention it might give others the impression it was working for him. It was also rather hypocritical considering it systematically and one-sidedly assigned nicknames to those around it. 
 
    “Of course. Please accept my apologies.” 
 
    “Keep that crap to yourself. I can’t eat apologies.” 
 
    “... Quite.” 
 
    “Anyway, I think we’re done for the day, yes?” 
 
    “Indeed. You have given me much to think on.” 
 
    “Then I guess I should take my leave. Later, Reggie.” 
 
    “Until next time.” 
 
    “Say goodbye, Claws.” 
 
    “Uhm… G-goodbye, Reggie,” Drea spoke nervously. 
 
    “Madam,” Reginald bowed his head. 
 
    The two guests nonchalantly leaped out an already open window. The old doppelganger was surprisingly okay with their exit. After all, he hadn’t even batted an eye when the man-sized, multi-limbed bug-thing suddenly dropped down from the ceiling. He didn’t even question how or when she arrived in the first place. 
 
    After today, he wouldn’t be surprised if winged pigs suddenly started pouring out of his nose.


 
   
  
 

 Part Three 
 
    Not even a minute had passed since Reginald’s visitors had left through his window before Keira returned. Her upside-down visage briefly popped out from the top of the open window before she grabbed onto the wooden frame and swung herself inside. She then sat down on the windowsill, allowing her hair and tail to sway gently in the chilly breeze. 
 
    “Hey, Reggie, me again,” she waved. 
 
    “Welcome back, Boxxy. Did you forget something?” 
 
    The two-faced banker replied in a calm tone that did not betray he was currently reevaluating his entire life. 
 
    “Yeah. How long does a doppelganger usually take to Rank Up past Level 25?” 
 
    “About twelve to fifteen years.” 
 
    “That’s way too long!” 
 
    “That’s how it normally is. A newborn doppelganger’s mind and body need to develop to a certain degree before it can start accumulating XP and Levels. It’s something our kind shares with enlightened children. In your case, you probably got a bit of a… head start.” 
 
    That was most definitely the case. After Boxxy’s last Rank Up, it came out the size of a pre-teen rather than an infant or toddler. If it was reborn almost fully developed, then that would explain why it was approaching Level 25 of the Doppelganger Job in less than half a year. It was good information to know, but it was the answer to the wrong question. 
 
    “I meant just the Rank Up process itself,” it clarified. “How long does it take?” 
 
    “Ah. That takes about three, maybe three and a half hours.” 
 
    “That’s way too short!” 
 
    Boxxy’s first Rank Up lasted a few days while the second took about a week. It was already worried how it would explain Keira’s disappearance for a prolonged period of time, and was even considering putting it off until after the war. 
 
    “I assure you it’s quite normal for a minor Rank Up. It’s only short compared to a major one that would advance you into a completely different species. For instance, one of my former associates took a good fifteen days to transition out of being a doppelganger.” 
 
    Reggie’s words made a good deal of sense. It was only natural that major changes would take longer. However, his example raised another question. Boxxy got the distinct impression the ‘ganger capo was positively ancient. Given the amount of time he had to work with and his prestigious Facade, he was surely able to take the Doppelganger Job to its utmost limits. And if that was the case… 
 
    “Why haven’t you Ranked Up?” Keira pressed. 
 
    “I choose not to.” 
 
    “Okay, but why?” 
 
    “Because, to the best of my knowledge, our kind can only evolve into combat-oriented species. Though they’re unquestionably tougher and stronger, their shapeshifting is far more limited. My own options are particularly unsightly. None of them are remotely capable of fitting into enlightened society, let alone on the level of a ‘ganger. As such, I’d rather keep things the way they are for as long as I am able to.” 
 
    There was some truth to those words. Boxxy had rifled through quite a few monster encyclopedias during Keira’s training, and the most dangerous shapeshifters were completely lacking in subtlety. For instance, there were massive lumps of sentient flesh called abominations. Their size alone negated the possibility anyone would think they weren’t monsters. There were also creatures that were technically shapeshifters even though they were limited to a few predetermined forms. For instance, werewolves could freely change between quadrupedal and humanoid forms, but both options were clearly monstrous in appearance. 
 
    “I see, I think I get it,” Boxxy nodded. “I wouldn’t want to give up a building full of shinies, either.” 
 
    “… Shinies?” 
 
    “Never mind. Thanks for the info, Reggie.” 
 
    “Please, it was no trouble. After all, this is the kind of knowledge I offer to every newcomer that- Oh, it’s gone already, huh?” 
 
    Boxxy abruptly and silently left the office as Reginald fell into his old, prideful habits. The old ‘ganger shrugged off the disappearing act and resumed figuring out whether today was a bad dream or not. 
 
    Meanwhile, Boxxy climbed onto the bank’s rooftop, whereupon it invoked the Transfamiliar Spell. Its vision spun and blurred for a few moments before it found itself standing on an entirely different roof. The abnormal teleportation forcibly reverted it to its true form as per usual, causing Keira’s outfit to hang loosely from its childlike physique. It took a moment to catch its bearings and scan its surroundings, then instantly morphed back into the catgirl. After one last cursory glance for potential eyewitnesses, it silently descended into the nearby alleyway. Finally, the girl-shaped disaster calmly strolled around to the front of the building and entered through its impressive double doors. 
 
    The room Keira walked into was made entirely from wood. The floorboards were polished and smooth to the point of making them slippery, and the walls and ceiling were painted pure white. A tall counter separated the place in two with several people forming a queue in front of two white-coated clerks. The employees behind the counter stared at the eyesore of a visitor with brazen looks of disbelief and awe. Even the customers turned around to see what they were gawking at. The visitors turned away soon enough, but the employees’ stares lingered for a while longer. The looks Keira got from them felt strangely more personal than idle curiosity. 
 
    Not disturbed in the slightest, the beastkin confidently walked up to the free clerk while humming a random tune. 
 
    “Excuse me,” she said sweetly. 
 
    “Uhm, yes? How may I help you?” the man warily asked. 
 
    “Is apothecary Slyth here?” 
 
    “S-she is but, uhm… you wouldn’t happen to be Keira, would you?” 
 
    “Yup! That’s me!” she proudly declared. 
 
    “Please lower your voice!” the elf whispered harshly. “We have patients who need their rest on the upper floors.” 
 
    “Whoops, sorry.” 
 
    “No worries, just be more mindful in future. Anyway, are you here just to visit Rowana?” 
 
    Keira nodded enthusiastically. 
 
    “I’m afraid it’ll be a while longer before her shift is over, so please wait over there.” 
 
    The clerk pointed towards one of the cushioned seats in the corner, and the catgirl gleefully sat and waited while her girlfriend finished work for the day. Rowana was an apothecary at this modest 24-hour clinic and typically worked the day shift from early morning until late afternoon. Her schedule changed sporadically as she rotated with other apothecaries, so she sometimes had to work evenings or even nights. Her duties involved treatment of diseases and conditions that needed more attention than a simple healing Spell as well as the production and research of medicines, salves, and potions. 
 
    Boxxy had come to her place of work by swapping places with Snack. It had ordered the succubus to keep an eye on Rowana for the day to make sure that whoever was targeting Keira wasn’t going after her as well. That foolish woman was a major contributor towards the shapeshifter’s Doppelganger Levels, which made her a convenient asset in need of protection. Plus, if something happened to her, Boxxy would have to act worried, sad, or grief-stricken, and it really didn’t want to go through those annoying motions. 
 
    As for why it had come to meet her, it was because it wanted to use her as an alibi. It went a bit overboard with the earlier theatrics and was worried that someone might have spotted it darting in and out of the bank’s window. This would surely compromise its Facade, but it wouldn’t be an issue if Keira was seen in public halfway across the city at pretty much the same time. That would cover its bottom in case of an official investigation, though it failed to consider that the rumor mill didn’t care about silly things like logic, reason, or facts. 
 
    “Hey, Keira. What are you doing here?” 
 
    The redhead looked up from her seat. Rowana stood there looking pleasantly surprised and dressed in an almost identical long coat. Boxxy silently congratulated itself on having kept its clothes clean during its self-inflicted beheading before immediately getting back into character. 
 
    “Rowieee!” 
 
    Keira’s face blossomed into a wide smile as she abruptly stood up and hugged the elf around her chest, wrapping her arms around her midsection. She then nuzzled her face playfully against Rowana’s collar. However, rather than being embarrassed or flustered, the elf merely grinned in response and patted her girlfriend’s head between the ears. 
 
    “Sorry I made you wait. You probably missed me today, huh?” 
 
    “Yeah…” 
 
    “Well, you don’t need to worry about that. I managed to get the next three days off and I intend to spoil you rotten while I have the chance.” 
 
    “Yaaaay!” 
 
    “Hey, I told you to keep it down!” the employee from earlier reprimanded them. “Rowana, please take her outside.” 
 
    The platinum-blonde elf mouthed an awkward ‘sorry’ before practically dragging Keira out of the doorway while the catkin relentlessly clung to her arm. Once outside, Rowana couldn’t help but feel proud of how she handled that. Just a few months ago she would have felt incredible embarrassment and agitation at such public displays of affection. Though part of her still worried people might think less of her if they knew her orientation, she refused to be controlled by that fear any longer. The crushing loneliness she felt while Keira was away coupled with their emotional reunion made the elf realize that there were more important things in life. Spending as much time as possible with the lovely girl wrapped around her arm was right at the top of that list. 
 
    As the two happily walked through the street, Keira suddenly looked up at the elf. 
 
    “Hey, Rowie?” 
 
    “Hm? What is it sweetie?” 
 
    “Where’d Minic go? Now that I think about it, I didn’t see it around the house yesterday. Or this morning.” 
 
    “Ah, a friend’s helping me take care of it. It grew quite a bit restless since you left, you know.” 
 
    “Restless? What do you mean?” 
 
    “It kept knocking things over whenever I was away, and whenever I came home it was bumping against the door or wall while yipping at full volume.” 
 
    “Aww, it must’ve been lonely without me,” the redhead grinned happily. 
 
    “That makes two of us,” Rowana matched her expression. “I’m sure it’ll be overjoyed when we go pick it up!” 
 
    “I hope we’re not causing trouble for your friend though…”  
 
    “Actually, my coworker said it’s been surprisingly well behaved, but every time I took it back it started getting unruly again.” 
 
    Though the couple didn’t seem too bothered by this behavior, Boxxy took it quite seriously. It heard a change in their environment often agitated pets even if their owners didn’t notice anything. Due to what transpired earlier that day, the shapeshifter couldn’t help but assume Reggie’s’ goons snooping around the house had caused Minic’s distress. They may have even broken in on several occasions. Even if Rowana failed to spot the intrusions, the animate jewelry box seemingly did not. 
 
    Boxxy made a mental note to double-check with Reggie next time they met before returning to its act. 
 
    “I’m sure the little guy will feel much better when I give it a big hug.” 
 
    “Hehe, I’m sure it will,” Rowana chuckled. “Keira’s hugs are the best medicine, in my professional opinion. You know, if we could somehow put you in a bottle and sell you as a happiness potion we’d make a killing.” 
 
    “What are you saying?! There’s no way I’d agree to something like that!” 
 
    “Ah hahaha, sorry, sorry. That was a bad joke on my part.” 
 
    “The only one allowed to drink that potion is Rowie,” the redhead insisted. 
 
    “That’s what you have a problem with?!” 
 
    “And you don’t?” 
 
    “No! I mean, yes. I wouldn’t want to share you with anyone, but shouldn’t you be more worried about being liquefied?!” 
 
    “But you already make me melt every night in bed,” she whispered suggestively. 
 
    Rowana blushed fiercely at that statement, prompting a mischievous smile from her lover. 
 
    “Ehehe, you’re way too cute when you’re embarrassed,” Keira teased her. 
 
    “Keep that up and someone will be sleeping on the porch tonight,” the elf grumbled. 
 
    “Really? We’re doing it outside again?” 
 
    “Keira!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “That’s inappropriate,” Rowana complained in a hushed tone. 
 
    “But you’re the one that suggested it.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant.” 
 
    “So, you don’t want to make love under the stars?” Keira looked puzzled. 
 
    “No! Well, kind of. Maybe once the weather warms up a bit…” she trailed off. 
 
    The two of them kept shamelessly flirting as they walked through the city. Many laughs, giggles, and hugs were had, not to mention a few quick and discreet kisses. They met up with Rowana’s acquaintance, a male elf who was one of the resident healers at the clinic and was currently off-duty. Minic leaped out of his house the instant he opened the front door and rubbed its ornate wood frame against Keira’s leg. The catgirl picked it up in a hug and mumbled some nonsensical babying words at it. They bid the man goodbye and went on their way wrapped arm-in-arm without a care in the world. 
 
    “Well, well, well! What have we here?! A couple of unnatural freaks!” 
 
    A loud and rude voice suddenly came at the couple while they were making their way across a busy plaza. Its source was a tall, middle-aged male elf with a mean look in his eye. He completely ruined their good mood. Worse still, Rowana had a terrible feeling that this was precisely the sort of bigot she worried about. She had played this scenario out in her head countless times, formulating all kinds of excuses and arguments. However, the sudden reality of it all made her panic. All she could think to do was run away immediately. 
 
    “C’mon,” she spoke softly to Keira. “Let’s just ignore him and go.” 
 
    “Yeah, okay.” 
 
    Boxxy actually agreed with her on this one. It really didn’t want to get tangled up with something pointless. It already had its fair share of meaningful encounters for the day, so it could seriously do without any more of them. Unfortunately, the couple’s displays of public affection gathered quite a bit of attention as thirteen other people suddenly cut them off and surrounded them on all sides. They got as close as five paces away and none of them looked too friendly. 
 
    “Oh no, you don’t!” the man from earlier shouted as he made his way into the circle. “You’re not going anywhere, you heretics!” 
 
    His surprisingly harsh words combined with that suspiciously well-organized formation ended up drawing the attention of quite a few onlookers. Most of these bystanders hung around and formed a small crowd with Rowana and Keira at the center. Some had heard the elf’s harsh words and wanted to see what the fuss was about, while others were drawn in by the two lovely ladies’ exceptional looks.  
 
    “Look at them, my fellow citizens!” the instigator addressed the crowd. “These queers have been popping up all around us without our notice! A coupling between two women?! Surely this is abnormal!” 
 
    Murmurs spread throughout the crowd. 
 
    “They ignore the teachings of our beloved Goddess Nyrie! No, even worse! They purposefully act against Her will! Should we just sit idly by and allow such treachery to happen right under our noses?! I say thee nay!” 
 
    The buzzing from the crowd steadily grew into shouts directed at the flabbergasted couple. 
 
    “Yeah! They forsake our Goddess!” 
 
    “They must be spies for that blasted Empire!” 
 
    “That’s right! No proud citizen of the Republic would shun Nyrie like this!” 
 
    “Stone them!” 
 
    Rowana quivered in fear as their voices rose in volume and aggression. She’d heard of this happening to others, but severely underestimated how terrifying it was to be the target of such harassment. It was as if one of her worst nightmares had become real. Though much of the crowd seemed rather indifferent at first, all of that yelling and finger-pointing started riling them up. It was a textbook example of mob mentality at work. 
 
    Boxxy remained calm and assessed the developing situation. A less perceptive individual might have failed to notice what was actually going on, but the shapeshifter’s powers of observation were fearsome indeed. The loudest voices belonged to a few individuals that moved amidst the crowd to make it seem as if there were more of them. Moreover, they were shamelessly pandering to the citizens’ fears and concerns regarding the ongoing war. Someone was instigating this, meaning that this whole thing was staged. 
 
    Having determined that allowed Boxxy to quickly formulate an appropriate response. 
 
    “It’s fine, Rowie,” Keira whispered. “I’ll handle this.” 
 
    “Y-you will?” 
 
    “Of course. I’d never let anything bad happen to you.” 
 
    Those quiet, reassuring words combined with her winning smile seemed to drown out all of the horrible words being thrown around. 
 
    “Just follow me and try not to look scared. Focus on me and nothing else, okay? And here, hold this. I might need my hands free.” 
 
    The elf nodded once to show she understood, then silently accepted the scared-stiff Minic from Keira. She hugged the tiny creature tightly against her bosom, which somehow seemed to calm both of them. The beastkin then reassuringly gripped her hand and stood resolutely in front of the chief instigator. The man sneered arrogantly at her as if he was looking at a piece of fresh goblin dung.  
 
    “Oh?! What’s this?! The heretic sluts seem like they want to say something!” 
 
    His venomous words further egged on the crowd. 
 
    “Screw her!” 
 
    “She doesn’t have the right!” 
 
    “Throw her in the dungeon already!” 
 
    The catgirl didn’t even flinch under the shower of insults, although her girlfriend’s knees started shaking once again. Thankfully, Minic remained calm. The last thing Boxxy wanted to worry about was that spastic little box running all over the place. In any event, Keira’s sign of defiance had clearly raised the tension further. The situation seemed to be moments away from devolving into public lynching. However, contrary to expectations, the beastkin didn’t confront, attack, address, or even acknowledge the loudmouth. 
 
    Instead, she calmly looked to the people on his left and politely asked, “Excuse me, I’d like to pass through.” 
 
    Her voice cut the tension like a dagger through the heart.  
 
    “Hey! Who said you could leave, heathen?!” the primary instigator raised his voice. “Don’t think you can escape punishment for your sins!” 
 
    Keira ignored him and addressed the young gentleman directly in front of her. 
 
    “Please? We’ve all had a long day and just want to get home.” 
 
    Those simple words, spoken calmly and clearly, carried not a hint of concern. It was the sort of tone one would take when trying to pass through a busy market. Combined with her adorable appearance and genuine smile, it made for a surreal sight. The people in front of her came back to their senses and immediately felt terrible for ganging up on a pair of young girls. 
 
    “Th-that’s… uhm… I… err…” 
 
    The guy closest to them was flabbergasted when he realized the confused crowd was gazing at him. Being put on the spot like that, he was unable to even form a complete sentence. He gave up on speaking and awkwardly moved out of the way, which seemed to piss off the chief asshole something fierce. 
 
    “You’re not going anywhere!” someone in the crowd shouted. 
 
    “That’s right! You have to pay for your crimes!” chimed in another. 
 
    “Crimes? Hahaha, what are you even talking about, mister?” Keira dismissively waved at him. “I wouldn’t dare think of breaking the law.” 
 
    If there was such a thing as a God of Hypocrisy, he would have undoubtedly made Boxxy his Hero right then and there. 
 
    “The law is just lacking!” roared the leader. “That’s why freaks like you are still allowed to roam free!” 
 
    “Yeah!” shouted one of his accomplices. “Your very existence is offensive to the Goddess!” 
 
    “Again, what are you talking about, mister? My Goddess has no problems with girls dating.” 
 
    Typically speaking, beastkin predominantly roamed the vast, pure-white desert on the continent’s southeast edge in nomadic tribes. Their kind thrived in the Pearly Dunes’ harsh conditions because of Zephyra, the Goddess of Rain and patron deity of explorers and travelers. It was by the grace of her blessed showers that the region was habitable, which only served to reinforce the beastkin people’s faith in her. Rumors said a single mouthful of holy water from Zephyra’s followers was enough to satisfy a person’s thirst for three days and three nights. 
 
    This common knowledge immediately made it clear who the redheaded catgirl was referring to when she spoke of ‘her Goddess.’ Even if it wasn’t the truth by any stretch of the imagination, those words had the intended effect. Quite a few people started wavering when reminded that there were indeed multiple faiths and cultures in this world. It gave them pause since infringing on one’s religious freedom was widely considered to be a ‘dick move.’ 
 
    This wasn’t merely an elvish or Republic sentiment. History proved monotheistic cultures could not exist in practice. Military personnel, for instance, all prayed to Axel, the God of War, for success in battle. Should they fail, the mortician handling their remains would lay them to rest in accordance with Mortimer’s scriptures. A researcher would not hesitate to beg the Goddess of Magic and Learning for guidance after a failed experiment, and any farmer would give offerings to Nyrie in hope of a bountiful harvest. Some faiths were naturally more dominant than others among various cultures, but all enlightened knew that to spurn one of the gods was to spurn them all. 
 
    Once reminded of common sense, some of the people recognized how wrong this turn of events was. They had latched onto religion as an excuse to vent their frustrations, and could do little but slink away from the scene, their heads hung in shame. Others had a moment of clarity and remembered that what they were doing was, in fact, quite illegal. Questions of religion and morality aside, they didn’t want to spend the night behind bars, so they vacated the area as well. 
 
    “So, you admit you are in a relationship with that woman!” 
 
    The main loudmouth didn’t notice the crowd thinning as he kept throwing accusations around. 
 
    “Of course. Why wouldn’t I?” Keira smiled. “Rowie’s the love of my life.” 
 
    Rowana’s ears turned red as she was overwhelmed with embarrassment and joy in equal measure. 
 
    “Come to think of it, is that really that big a deal?” a question was murmured. 
 
    “They can’t have kids though!” an answer was shouted. 
 
    “So? I mean, no offense, lady, but you don’t stand much of a chance in that regard either.” 
 
    “Besides,” came a third voice, “it doesn’t feel right shouting at that adorable face…” 
 
    “I’ll say. That smile is so dazzling I want to hog her all to myself.” 
 
    “Aren’t you married, though?”  
 
    “I meant as a daughter, dipshit. She’s way too young for that besides.” 
 
    With the tension well and truly annihilated, the crowd began to disperse in earnest. A few even offered the couple sincere apologies. Rowana couldn’t believe her eyes and ears whereas Keira smiled smugly at the furious asshole who started the whole mess. The other instigators quietly slinked away. It wasn’t clear what they were trying to accomplish, but they chose the wrong target. After all, cute girls could get away with anything, and Keira Morgana’s looks and demeanor worked in tandem to turn that notion into a weapon. 
 
    Of course, there was more to it than simple appearances. Unbeknownst to the onlookers, Keira had quite a lot of Charisma (CHR) under that tanned skin. The Attribute’s primary effect was to render one more physically beautiful, which wasn’t much use to a shapeshifter. However, its secondary property ever-so-slightly amplified one’s force of personality. Boxxy didn’t know how it worked, but its best guess was it affected things that could only be perceived subconsciously, such as body language, voice inflections, and facial micro-expressions.  
 
    Regardless of its exact function, CHR unquestionably made it easier for the monster to influence others through its words and actions. That said, it wasn’t fair to give all the credit to a bunch of numbers on Boxxy’s Status. Though its alter ego’s ‘girl power’ helped disarm the volatile situation, it was only made possible thanks to the excellent job Snack had done when designing Keira. The monster’s ability to observe its surroundings and think calmly under pressure had handled the rest. 
 
    Not that Boxxy gave the matter any serious thought. It didn’t care whether the situation was resolved peacefully or not. If violence broke out, it could have easily gotten both itself and Rowana out of there safely, then used the incident as an opportunity to garner sympathy. Much like it told that random piece of meat in the crowd, the day had indeed been a long one. It wanted to get home, and diddle the elf into a coma so that it could play with its shinies in peace, but some random asshole just had to pick a fight. It was somewhat disappointed the situation didn’t turn into a riot, because it would have then had an excuse to scratch the idiot’s eyes out. It was unfortunate, but the monster would have to settle for a verbal beatdown instead. 
 
    With that in mind, the shapeshifter turned away from the man and pulled Rowana along with the intention of putting this tremendous waste of time behind it. 
 
    Actually wait, could it be? it noticed something. Yes, that must be it. 
 
    It turned around to look at the loudmouth already hastily retreating. He slipped on a hat and was trying to blend in with the crowd in a manner that mirrored his accomplices. The chief instigator had almost made it out of the plaza when he heard three ominous words. 
 
    “Listen here, meat.” 
 
    The man stopped in his tracks, frantically looking around for the owner of that voice. The tone was low, guttural, and loaded with malice. It certainly wasn’t the sort of thing one person would say to another. He followed his gut and looked towards the individual he was sure he’d pissed off the most. And sure enough, as unlikely as it seemed, those words had come from the redheaded beastkin he had attempted to victimize just moments ago. He knew that for a fact, because she glared at him across the plaza with such intensity that it made him wonder if his head would explode. 
 
    The girl then moved her lips and, through the magic of Whisper Wind, the words of the monster beneath her skin reached their intended recipient and nobody else. 
 
    “I’m letting you go for now. However, if you or any of your comrades ever approach us again, I guarantee you will all be eaten. By me.” 
 
    Keira’s bright yellow eyes turned bloody red for the briefest of moments to drive the point home. It had the desired effect of convincing her target that those words were not threat, but a promise. It also made it clear that she was an absolute monster in every sense of the word. Of course, Boxxy wasn’t blatantly revealing its true nature to some random guy on the street. However, it had realized there was something peculiar about the person in question while they were staring each other down. 
 
    The man’s scent was off. Not in the sense that he smelled weird for an elf, but that his odor was quite literally ‘off.’ Boxxy’s nose – the same one that had sniffed out an elf’s human heritage – didn’t pick up a scent from him at all. Sure, there was the smell of mud and leather from his boots and the telltale stink of cologne, but his body odor was otherwise completely absent. Boxxy remembered the same phenomenon had occurred very recently – less than an hour ago, in fact. In a bank of all places. 
 
    “Now go,” it growled remotely, “and make sure you tell Reggie that I am very displeased.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Part Four 
 
    “Hmm ~♪ Hm-hmmm ~♪ Ha-hu-ha-hu-ha-hmmm! ~♪” 
 
    Keira and Rowana walked side by side as they made their way home. The catgirl had a spring in her step and hummed a random, lively tune. The elf walked along in silence, her gaze locked onto the redhead’s profile. Minic had been released from her bosom and was currently running about carefree, although it made sure not to stray too far away from its ‘big brother.’ 
 
    “Hmm! ~♪ Ha-hmm! ~♪ Ha-hum-ha- Huh? What’s the matter, Rowie?” 
 
    It would appear the beastkin finally noticed the elf staring so hard at her that she seemed to be on the verge of shooting beams from her eyes. 
 
    “Ah! Uhm, nothing, sweetie,” Rowana looked away. 
 
    “You sure? Those mean people didn’t hurt you, did they?” 
 
    “No! No, I’m fine, thanks to you.” 
 
    “That’s good, but then what’s got you all clammed up like that?” 
 
    “Well… It’s just that… You’re incredible, you know that?” 
 
    “... Okay?” Keira looked puzzled. 
 
    This was a rare occasion of the shapeshifter’s expression matching its real thoughts. It wasn’t sure what to make of the elf’s atypical behavior. It was natural that Rowana would praise her girlfriend for a job well done, and had done so many times in the past. However, something was different about this particular instance. Rather than sweet-talk accompanied by a bright smile, her words were delivered straight-faced as if stating a fact. Boxxy was quite certain the elf never used the word ‘incredible’ to describe Keira, either. 
 
    Part of it considered that it may be overthinking things, but what Rowana said next proved this was no casual compliment. 
 
    “I mean it. I fully expected you to hurt that guy for the horrible things he was saying. Instead, you defused that entire situation with just a few words.” 
 
    “So?” Keira shrugged. “It’s not a big deal.” 
 
    “Yes, it is!” the elf insisted. “What you did back there was unbelievable! Like, who does that?! I couldn’t do that in a thousand years! I was too scared to even think straight! And then, next thing I know, you’re leading me out of there without having so much as thrown a punch!” 
 
    “Did you… want me to throw a punch?” 
 
    “A little bit. Gods know that knobhead deserved it.” 
 
    “Come on, Rowie. You have any idea how much trouble I would be in if I attacked a civilian?” 
 
    “B-but they were saying all those horrible things! From all sides, too! Didn’t that make you angry? Or scared?” 
 
    “I was a bit angry, sure, but scared? It’s not like they had giant claws, sharp teeth, or massive swords, right? A bunch of misinformed people mouthing off at me isn’t scary at all.” 
 
    “Oh. Yeah, when you put it like that…” 
 
    In the heat of the moment, Rowana completely forgot what Keira did for a living. She was an adventurer taking an active part in the war. That predicament was laughable compared to the horrors she confessed to have witnessed before and during the bloody siege. 
 
    “Besides, a bunch of them even apologized to us,” Keira added. “Can’t be mad about that.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m still trying to wrap my head around how that happened. It was so weird. And awkward. I’ve no idea how you kept a straight face through all of that.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s easy. It’s because I trust the people of this city.” 
 
    “You… you do?” 
 
    “Well, yeah. When I first got here, I was some random weirdo off the street with nothing to do and nowhere to go. But you, the old innkeeper, the vegetable lady, the people at the guild – everyone was really understanding and patient with me. You accepted me so easily that for a while I thought that you were all a few arrows short of a quiver. But after getting used to life here, I understood – this place is simply overflowing with inherently good people. What sort of ingrate would be if I started swinging at strangers over a silly misunderstanding?” 
 
    “Wow. You really are quite shameless, aren’t you?” Rowana said with a slight giggle. 
 
    “Wha- Where did that come from?!” 
 
    “Sorry. It’s just that only you could deliver that embarrassing speech so easily.” 
 
    “Hey! I was being serious!” Keira complained with a pout. 
 
    “I know, sweetie. That’s exactly why I think you’re incredible. But honestly, you should be a bit more suspicious of others. You do remember how we met in the first place, right?” 
 
    “Ugh, don’t remind me. I feel like taking a shower every time that sleazebag comes to mind.” 
 
    “Well, it’s not like I disagree with what you said. Even if it’s idealistic, I love how you try to see the good in everyone. You even felt sorry for the casualties on the other side of this stupid war, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Yeah… I did…” Keira sighed. 
 
    Rowana felt relief wash over her. She was secretly worried her girlfriend might come back from the battlefield a completely different person. Or not at all. Thankfully, none of that happened. Keira may have suffered some deep scars, but she had overcome them to become a better, stronger person. All things considered, Rowana couldn’t have hoped for a better outcome. 
 
    “They got off too easy,” the redhead added. 
 
    “... What?” 
 
    “That Imperial trash deserved to suffer a lot more for what they did to me,” she murmured menacingly. “Died in an instant? Not enough. Next time I catch one of those pieces of shit I’ll be sure to thoroughly put my pain into their soul.” 
 
    Rowana couldn’t help but recoil at Keira’s dark side. Any relief she might have had instantly turned to worry. She knew full well the beastkin held a justifiably deep hatred for the Empire. However, it appeared the hardships she endured had only amplified her grudge. Someone like Rowana, who led a comfortable life mostly free of worry, had no right to judge her. Nor did she intend to. The scary part of Keira was still Keira, and her lover would never think less of her for it. 
 
    Which was why rather than get angry, upset, or scared, Rowana slowly wrapped her arm around Keira’s shoulder and pulled her into a comforting hug. 
 
    “Eh? Uhm, R-Rowie?” 
 
    “Shh. Just be quiet and let’s enjoy the moment.” 
 
    “... Well, if you insist.” 
 
    Keira relaxed and returned the gesture, throwing her arm around the elf’s waist and nuzzling her face into her neck. The two walked slowly in silence as Rowana reaffirmed her feelings for the girl. The way Keira boldly and proudly declared her love in front of the very people that wanted to condemn her for it was still fresh in the elf’s mind. Before Rowana even realized it, the reserved, awkward redhead had become such a splendidly gallant person. She was also a scatterbrain, horrifyingly blunt, had difficulty reading the mood, and harbored some terrifyingly ill will among other faults. However, none of that mattered. The elf had already accepted all of it into her heart, the good and the bad.  
 
    And she wouldn’t have it any other way. 
 
    “Yip!” 
 
    The moment was ruined when a certain living box bumped into her leg. 
 
    “Hmm? What’s this, little guy? You want in on this too?” Rowana asked through a gleeful smile. 
 
    “Hehe, I think it feels left out.” 
 
    “Yip! Yip!” Minic yelped while playfully bouncing around. 
 
    “Oh, alright then. Come here, you adorable box, you.” 
 
    The elf bent over and picked up the tiny mimic in one hand. She held it between herself and Keira, the two of them hugging each other around it. The stupefied Minic didn’t know what was going on. It was trying to catch a fly buzzing about when it was suddenly picked up. Though it didn’t mind this sudden turn of events, for it didn’t often find itself wedged between two pairs of breasts. Similarly to how Boxxy obsessed over getting shiny things and eating tasty things, Minic wanted nothing more but to be smothered by warm and soft things. The fact that the female couple’s combined bosoms perfectly fit that description was just a coincidence. 
 
    In the end, the two lovebirds managed to get back home by sunset. However, Boxxy soon realized it messed up even though everything went well. Or rather, it had messed up exactly because it allowed the fluffy, romantic atmosphere to linger for so long. As a result, Keira would have to cling to Rowana over the next three days. This would really cut into the shapeshifter’s free time, but it couldn’t think of an easy fix. The usual excuse of having Keira do some odd-jobs for the guild wouldn’t work since she was supposed to be resting that week. It could swap places with Snack, but it was risky. As capable as she was, having the succubus take over Keira duty for prolonged periods of time was not advisable. While both of them could act the part, their respective renditions of Keira’s character had some slight differences. Friends and acquaintances wouldn’t notice the discrepancies, but Rowana absolutely would. That elf was a bit too perceptive for her own good. 
 
    And indeed, much as Boxxy feared, it wasted the entire next day socializing and relaxing without a good opportunity to get away. Then it slept all night and woke up a bit grumpy and on edge. Boxxy hadn’t ripped someone limb from limb in quite some time, and it was itching to sink its teeth into something. Quite literally, at that. It actually felt a faint itching sensation in its jaw. Even more annoying, it had to attend Faehorn’s funeral the same day. However, all of it was part of its Job, so the shapeshifter sucked it up and played its part. 
 
    The service itself started off as a relatively modest gathering of about two dozen people in total, all of them dressed in black. Milo Faehorn had met and influenced hundreds of people during his long and storied career, but his surviving family decided to hold a private ceremony. As such, only those closest to him were present, and the fact that Keira was among them spoke volumes to how highly he had thought of her. The other attendees were strangers to her, but they made sure to include the girl in their sobbing and condolences. Their kind considerations did little to help Boxxy’s mood. The shapeshifter really disliked acting out grief. 
 
    After a half hour of condolences, the service carried on inside an underground shrine to Mortimer doubling as a mausoleum. Faehorn’s niece gave a eulogy before the Priest of the God of Death and Commerce performed a bunch of rites and ceremonies. Long-winded chants were chanted and melodious prayers were prayed while he sanctified the deceased’s ashes. As to why Faehorn’s body was cremated in the first place, it was apparently done in accordance with the will he wrote shortly before the siege at Fort Yimin. 
 
    Knowing that pissed off Boxxy even more. Not only had Faehorn somehow lost an Artifact-grade bow, but he didn’t even leave a body behind for the monster to turn into Levels. Keira grinded her teeth at these missed opportunities. Rowana, who was there for the catgirl’s sake, noticed her girlfriend was peeved-off for some reason and started being a nosy busybody. Thankfully, the shapeshifter convinced her that Keira was simply angry at herself for not being there for Faehorn. 
 
    The Priest took a half hour to finish his performance. Once he was done, he led the others into a round of silent prayer and contemplation while Faehorn’s niece carried her uncle’s ashes into the mausoleum’s tunnels. The last thing she could do for the deceased was to see him off, which involved navigating the sprawling catacombs until she arrived at her family’s crypt. Once there, she would enshrine the beautiful ceramic jar containing Milo Faehorn’s ashes alongside his ancestors, dating back a whopping ten generations. Emotionally, it was the most difficult part of the funeral ceremony, but the niece did her part with a stiff upper lip. 
 
    Boxxy was thankful the infuriating affair concluded without any time-consuming theatrics or drama. The last in a long line of pointless rituals over and done with, the service was finally called to an end. The attendees made their way back above ground, then most of them got together and headed off to the nearest pub to honor the late Milo Faehorn with a toast or five. A few people, including Keira and Rowana, chose to avoid getting blackout drunk in the middle of the day and instead opted to simply go home. 
 
    “Excuse me, Keira? Could I trouble you for a short while?” 
 
    The couple had almost left when Faehorn’s niece – a classy lady by the name of Ariebelle – called to the beastkin. The two of them exchanged names during the initial round of condolences, though they hadn’t spoken beyond introductions and small talk. Ariebelle was apparently an adventurer of some renown, but she was a Cryomancer rather than a Ranger like her famous uncle. Boxxy wasn’t sure what the woman wanted, nor did it care. However, it had no choice but to play along, at least for a while longer. 
 
    “Yes? Something you need help with?” Keira spoke softly. 
 
    “In a manner of speaking. There’s something I need to discuss with you. In private.” 
 
    “But what about Rowie?” 
 
    “Hm? Oh no, don’t mind me,” the elf excused herself. “I have to head home and start getting lunch ready, so take all the time you need.” 
 
    The two of them said their goodbyes, after which Ariebelle led Keira to the horse-drawn carriage that was waiting for them. They climbed in and sat opposite each other while the driver set off in a seemingly random direction. The woman got straight to the point. 
 
    “Right, then. I know this is sudden, and not exactly proper, but I really just want to get this over with.” 
 
    Ariebelle reached under the seat and pulled out a small leather-bound briefcase with some floral engravings. She promptly presented it to a very confused Keira. 
 
    “What’s this?” the catgirl asked dumbly. 
 
    “As you know, my uncle left a will shortly before he passed on.” 
 
    “Before he was killed.” 
 
    “Could you please not?” 
 
    “… Sorry.” 
 
    The grieving niece took a deep breath to compose herself before she carried on. 
 
    “Uncle collected a lot of weird and curious things over the years. I’ve already donated or distributed his belongings in accordance with his wishes. This is the last piece, which he bequeathed to you.” 
 
    “Well… it’s a nice briefcase, I suppose…”  
 
    Boxxy genuinely didn’t know why it was gifted this. While it appreciated a nice container, it wasn’t sure what to do with it. It would have been another story if there was actually something in it, but it was empty as far as its MLG could tell.  
 
    “Ah-hah,” Ariebelle giggled lightly. “You’re just like my uncle said you would be.” 
 
    “I am?” 
 
    “Mhm. Uncle spoke of you when I, um… last visited him. He complained fervently about one of his students. Apparently, he was assigned to deal with this absolute handful who was always messing up and taking things way too literally. She was always short of breath, regularly tardy, and even managed to somehow get lost on a straight road! Twice!” 
 
    She had a laugh at Keira’s expense as the redhead hid her pouting face behind the briefcase. 
 
    “But, you know,” Ariebelle continued, “even if he did nothing but complain, it was still the happiest I saw him in years.” 
 
    “Is that… so?” 
 
    “Indeed. Which is why I have no qualms about parting with this treasure. You can keep the case too, since you seem to like it. Please, accept it with mine and my late uncle’s sincerest gratitude.” 
 
    [Congratulations, you are now a Level 25 Doppelganger! All Attributes +2.] 
 
    Yes! Level Up – GET! Boxxy cheered. Freaking finally! Those last few Levels took forever! I was starting to think that- Wait, what did she say? 
 
    Keira hesitantly opened the fancy briefcase, revealing a pink, square-cut gemstone. It was relatively large, measuring around five centimeters tall and wide with a thickness of precisely eleven millimeters. 
 
    “Quite dazzling, isn’t it?” 
 
    Keira didn’t respond to Ariebelle’s comment. She didn’t even seem to hear it. She was positively mesmerized by the sparkling gem, her eyes wide open and mouth agape. 
 
    “Uhm, miss Keira?” 
 
    “...” 
 
    “Hello? Are you okay?” 
 
    The elf leaned in and waved her hand in front of the catgirl’s stupefied face. 
 
    “... Oh! S-sorry! It’s just… this is the first time I’m seeing something like this! It’s amazing!” 
 
    “I know. It’s so beautiful I’m almost sad to part with it.” 
 
    “But what is-” 
 
    “Please, take it,” the elf interrupted firmly, “I insist.” 
 
    No, I wasn’t going to give it back, you stupid cow! I just wanted to ask what this thing was made of! Ugh. Whatever. I’ll just roll with it. 
 
    “Th-then I will gratefully accept it. I have to say this is really unexpected. How come Mister Faehorn left this for me? Is there something special about it?” 
 
    “I was hoping it would have some special meaning to you, but I see that isn’t the case. To be frank, I haven’t the foggiest. Uncle never told me where or how he got it, and none of the Wizards, Scribes, or Enchanters examining it could tell me anything about it other than how remarkably un-magical it was. As far as I know, it’s just a pretty rock Uncle picked up somewhere.” 
 
    Boxxy was confident this woman had no idea what she was talking about, except for the last bit. The gem was so exquisite that the monster could almost smell the shininess. However, something else rendered the creature momentarily speechless. While Keira’s eyes and fingers told the shapeshifter that this thing in its hands was definitely there, its MLG vehemently disagreed. It was somehow invisible to Boxxy’s magical perception no matter how hard the creature focused on it, as if peering into a square-shaped hole of nothingness. It was the same surreal feeling that Edward gave off. Were the two connected somehow? Or did they simply exhibit a similar effect? 
 
    Either way, Boxxy wasn’t going to learn anything by pondering the matter there and then. It would eventually look into it, but for the moment it focused on what was important. 
 
    Shiny – GET! 
 
    While initially irritating, the whole funeral business had turned out unexpectedly worthwhile. Surely this was proof that good things came to those who waited. 
 
    “Well, it still makes me happy,” Keira beamed. “I’m not big on jewelry and such, but it’ll treasure Mister Faehorn’s gift forever. Thank you for bringing it to me.” 
 
    “I’m glad you like it. I’m sure putting a smile on that face was exactly what Uncle wanted to achieve with this little stunt. Now then, I feel I should make amends for suddenly whisking you away from your companion. Do you perchance need a lift?” 
 
    “Uhm, if it’s no trouble, could you drop me off by the Central Consortium?” 
 
    Since Boxxy had an excuse to be away from Rowana right now, it decided to see if Reggie sent word regarding his ‘little something-something.’ 
 
    “Of course. Driver!” 
 
    The carriage they were in swiftly delivered Keira to her destination. She and Ariebelle exchanged parting words before the elf rode off into the city. The catgirl casually entered the building and climbed to the second floor. On the way, Boxxy realized that it was probably inappropriate to walk around in funeral attire, so it ducked into the restroom to change. Once it was done, it proceeded down the second floor’s north wing into its guild’s office space. But not before checking in with the security checkpoint. 
 
    Well, it may have been called a ‘security checkpoint,’ but it wasn’t that strict. It was like any other guild’s foyer – a few counters staffing attractive receptionists, several couches seating visitors, and some colorful flower pots and paintings livening up the place a little. The two men standing on either side of a set of double doors in the far corner of the room were the only guard-like people. Although, their post was mostly decorative. Only a lunatic would dare openly invade a building with eight whole guilds in it. As such, the guards were mostly around to keep unauthorized personnel from wandering into places they shouldn’t be and to keep visitors from stepping out of line both figuratively and literally. This place was usually quite busy, so it wasn’t unthinkable for altercations to happen when people had to queue up for an hour only to be turned away at the last moment due to a technicality or oversight. 
 
    That was the usual state of affairs before the war broke out. Pretty much all adventurers above Level 20 were drafted into service with the only ones remaining either trainees or special exceptions like Keira. The influx of Quests was also on a sharp decline since the various guilds were all short-handed. As such, the normally bustling entrance hall was eerily quiet. With nothing better to do, the two guards currently sat around a short table playing a friendly game of dice. They greeted the newly arrived Keira with a nod, and she returned the gesture with a smile and a wave. The sole receptionist on duty was a young human girl with brown, braided hair. She was wearing the usual attire of employees of the Hidden Arrow guild, which consisted of an off-white shirt, a bright green vest with an arrowhead patch on the left breast, and a matching knee-length skirt. 
 
    “Good day, Keira!” the receptionist girl said excitedly. “I wasn’t expecting to see you back so soon.” 
 
    “Hey, Clara. How are things?” 
 
    “Mmmm, well… Bored out of my skull. Same as always.” 
 
    “Sounds tough.” 
 
    “Well, it’s nothing compared to what the others are going through out there… Anyway, is there something I can help you with?” 
 
    “Kind of. I was just dropping by to check a few reference books out of the library.” 
 
    Her words weren’t only an excuse to nonchalantly drop by and check if she got any messages from Reggie. While that was one of the reasons Boxxy was there, it also wanted to check on something else. It had realized that it knew next to nothing of the region it was being deployed to in five days’ time, other than it was a dense pine forest. The shapeshifter was quite curious what sort of monsters or animals could be found there, so it came here to gather information. After all, this was a good opportunity to sample some new types of meat. While magical beasts would never be tastier than human flesh, some of them were enjoyable in their own way. 
 
    “My, my. Aren’t we studious today,” Clara grinned playfully. “You aiming for extra credit or something?” 
 
    “I don’t want to hear that from someone who failed Spellcasting 101 because she fell asleep during the written exam,” Keira fired back. 
 
    “At least I can walk up and down the main road without getting lost,” the receptionist retaliated. 
 
    Both her and the nearby guards snickered. 
 
    “Ugh. That’s going to haunt me forever, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yup!” Clara confirmed Keira’s worries. “Right then, need anything other than the library?” 
 
    “Hmm. Now that you mention it, could you show me if you have any easy Quests I can do.” 
 
    “... You’re supposed to be resting,” the receptionist said sternly. 
 
    “I am! It’s just that it’s been awhile since I got a chance to really move around. And, uh, I’m worried I might grow rusty. Can’t have that, am I right?” 
 
    “You’re bored too, aren’t you?” 
 
    “... Little bit.” 
 
    “Hahahahahaaa, told you so!” one of the guards laughed heartily. “There’s no way someone as lively as the Merry Popper would sit still for a whole week! Wahahahaha!”  
 
    “Ah, crap. That nickname already made it to the capital.” 
 
    “Of course, it did, girly,” the other guard grinned. “You shouldn’t underestimate the power of rumors. They travel faster than a sonic sparrow with diarrhea!” 
 
    “I think it’s kind of cute,” Clara chimed in. “The nickname, I mean.” 
 
    “Thanks, but you’re only saying that because you don’t know the story behind it,” the redhead grumbled. 
 
    “Well, no, I don’t. But if you don’t like it then I’ll refrain from using it since I’m not an asshole like Mr. Johannes!” 
 
    Those stern words seemed to make the two bystanders clam up and focus on their game. 
 
    “... Thanks for that,” Keira muttered. “So, um, any Quests?” 
 
    “Hmmm, we’re only giving out menial ones like deliveries, harvesting, manual labor. Nothing that would relieve a critical lack of excitement, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “Hey, Clara!” the guard opposite Johannes piped up. “Don’t forget that personal request from earlier this morning!” 
 
    Those words made Keira start hopping in place excitedly with perked-up ears. 
 
    “Personal request?! For me?! I’ve never gotten one of those before!” 
 
    “Teresa’s tits, Walter! I told you to keep quiet about that!” Clara shouted. 
 
    “Withholding stuff like that is a crime, you know,” the man reminded her. “So is reading it, by the way. Don’t think I didn’t catch you sneaking a peek at it earlier.” 
 
    “That’s exactly why I don’t want her to see it!” 
 
    “Don’t care, I’m still going to report you if you don’t give it to her. It’s only proper.” 
 
    “But it’ll only make Keira upset!” 
 
    “Uhm, I’m right here, you know,” the girl in question pointed out. 
 
    Boxxy’s irritable disposition from earlier rapidly returned. A Level was gained and a shiny was obtained, but the way this idiotic woman thought she could make a call on Keira’s behalf was inexcusable. She was about to learn that abusing her meagre position of authority to violate another’s privacy could have dire consequences. Then again, it was unlikely that she would deduce the relation between her unprofessional behavior and the imminent disappearance of her pet dog. Boxxy needed to figure out a more reliable way to teach Clara to stop poking her damnable nose into other people’s business, but for now it just wanted what belonged to it. 
 
    “Request,” Keira stretched out her hand, “give.” 
 
    “No, trust me, you don’t want to see it,” the receptionist resisted. “There’s no way it’s legit.” 
 
    Hearing this only made Boxxy more convinced that this was a message from Reggie. The senior shapeshifter would have surely used some sort of code to obfuscate names, places, and dates so that nosy busybodies would have no idea what they were looking at. 
 
    “Does it have my name on it?” the redhead pressed. 
 
    “… Yes.” 
 
    “Then. Give. Me.” 
 
    Clara let out a deep sigh, rolled her eyes, and walked into the back room. She came back a minute later with the controversial missive in hand. The envelope’s wax seal was broken and the words ‘Keira Morgana’ were clearly visible on the other side. Clara resentfully slapped it on the counter in front of Keira and crossed her arms indignantly. 
 
    “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” 
 
    The catgirl ignored her words, pulled the missive from the envelope, and started reading it without delay. 
 
    Private Quest Submission Form B-5
Hidden Arrow, Central Consortium, Azurvale, Ishigar Republic 
 
    Submitter: Hugh Mungus
Quest Name: Becoming a cumdump
Quest Location: At the other end of my giant dick
Quest Summary: Your virgin pussy needs to learn what it means to love and obey my dick
Estimated Difficulty: 8=====D~
Estimated Completion Time: 3 days straight
Due Date: 9 months
Reward: A minimum of 50 creampies, with a bonus of 25 more if you get pregnant.
Other Considerations: These nuts! 
 
    Keira ripped the form into pieces, crumpled them into a ball, and set it ablaze with a pocket lighter. She waited a few moments for the fire to spread before tossing the burning paper to the floor. She stomped on it several times, then spit on it for good measure. She finished off the smoldering pile of trash by kicking at it. The other three in the room watched this transpire with mouths agape. It was a mesmerizing sight to behold, like a miniature tornado in full swing. 
 
    It was over before anyone had time to stop it. Ash was all over the place and the carpet sported a very new and noticeable burn mark. The only sound was Keira’s ragged, furious breathing. Even Clara couldn’t utter so much as an ‘I told you so.’ Once the enraged beastkin calmed down a bit, she turned and faced the others with an angelic smile seemingly holding all of the world’s innocence.  
 
    “Whoops, my hand slipped!” 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Part Five 
 
    Boxxy walked out of the guild hall in an exceedingly bad mood. The ridiculous ‘request’ caught it off guard, causing its mounting frustrations to boil over. It was a miracle the only casualties of the outburst were a simple piece of paper and a bit of carpet. If the matter that set it off hadn’t been so trivial, it might have ripped someone’s head off. 
 
    Thankfully, Keira wasn’t fined or written up regarding the outburst. Apparently, an infuriatingly thoughtful individual had notified the guild staff that the rookie Ranger had experienced significant mental and physical trauma while performing her duties to the Republic. Boxxy couldn’t help but respect whoever came up with that awfully long-winded and misleading way of saying ‘got captured and raped.’ In light of this information, the guild glossed over Keira’s misconduct as a symptom of combat fatigue. 
 
    However, before it could leave, the shapeshifter had to endure a half-hour-long patronizing lecture on matters of self-control and destruction of guild property. Boxxy used that time to consider the piece of paper that triggered the ‘incident.’ It deduced it highly implausible that Reggie was its source. The whole point of making a personal request through the guild was so Keira could have a reasonable excuse to disappear for a while. That piece of hate mail was in no way adequate for the task. 
 
    Indeed, ‘hate mail’ was the best way to describe it. Boxxy had heard that some individuals abused the guild’s private request system to harass certain adventurers. Statistically, attractive females were far more likely to be targeted, and the harassment was nearly always sexual. The receptionist girl Clara knew this, prompting her to violate Keira’s privacy by reading it first. Apparently, she had done so out of concern for the ‘delicate and innocent’ catgirl because she had a bad feeling about the request’s submitter. 
 
    After considering the timing involved, Boxxy figured that the culprit was most likely someone who spotted Keira during that public disturbance two days ago. It could have been the doppelgangers responsible for staging the demonstration, or perhaps a random moron who happened to be present. There was no way of knowing for sure who the perpetrator unless he was dumb enough to show his face in front of Clara a second time. It could have been literally anyone who so much as caught a glimpse of Keira. 
 
    Part of the problem with identifying the miscreant was that tracking down the beastkin’s workplace was as easy as asking around town for a few hours. Though not many knew her name, they would either remember seeing her or had heard of her. Keira had become something of an urban myth in parts of the city. This was mostly due to the fact that, as far as Boxxy was aware, the number of tan-skinned, crimson-haired, gold-eyed, teenage catgirls in Azurvale was zero. Or one, if its alter ego counted, which it technically didn’t. 
 
    It would appear that Boxxy hadn’t fully considered the downsides of Keira’s easily recognizable and singularly unique appearance. She was designed to leave a lasting and favorable impression on people to aid her popularity, which would translate into quicker acquisition of Doppelganger Levels. Though it had expected some unwanted attention, it hadn’t counted on this interest taking the shape of sexual harassment. In retrospect, it was only natural that Keira would receive such filth eventually. 
 
    Wait, maybe that’s why Reggie chose to contact me like this? 
 
    Boxxy had an interesting thought as it mulled things over. Anyone would immediately dismiss the contents of that paper as ‘unfortunately common’ harassment. People were far less likely to look too closely at things that already appeared rotten on the surface, and that most certainly qualified. Come to think of it, the form had some oddly specific details. The reward section in particular mentioned 50 things with a bonus of 25 more. It was possible that this was a reference to raising the Level cap on Boxxy’s Warlock Job. The ‘3 days straight’ comment was also suspect because the message had arrived on the third day since its first meeting with Reggie. 
 
    The shapeshifter decided to check in with the senior shapeshifter to ensure this wasn’t simply a coincidence. 
 
    “It’s just a coincidence.” 
 
    Reggie instantly put the matter to rest when Boxxy visited him later that afternoon. 
 
    “I’m not sure exactly what that request’s contents were,” he continued, “but it’s far too early to have you help us out. After all, the ‘problem’ I need you to take care of isn’t even in the city right now.” 
 
    “I more or less expected that,” stated the Keira-shaped monster, “but I wanted to be certain.” 
 
    “Indeed. And while erring on the side of caution was not a bad call, I would appreciate it if you stopped climbing in and out of the window every time you stopped by. It puts my Facade at risk, you know.” 
 
    Granted, this was only their second meeting, but Reginald could easily see this becoming a troublesome habit. 
 
    “Then what am I supposed to do?” 
 
    “You remember K’s appearance when you first got here?” 
 
    The catgirl’s head abruptly sank between her shoulders and then immediately popped back up, having transformed into a replica of the underling in question. 
 
    “You mean this guy?” 
 
    “...” 
 
    Despite their enlightening meeting mere days ago, the sheer speed and accuracy of its shapeshifting shocked Reginald. The exact method was a bit questionable, but it was impossible to argue with the results. Not only had his guest replicated K’s features in mere moments, but it had done so in excruciating detail. The face, the hair, the voice, even the dead-fish-like look in his eyes and his unmotivated manner of speech – all aspects of the henchman were mimicked to perfection. The imitation was so good that even Reginald would have difficulty telling them apart if they were to stand side-by-side. 
 
    “Yes, him,” he confirmed after a short pause. “Just show that face to one of the guards, say you’re here to make a delivery to me and they’ll handle the rest. Oh, and do be extra careful around the secretary outside – she’s not one of us.” 
 
    “Alright, easy enough.” 
 
    Boxxy shifted back into Keira mode then moved onto the other matter it wanted to discuss. 
 
    “Reggie, I need to speak with you about what happened two days ago.” 
 
    “I assume you’re referring to the incident where you encountered one of our ongoing operations?” 
 
    “Yeah. What’s the deal with that?” 
 
    Reggie stood up and intensely bowed towards the seated Keira, practically slamming his head into his desk.  
 
    “I apologize, Mister Morningwood, sir!” he loudly proclaimed. “It was an honest mistake! An oversight! I failed to spread word of our agreement fast enough to reach that particular group!” 
 
    “Shut your face-hole,” the girl-shaped monster growled. “I’m not here to hear your fake apologies and worthless excuses.” 
 
    “Y-you’re not?” the ‘ganger capo warily looked up. 
 
    “Of course not. I already told you, I can’t eat apologies. Besides, I wasn’t going to hold you responsible. I’m well aware that information takes time to circulate. Do you take me for a moron or something?” 
 
    “No-no-no! I wouldn’t even think of insinuating something like that! It’s just that you asked me that question out of the blue and I just assumed-” 
 
    “That I was a gullible idiot who has no idea how the world works?!” 
 
    Technically speaking, this wasn’t too far from the mark, and nobody understood that better than Boxxy. The shapeshifter was largely ignorant on matters such as running an organization, how the government worked, or the unwritten rules of the criminal underground. Though it intended to broaden its knowledge on those topics and more, the most it could do at that moment was feign competence. 
 
    “Look, Reggie, let’s just drop the act. We both know you’re not sincere anyway. Just tell me why you’re doing that stuff in the first place and I’ll steer clear of them.” 
 
    Reginald stopped his groveling and returned to his seat with a calm face. 
 
    “Very well. It’s nothing that complicated, really. It’s mostly a way of helping raise the average Level of my organization’s members.” 
 
    It made sense. Swaying an entire crowd with just words was sure to give a significant amount of Doppelganger XP. Boxxy could personally attest to the method’s effectiveness since its involvement in the near-riot had catapulted its Job the rest of the way to Level 25. 
 
    “It also serves as a distraction, a sort of smokescreen to help mask our presence,” Reggie added. 
 
    “… Really?” 
 
    Boxxy clearly showed its disbelief on Keira’s face. It couldn’t imagine how ostracizing people would improve the shapeshifter syndicate’s security. Thankfully, Reggie wasted no time explaining himself. 
 
    “As I’m sure you’ve noticed, the commoners are starting to feel the pressure of the ongoing war. They try to hide it and act like nothing’s wrong, but they’re steadily growing more fearful and distrusting, even full on paranoid. We don’t want those suspicions working against us, so we redirect them at an easier target like homosexuals.” 
 
    “Ah, like that. How long have you been at it, though? I get the feeling it’s not a recent thing.” 
 
    “No, it’s not. We’ve stepped things up a bit recently, but we’ve been doing it on and off for as long as I can remember.” 
 
    “Isn’t systematically alienating potential XP sources bad in the long run?” Boxxy questioned. 
 
    “It really isn’t. Random citizens aren’t of much value to us and non-breeders are practically worthless from the perspective of our species’ survival.” 
 
    “I think you’re underestimating just how vulnerable they can be. Take that woman I’m using at the moment, for example. She’s so desperate for companionship that I had her eating out of my hand in a matter of hours. Now, she clings so tightly that pretty soon she might not even care if I’m outed as a fake.” 
 
    Boxxy wasn’t exaggerating. It was true that no enlightened would ever knowingly engage in an intimate relationship with a violent, unfeeling, man-eating monster. However, people burdened by notions of love and trust were prone to illogical and self-destructive behavior. Rowana was a prime example. Boxxy had shown her an unnaturally violent, merciless facet of Keira in an attempt to create some distance between the two so that it could act freely. However, it somehow achieved the opposite effect, and the elf ended up growing even more attached to its Facade. Apparently, she thought that her love and affection would keep Keira’s dark side from taking over, or some other bullshit along those lines. Though the outcome was unintended and undesirable, it perfectly illustrated how people rationalized irrational behavior because of feelings. 
 
    “Then again, I guess I have you to thank for that,” Boxxy shrugged. “It wouldn’t have been so easy if your smokescreen agenda didn’t make her repressed and desperate.” 
 
    “Hmm, that’s an interesting perspective,” Reginald cupped his chin in thought. “Such individuals are indeed easy to manipulate, now that you mention it. Nobody would question why a same-sex couple can’t produce children of their own, either. Actually, the lack of offspring can be used to our advantage. We can raise and educate our youngest under the pretext of ‘adoption’ without any hassle.” 
 
    “Worry about that later,” Boxxy interrupted. “When do you expect your ‘problem’ to arrive?”  
 
    “Can’t say for certain. Best as we can tell, he was drafted into service for the war. Barring special circumstances, he won’t be back until the fighting dies down in winter.” 
 
    “Why not just find out where he’s stationed and kill him in the field, make it look like the Empire did him in?” 
 
    “My agents are instructed to stay as far away from the military as possible. Too much security, not enough benefits. Plus, I never said I wanted him killed.” 
 
    Keira’s eyes narrowed to a murderous glare. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “I- I mean killing him is an option, but it’s a bad solution,” Reggie hurriedly added. “You see, the man in question has been trying to find proof of our organization’s existence for years now. As far as we know, he has suspicions but no hard evidence. It’s not an official investigation, but he’s still got someone backing him up with funding. Simply murdering him or having him disappear would be too suspicious, yet we also cannot allow him to do as he pleases. I was hoping your… unorthodox methods might provide us with a good solution.” 
 
    Reginald had gotten news from the western front last night through a mix of official and unofficial sources from both within and outside the Republic. Though he didn’t have the specifics, he knew that both the Sandman and Keira Morgana had played pivotal roles in the Empire’s total defeat at Fort Yimin. It wasn’t the sort of thing that Boxxy could accomplish with brute force alone. Actually, no, it could. In Reginald’s flawed opinion, that Butcher of Humanity was likely capable of single-handedly wiping out the entire human army. However, such an uninspired and conspicuous method would have surely outed Boxxy’s monstrous nature. The young shapeshifter had clearly employed a cunning and unprecedented strategy that resulted in its alter-egos gaining tremendous achievements without putting its identity at risk. 
 
    In short, if the abnormal creature in front of Reginald could bamboozle two nations at once, then it was surely capable of discretely silencing an annoying rat. 
 
    “I see. That’s unfortunate,” Boxxy relaxed its gaze. “I was really looking forward to ripping someone in half. A lot of someones, actually.” 
 
    “… Quite.” 
 
    “Well, then, I suppose I’ll check the guild again in two days. Bye, Reggie.” 
 
    “Until we meet again.” 
 
    Keira stood from the armchair and nonchalantly left through the same window she entered. Boxxy might have agreed to Reggie’s proposal regarding its entry and exit route, but it couldn’t leave through the front door since nobody had seen it enter the building. The shapeshifter stealthily made its way back to Rowana’s place before spending the rest of the day doing a whole lot of nothing. Incidentally, Boxxy decided to keep the pink gem’s existence a secret from the elf for the moment. This was more than ‘just a pretty rock,’ as Faehorn’s ignorant niece had claimed. The former mimic had an intuition when it came to shiny things, and it had a hunch as to what was so special about that pink gem. It needed to confirm its suspicions, which was why it returned to its dungeon lair as soon as Rowana was asleep. 
 
    “Greetings, milord,” Ambrosia greeted it like usual. “Does thou wish to sample of mine bosom?” 
 
    “Sure, might as well.” 
 
    Boxxy hadn’t planned on it, but it couldn’t say ‘no’ to a few dozen mouthfuls of delicious dryad nectar. The tree-woman herself was more than happy to oblige. She clapped her hands, prompting an armchair made out of vines to grow out of the bark-covered floor. She sat in it, patting her lap. Boxxy took the invitation and sat in it, though it had to reduce its size to that of its base child-like shape. The shapeshifter then eagerly latched onto the nipple it was presented with and started sucking with all its might. 
 
    “Oh! I see milord is quite enthusiastic tonight,” Ambrosia smiled while gently stroking its bald head. “Please, indulge thyself for as long as thou wishes.” 
 
    Boxxy did just that for a solid half hour before it felt it was about to burst. It let go of the dryad’s teat with a satisfied sigh. Gulping down so much of that tasty and filling stuff left it feeling relaxed and content, but also slightly unsatisfied. As delicious as the nectar was, it was woefully lacking in something. After all, it took more than flavor to make a meal truly tasty. Texture was important, and the sticky, thick fluid of Ambrosia’s bosom was sorely lacking in that regard. Boxxy longed for the visceral feeling of ripping a human limb from limb, the satisfying crunch of their skull, and the hot sensation of fresh blood gushing down its gullet as its teeth pierced their still-beating heart. Ripping a person’s life away before immediately devouring their flesh brought it a sense of primal fulfillment that Ambrosia’s sickeningly sweet nectar could never evoke. 
 
    While pondering this predicament, Boxxy had an epiphany – who said that the two were mutually exclusive? 
 
    “Claws, where are you right now?” it called out telepathically. 
 
    “Uhm… in the dungeon, about twenty meters above you, Master.” 
 
    As per usual, the stalker was stalking the target of her ‘affections.’ It was what she usually did whenever she didn’t have other standing orders. 
 
    “I need you to go find me a meal,” it proclaimed. “Not a beggar or vagrant, though. I want someone of superior suppleness. A real prime specimen.” 
 
    “Oh, oh! You mean the type that’s really fun to chew, right?” 
 
    “Yes, exactly!” 
 
    “I know just the guy! I spotted this construction site that had a bunch of human laborers, and one of them was really tall and well-built. He was swinging tree trunks around like they were twigs.” 
 
    In other words, he was likely to have a strong, healthy, and positively delicious heart. 
 
    “He’s perfect! Do you know where he is?” 
 
    “Yeah, I followed him back to his house yesterday. He has a wife and kid, but they looked scrawny and chewy. Not in the fun way, either. Honestly, he’s too good for that skinny tramp.” 
 
    The fact that Claws had gone out of her way to investigate his household implied she had developed powerful feelings for this random laborer. This was promising because the only ‘powerful feelings’ stalkers usually harbored towards mortals were along the lines of ‘I’d love to eat his face and drink his blood.’ Either that or the standard bout of murderous intentions common to all demons, but this case seemed like the former. And if Claws thought that guy was an absolute snack, then there was a good chance Boxxy would, too. 
 
    “Okay, then go catch him and bring him to Ambrosia at once. Alive, mind you.” 
 
    “At once, Master!” 
 
    “So, Ambrosia,” it spoke aloud. “Claws will be bringing you a fresh ingredient. Make sure you prepare breakfast for me.” 
 
    “… Is mine nectar no longer to thy liking?” she asked, more concerned than angry. 
 
    “Not at all. I just want some variety so I don’t grow tired of it.” 
 
    “Milord speaks wisely. In such case I shall prepare thy breakfast with utmost care.” 
 
    “I’m looking forward to it.” 
 
    Boxxy intended to Rank Up later that night, and a gourmet serving of man-flesh with a side order of nectar sounded like the best thing to wake up to afterwards. The monster then considered that it hadn’t had the chance to sample Ambrosia’s cooking yet, which was somewhat worrisome. Dryads didn’t eat meat, so it was doubtful whether she was able to satisfy the former mimic’s carnivorous preferences. That was fine though. Boxxy could just eat what was left of the human raw in the event that Ambrosia’s cooking was absolutely atrocious with no hope of redemption. With that in mind, it made sure to temper its expectations without worrying too much. 
 
    Breakfast matters settled, the monster moved onto the next item on the evening’s agenda. It reached into its Storage and retrieved the mysterious pink gem it had inherited from Faehorn. As before, it was a total blind spot in its mana-based perception. It wasn’t as if no magic came from it, but that there was no magic in that spot at all. That couldn’t be the case considering the dungeon – and indeed the entirety of Ambrosia’s trunk cavity – was overflowing with ambient magic. A ‘hole’ in this mystically charged space was as normal as a patch of beach that remained dry no matter how many waves washed over it. 
 
    Boxxy worked out an explanation for this phenomenon while training its Doppelganger Job with Rowana. Its Mana Locator Gland functioned by releasing weak pulses of mana into its surroundings. These waves would then provide near-instantaneous feedback whenever they bounced off or passed through anything, including normally intangible things. This allowed the organ to detect both physical objects and magical disturbances within its effective range of slightly over ten meters. However, if something disrupted or erased that pulse, then the MLG would interpret the absence of feedback as ‘nothing.’ Boxxy speculated that the Spymaster that once held it prisoner used such means to evade its magical perception. It wasn’t unreasonable given his occupation that he would have an item or Skill that interfered with magical detection. Such things were likely quite rare considering Boxxy hadn’t encountered the phenomenon since. 
 
    At least it hadn’t until it first laid eyes upon the pink gem in its grasp. Its working theory was that the shiny thing was neither magical nor non-magical, but anti-magical. Its suspicions were strengthened when it waved the thing around and noted the gaps it created in the ambient mana. Magically charged air rushed to fill in the empty space almost immediately, making it difficult to spot the gaps. Using those movements as a hint, Boxxy focused its MLG on the area surrounding the gem. It noticed a nearly imperceptible but nevertheless constant flow of magic being drawn towards the object. The monster amended its hypothesis – the gemstone wasn’t erasing or nullifying the ambient mana, but absorbing it. 
 
    That was the extent of what Boxxy could learn through magical observation, so it moved onto physical inspection. In terms of tactile feedback, the pink gem was as smooth as it looked, albeit somewhat cold to the touch. Gripping it tightly or putting it in its mouth had no discernable effect on the creature’s body, nor did it prompt any bizarre notifications. It gave up this line of inquiry. It figured that if the item’s secrets could be discovered by such primitive methods, then the people what’s-her-face brought it to would have figured them out already. 
 
    Boxxy then had an unpleasant thought. What if Faehorn’s niece knew exactly what it did, but kept quiet about it? Perhaps it was cursed or had some adverse effect on whoever carried it, so she dumped it on some random girl under the pretext of satisfying her late uncle’s will. The shapeshifter felt like a complete fool for not considering these things before blindly accepting the shiny. Then again, it was a pretty exceptional shiny, so it forgave itself. After all, it would have done the same if it were in its own place. 
 
    “Ugh, this is getting me nowhere.” 
 
    The monster forced itself to stop thinking of pointless things and directed its attention back towards figuring out what the pink gem’s deal was. It tried invoking the dungeon core’s Item Appraisal function, but the results were… inconclusive. Since the object absorbed any magic aimed at it, the Appraisal proved just as useless as its MLG. This knowledge somewhat supported the niece’s claims. Anyone who tried to study the gem through conventional means would fail, and, not knowing why, would conclude that it was ‘remarkably un-magical.’ Therefore, if Boxxy hoped to crack this mystery, it would have to do what it did best. It would come up with something that no sane person would even consider doing, then do that. 
 
    Boxxy retrieved Keira’s lighter-type wand. It was a common tool it had bought at some point, and also the same one it used to burn that dumb message from ‘Hugh Mungus.’ It fed a tiny bit of MP into it, and a tiny, stable plume of fire appeared from its pointy end. It then subjected the pink gem to the flame, which was the magical equivalent of poking it with a stick. It considered using a Spell instead, but was worried what would happen to the fragile-looking thing if it couldn’t absorb the destructive energies quickly enough. 
 
    The gem sucked in the flame the instant they made contact, causing the lighter to fail. Intrigued, Boxxy repeated the experiment with the same result. It then pumped enough MP into the wand to the point the item was about to burst from magical overload. It was enough energy to keep it lit for four whole days, yet its entire charge was depleted the instant the flame touched the pink gem for the third time. Lastly, it tried to subject the gem to the light of a basic, mundane torch. It failed to react. Boxxy wasn’t sure where it was going with this sequence of experiments, but it was definitely getting somewhere. 
 
    It already confirmed that the gemstone sucked up magic like an overly aggressive sponge, but it was curious to what extent. It tried dropping the gem in a cup of healing potion, which immediately turned the alchemical liquid into a brown-tinted liquid whose only discernable effect was the taste of rust. Feeling slightly emboldened, it took a risk and blasted it with Acid Spray Skill. The caustic liquid evaporated just before touching the gem. The shapeshifter continued to carry out a bunch of similarly unscientific experiments that at some point devolved into doing random stuff just to see what would happen. 
 
    At some point, Boxxy grew bored of rubbing the shiny gem against anything vaguely magical and decided to compile what it had learned, which wasn’t a lot. It knew that Pinky aggressively absorbed any magic it came in contact with, making it impossible to analyze its properties through Appraisals. It was worth noting that it had no effect on more stable forms of magic such as enchantments woven into items, the conjured flesh of its familiars, or the interdimensional space of its Storage. Last but not least, it was pink and really, really shiny. 
 
    This was the extent of Boxxy’s discoveries. It had no idea what Pinky was made out of, where it came from, who created it, or for what purpose. The monster felt like it had wasted much of its precious alone time and was just about to call it quits for the night when it had an idea. It was so focused on how the gemstone absorbed magical energy that it didn’t stop to think about why it was doing it. It hadn’t noticed the thing discharge any of the mana it was sucking in, which implied it was somehow storing it. Was it perhaps a mechanism similar to how the dungeon cores collected and harvested ambient mana? It seemed rather obvious in retrospect, but if Pinky had a finite capacity for magic energy, then wouldn’t fully charging it do… something? 
 
    It certainly was worth a try, so Boxxy channeled its MP into it as if it were any other magic item. The gemstone eagerly soaked it all up until the shapeshifter was left dry and dizzy. Only then did it show signs of ‘life.’ It was minuscule, but the shapeshifter could definitely see a tiny bit of light emitting from the gem. This was promising, although it seemed it would take a much more significant power source than Boxxy to fully charge the deceptively little thing. Thankfully, the shapeshifter knew just who to turn to. 
 
    “Ambrosia,” it called out. 
 
    The dryad had been happily observing Boxxy’s ‘play time’ from the sidelines when she was called. She responded in her usual manner, standing in front of the shapeshifter and gracefully bowing. 
 
    “Yes, milord?” 
 
    “You’re good at manipulating mana, right? Can you pump this shiny thing full of it?” 
 
    “I am not certain, though ‘tis possible. Does milord wish for me to try?” 
 
    “Yeah. Here, take it.” 
 
    The dryad’s slender hands reached towards Boxxy’s outstretched tentacle and gently grabbed hold of the precious stone. She placed it in her open palm and stared at it intently. Nothing seemed to happen at first, but after several seconds the pink gem’s tiny inner light suddenly grew in intensity. 
 
    “‘It would appear that I am indeed capable of infusing this bauble with mine mana, milord,” she declared. “However, ‘tis more difficult than expected.” 
 
    “Difficult how?” 
 
    “I sense that this object’s size belies its inner capacity. The ‘opening’ through which the mana must flow is inadequate for the volume it can hold, much like thy attempts to empty mine bosom of its nectar.” 
 
    “But you can fill it up all the way?” 
 
    “Verily,” she confirmed. “It would just take some time.” 
 
    “Do it.” 
 
    “Then I shall begin forthwith.” 
 
    Ambrosia turned her attention back to the jewel and began pumping it full of mana. Boxxy watched with anticipation as the pink gem steadily grew whiter and brighter. At some point it also increased in size. At first the change was barely perceptible, but over time it grew to nearly twice as big as it used to be. Boxxy watched all of this transpire with an eager curiosity before it remembered something. It had, in fact, seen something else behave in an almost identical way. It was months ago, at a time when it was still a brainless mimic, so it wasn’t sure whether it could trust its memories. 
 
    Still, it was probably a good idea to make absolutely sure whether this and that were related or not. 
 
    “Ambrosia, could you please stop what you’re doing for a bit?” it asked politely yet urgently. 
 
    “As you will, milord.” 
 
    By this point, the gem was almost completely white, with only faint traces of pink. The light it gave off was so intense that it bordered on blinding. Considering the implications of those visual cues, it was safe to assume that the item was nearly charged to capacity. 
 
    “Exactly how much MP did you put into that?” the monster inquired 
 
    “About forty-two thousand,” Ambrosia casually answered. 
 
    “... That’s more than twice the dungeon core’s capacity, right?” 
 
    “Thou art correct.” 
 
    “And yet this thing is many times smaller, isn’t it?” 
 
    “‘Tis so.” 
 
    “Also isn’t it buzzing slightly, now that I think about it?” 
 
    “Indeed, milord.” 
 
    Boxxy had very limited experience regarding shiny things that soaked up mana like a thirsty dwarf floating in a lake of beer. In fact, it only knew of a single object that displayed similar properties. One that had absorbed half a dungeon’s worth of mana, grew to twice its size, and then started glowing and giving off weird noises. In fact, if one were to ignore the difference in shape, size, and coloration, then this pink gem was behaving in almost exactly the same manner as that. 
 
    “Is something the matter, milord?” 
 
    “Uhm, yeah… Let’s just forget about the glow-y thing, shall we?” 
 
    Boxxy took the gem from Ambrosia and carefully put it somewhere safe, then started preparing for its imminent Rank Up. 
 
    It could have gone further, but satisfying its curiosity wasn’t worth the risk of recreating the Calamity of Monotal with its dungeon as ground zero. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Part Six 
 
    Boxxy woke up the next day in the depths of its personal dungeon. It felt the distinct, hard ground against its back and something soft and warm against the back of its head. The second part was a bit strange. It hadn’t set out a pillow or anything of the sort when it initiated the Rank Up process last night, nor had its preparations involved anything of the sort. Snack, for example, was told to assume Keira’s identity should the shapeshifter not wake up in time. It was a precaution in case something went wrong, though the monster doubted its necessity. After all, according to Reggie’s claims about doppelgangers, Boxxy should have been out for three and a half hours at most, awaking before dawn. Although Snack seemed a bit suspicious of those words considering their source, her Master had very good reason to believe the ‘ganger capo hadn’t lied.  
 
    For starters, Reggie was fully aware of the consequences of double-crossing Boxxy. This instance had the potential to cause some serious setbacks to the latter’s plans. If the ‘real’ Keira vanished without a trace for days or even weeks, that particular Facade would come under serious jeopardy. Whether Boxxy was able to salvage it or not, it would make sure to ruin Reggie’s life in every way imaginable as payback. The other side had a lot more to lose if things play out that way, and almost nothing to gain in return. That sort of pragmatic self-interest was the sort of motivation Boxxy trusted more than flighty concepts like honor, good will, or personal code. 
 
    However, if that was the case, then why did the clock next to the shapeshifter claim it was early noon? For that matter, why was its head resting in Ambrosia’s lap while the dryad’s incredibly content face looked down at it? And why in the world did it feel a bizarre craving for sunshine? 
 
    Most of its questions were answered moments later by a series of notifications that appeared in the monster’s mind. 
 
    [Rank up complete.]
[Congratulations! Your species has become Creeper (Hylt).]
[The maximum Level of your Doppelganger Job has been increased to 50.]
[Proficiency level increased. Phytokinesis is now Level 1. MNT +3. AFF +3.] 
 
    “... The fuck?” it muttered reflexively. 
 
    “Good ‘morrow, milord,” Ambrosia responded to its voice. “Did thou sleep well?” 
 
    “The fuck?!” the monster repeated itself, much louder this time. It scrambled to its feet, scampering away from the startled dryad. 
 
    “Milord?! Is something the matter?” 
 
    “Yes, something’s the matter!” it spat back. “Just- Just stay there and don’t touch me. I need to figure out what’s going on.” 
 
    “If thou wishes it...” 
 
    Boxxy ignored the sulking plant-lady and quickly inspected its own body. 
 
    The Rank Up had reverted the creature to its true form which sported a series of changes. So far so good – it expected as much. For starters, it had grown considerably. While its body maintained its slender proportions, its height had increased. Before it was as tall as a pre-teen human, but it now stood at a height normal for a fifteen-year-old male youth. This was rather unfortunate because Keira was shorter than its new self. Boxxy would need to compact its flesh to assume its Facade rather than expand it. This was an issue since its body mass was significantly dense to begin with as a result of the Biomass Skill. Compressing it even further was… uncomfortable. Thankfully, it wouldn’t have to bear it for long. Keira was young enough to be considered a developing girl, so it wouldn’t be strange if she underwent a growth spurt. Boxxy merely had to increase her height in slight, barely noticeable increments. 
 
    However, its new size was the least of the shapeshifter’s worries at the moment. The second and far more distressing change concerned its skin. Its pigmentation was several shades lighter, bringing it from a pitch-black to a dull gray. On top of the color shift, there were several strange growths protruding from its flesh. These were located on the back of its hands, the roof of its feet, the tip of its elbows, the front of its knees, and the top of its shoulders. The patches of flesh were hardened, brown, and coarse, resembling a sapling’s bark rather than skin. The upside was that they were more flexible than they appeared. They neither limited the creature movements nor did they feel unnatural or numb. 
 
    Boxxy didn’t think of it at first, but it soon discovered that it could transform those barky-bits with as much ease as the rest of its body. It could erase the odd growths with a thought, but doing so was, in essence, no different from slipping into Keira’s skin. Relaxing its transformation would make the brown patches pop back out like it was the most natural thing in the world. In short, the plant-like parts were a permanent and somewhat unwelcome addition to its body. The monster was a bit bothered by their presence, but it could get used to them with a bit of time. 
 
    Just then, Boxxy had a rather curious thought – what would happen if it tried ‘pulling’ instead of ‘pushing?’ 
 
    The newly-awoken shapeshifter brought its right hand up to its non-existent face and stared intently at its open palm. A few breaths later, the greenish brown bark covering its backhand began to spread. It enveloped its palm and fingers, encroached on its wrist, steadily crawled its way up its forearm, past the elbow, and all the way up to the shoulder. It wasn’t simply a skin-deep transformation as Boxxy’s limb had completely turned into a wooden branch, both inside and out. Beautiful flowers, small vines, and thin branches covered in leaves grew out of it as the creature curiously explored this newfound ability. It had been capable of adopting the appearance of wood since its birth, but this was a step further. It was creating honest-to-goodness timber from its flesh. In a flash of inspiration, it mimicked parts of Ambrosia’s inner workings with the help of its MLG, allowing its limbs to move freely while maintaining their wooden disposition. 
 
    “Oh, my word!” the dryad squealed in delight. “Milord can grow thy own flowers?! How wondrous!” 
 
    “... You!” growled Boxxy. “You did this, didn’t you?!” 
 
    Its moment of wanderlust had passed, causing the shapeshifter to remember that whatever was going on was clearly outside its plans and expectations. If this slutty overgrown vegetable had somehow forced this change on the shapeshifter without its knowledge or consent, then Boxxy would seriously consider detonating Pinky within her insides. Even if dryads were both immortal and indestructible, that was only true for as long as their tree survived. An explosion of magic capable of wiping out a whole town would surely not fail to do the same to Ambrosia should she fail to explain herself. 
 
    “Whatever doth thou mean, milord?” 
 
    Naturally, the accused wouldn’t readily admit to any wrongdoing. 
 
    “It’s your fault I turned out like this, isn’t it?!” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Like what?” Boxxy repeated in disbelief. “Like! What?! Look at me! I Ranked Up into some bizarre half-plant half-monster thing! This wasn’t supposed to happen!” 
 
    “I assure you, milord, I had no intention of meddling in thy Rank Up,” she calmly claimed. “To begin with, I have no idea what form of creature thou truly are.” 
 
    “But you can control other plants!” 
 
    “’Tis so, but milord was not such before, nor art thou one now.” 
 
    “Well- You still seemed oddly happy about this whole thing!” 
 
    “Of course, I would be happy seeing milord’s growth. What mother would not be overjoyed to see their offspring develop into something closer to herself?” 
 
    “Mother? Offspring?” 
 
    The unexpected words blunted Boxxy’s rage, and it didn’t particularly enjoy the worrying implications. 
 
    “Indeed. Though milord arrived within mine trunk from beyond, I have cared for thee as if thou had sprouted from mine own seeds.” 
 
    “But… But why, though?” 
 
    “Raising thee is a source of much joy and fulfillment for mine lonely self.” 
 
    The shapeshifter felt a tinge of relief at those words. It would appear it misunderstood Ambrosia’s behavior. The dryad had been treating it the way she had not out of some misguided sense of lust, but out of an equally questionable parental obligation. Boxxy felt silly for assuming the nature of her apparent affections was sexual. Then again, it could hardly be blamed for concluding as such. Every monster-girl the shapeshifter had encountered had been, objectively speaking, both nubile and perverted in their own way. This was especially true of the demonic trio, but hardly limited to them. Given Ambrosia’s outrageously voluptuous appearance, it was only natural to expect she would crave some sort of sexual gratification. 
 
    Boxxy was glad that at least one of the females in its life was not a degenerate motivated by baser instincts. It also wouldn’t complain that the powerful entity saw it as an adoptive child – something to be cared for and protected. However, none of that alleviated its suspicions. If anything, it only made them seem more plausible, so it decided to press the matter a bit further. 
 
    “If you claim to have done nothing, then why was my head in your lap when I woke up?” 
 
    “I just felt like it.” 
 
    “You felt like it?” 
 
    “I was maintaining vigil over milord’s rest, just as thou requested. Then I noticed a strangely familiar sensation coming from within thee. I approached thee out of wonder and somehow ended up cradling thy fruit-shaped noggin in mine lap. It just seemed the most natural thing to do at the time.” 
 
    “Uh, huh. Come to think of it, why have you been so touchy-feely with me ever since I came back. What’s that about?” 
 
    Boxxy wasn’t particularly bothered by the extra attention, but it didn’t care for it, either. Furthermore, it felt some of her actions went beyond what one would consider normal in the context of a mother-child relationship. Admittedly, Boxxy was only vaguely aware of how a mother would act, and it was doubtful whether that limited knowledge applied to a millennia-old tree-woman. However, the monster decided to use this opportunity to try and figure out exactly what was going on in that vegetable brain of hers. 
 
    “I simply wish to spoil milord while I am able to. That is all.” 
 
    “What is? What do you mean by ‘while you are able to?’” 
 
    “... Milord will eventually leave me,” she spoke quietly. “Mayhap tomorrow. Mayhap in a month. Mayhap decades or even centuries from now, but thou will undoubtedly be separated from me by the passage of time. Thy recent absence had simply reminded me of this inevitability.” 
 
    “So, what, you got clingy because you missed me?” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “And how’s that going to solve anything?” 
 
    Ambrosia adopted a solemn smile that oozed with the melancholy and sadness of having to live through literal millennia of solitude.  
 
    “I wish to form as many pleasant memories with thee as possible. Thou art unique. Special. Extraordinary, even. Thy companionship, although brief, has filled me with a profound joy and happiness that I have not experienced before, nor will I experience since. It is a… ‘tasty’ feeling that I wish to preserve forever.” 
 
    She waved her hand towards one of the walls on the edge of the dungeon core platform, and the countless divine letters and words etched in it began glowing a bright, yellow light. 
 
    “‘Tis also why I have endeavored to carve said memories onto mine heartwood. So that I would not allow myself to forget. I am certain that, when the time comes, thy passing will most likely leave a deep wound on mine soul. Forgetting thee would probably help mine future self heal, but mine current self wishes to cherish every single moment I have spent in thy presence. That is the wish of this tree who hath lived too long – the wish of one who is forever destined to be the one left behind.” 
 
    Ambrosia put one foot slightly in front of the other and bent over with a twirl of her hands. It was a flawlessly elegant bow that even a refined lady of noble birth would have difficulty imitating. 
 
    “Therefore,” she continued while staring at the floor with eyes closed, “I beg for thy mercy and forgiveness regarding any transgression I may have committed against thee. I swear upon the Goddess that I truly meant thee no harm nor disrespect, and humbly request that thou allow me to continue serving thee as I have until now.” 
 
    “... Fine, whatever,” the shapeshifter gave in after a few moments of silence. “Do what you want, just make sure your antics don’t get in my way.” 
 
    “Thou art most gracious,” Ambrosia deepened her bow. 
 
    Boxxy only passively listened to the heartfelt speech. Halfway through her inane babbling, the monster realized that blaming her was a waste of time and energy. It had briefly forgotten just how bad this dryad was at lying and scheming in the first place. She was far too honest and naive to even consider sabotage or subterfuge. After calming down and thinking things through, Boxxy realized that if it wanted to find the culprit responsible for this anomalous Rank Up, it needed only to look in a mirror. 
 
    Reggie, the resident expert on doppelganger physiology, stated that their kind were prone to mutation. That implied it wouldn’t be that odd if a new or rare variant of the species popped up seemingly out of nowhere. Such things were usually brought about as a result of one’s environment, and Boxxy had spent a significant amount of time interacting with dryads. It talked to them, made deals with them, dwelled within their trees, and even gorged on their nectar. Considering its recent behavior, its evolution into a plant-monster hybrid had most likely been brought on as a result of its own actions. 
 
    Besides, this wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. The inborn ability to transform flesh into different kinds of vegetation through shapeshifting was undoubtedly going to be useful. Boxxy just needed to discover its limits and learn what sort of new forms it could assume. It also needed to consider the new racial Skill that came with its new subspecies. 
 
    [Phytokinesis]
The ability to manipulate vegetation through the power of one’s mind.
Requirements: Creeper variant
Type: Sustained
Activation Time: Instant
Cost: Variable
Range: 5 Meters
[Effects]
Grants control over targeted vegetation within range.
Consumes MP based on the size and weight of targets under the effects of this Skill.
The strength, speed, and range of control exerted by this Skill are amplified by MNT and AFF.
Increases the effectiveness of this Skill by 10% per Level of this Skill. 
 
    It would seem that the telekinetic potential of adult doppelgangers had manifested itself in a curious way. Boxxy didn’t know whether to be happy about this or not. On one hand, it would have preferred the ability to move everything with its mind instead of merely plants. At the same time, the narrow focus of this Skill implied that the power it could exert was more potent than its more versatile counterparts. This common sense had been drilled into the monster’s body throughout its life of violence and mayhem. However, Boxxy couldn’t know for sure whether that logic applied to Phytokinesis. It simply had no frame of reference. So, for the moment, it stopped worrying about what could have been and graciously accepted this new ability that it bestowed upon itself, from itself, on behalf of itself. 
 
    Gratuitous self-congratulations aside, the shapeshifter attempted putting its newly acquired Skill to the test. At first, it considered using it on its immediate surroundings but ultimately decided against it. ‘A good spot to practice plant control’ didn’t exist within its dungeon. There was, after all, only a single specimen of vegetation to be found in the monster’s lair, and it already had an owner. Admittedly, said owner was idiotic, gullible, and somewhat delusional, but nevertheless far too powerful for any single mortal to contend with. 
 
    Since flexing its mental muscles didn’t seem feasible at the moment, Boxxy checked out its physical ones. It began by transporting itself to its treasury using the dungeon core’s Nexus Access, and for once had no intention of playing around. Granted that would still happen to some degree, but the main purpose of its visit was to test the limits of its physical strength. Before the Rank Up, it could lift roughly two hundred and seventy kilograms of valuables, which was about a fifth more than its body weight. Any more than that and its muscles and bones would begin screaming and creaking in pain as the massive load threatened to crush it flat. And now, even though it had gained hardly any mass, it could bear a load fifty kilograms heavier than its previous limit. It was a rough, unscientific experiment, but one that clearly demonstrated a marked increase in raw physical power. 
 
    The next thing on Boxxy’s agenda was to test if its speed and stamina had increased, so it started running mad laps inside its treasury. Unfortunately, it didn’t seem that either of those parameters had improved. Either that or the change was too minute to notice, in which case it wouldn’t make a difference. Still, the exercise had served as a good warm up. In Boxxy’s personal experience, the best way to adapt to a new body was to thoroughly put it through its paces. 
 
    With that in mind, the monster confirmed that its vitally-important shapeshifting abilities weren’t negatively impacted by its new subspecies. Flesh, bone, teeth, and metal were molded with the usual speed, consistency, and accuracy. Its newly acquired vegetative options were atrociously slow and clumsy by comparison, but that was only temporary. Boxxy felt confident that, with enough study and practice, it could eventually add trees, shrubs, grasses, flowers, and vines to its already impressive repertoire. Ultimately, ‘Plant-shifting’ was no different from any of the other transformations it had attempted for the first time. 
 
    Boxxy could already envision a number of practical applications once it mastered this new ability. One such possibility was brought on by its new subspecies, the full designation of which was ‘Creeper (Hylt)’ according to its Status. From what it could tell, creepers were doppelgangers that adopted traits from certain species of vegetation. In Boxxy’s case, it was related to the almighty hylt tree, allowing it to easily convert its flesh into Ironbark. This unique material’s toughness was equal to first-grade steel at only a fraction of the weight. Plus, it was much easier to move around in compared to Metal Mimicry. Not to mention, it was completely free in terms of MP consumption. In short, Ironbark was the superior defensive option when compared to the monster’s usual trick of turning its skin to steel. 
 
    However, the material wasn’t all that useful when it came to offense. Boxxy seemed incapable of shaping its Ironbark into a keen edge. Even though it created massive sword-arms out of it, they might as well have been oversized butter knives. It would appear that, though the stuff excelled at absorbing and diffusing impacts, it wasn’t rigid enough to serve as a blade. This immensely puzzled the creeper. Didn’t the dryad quintuplets back at the fort use Ironbark for their SHUNK-y ambush? Come to think of it, elvish craftsmen sometimes worked with so-called Hardened Ironbark. Perhaps the plant matter had to be processed in some way to make it viable for weaponry. Boxxy shelved the matter for the moment to revisit at a later date. Currently, it would stick with the tried-and-tested Metal Mimicry approach whenever it needed to improvise some weapons. 
 
    The last thing Boxxy wanted to figure out about its new self was that odd craving for sunlight it experienced immediately after waking up. The sensation had already passed, but it couldn’t help ponder what had brought it on. Admittedly, it didn’t seem that big of a mystery. It had become part plant with the ability to sprout branches and leaves, which implied it could now use sunlight for sustenance. Curious as to what that would feel like, the shapeshifter ascended to the vast canopy at the very top of Ambrosia’s tree. 
 
    Upon arriving in the dense, foliage-ridden microcosm, Boxxy was momentarily taken aback by the absurd amount of webbing everywhere. It would appear that its arachnid familiar had built quite the nest up there by utilizing her lavender-colored Demon Silk. Drea produced the material in question through the various things she ate, so it wouldn’t disappear after a certain amount of time like her magically-conjured webs. This allowed the stalker demon to construct a sprawling lair with clearly defined floors, ceilings, walls, pillars, and other building-like elements. She even took the time to shape wads of Demon Silk into furniture like beds, armchairs, and hammocks. It didn’t seem like Drea actually used any of it judging by the thin layer of debris and filth that clung to everything. 
 
    Boxxy, for its part, didn’t care about any of that. It came up here to taste the sun, and this overindulgent web-house was in the way. It ripped, burned, and cut its way through as it climbed higher and higher through the webbed-up foliage. Eventually, it made its way onto a relatively flat branch that was receiving plenty of sunlight through a gap in the brush. The nearby scorch marks revealed it as the same place the monster had used to conduct the Ritual of Unholy Wealth. There weren’t many spots within Ambrosia’s canopy that had both stable footholds and a clear view of the sky, and this was the only one Boxxy knew of. 
 
    Now that it was here, it stood in the midday sun’s golden rays and willed a leafy bush to sprout from its back and shoulders. It felt a bit silly at first, but then it experienced a warm, invigorating sensation that spread through its twigs as the creature experienced photosynthesis for the first time. The monster had no idea how it worked or even what the process was called. It didn’t need to, either. As far as Boxxy was aware, plants liked to ‘eat’ sunlight, and now that it was doing it, it could understand why those immature dryads bickered over it so much. 
 
    The sun was tasty. 
 
    Hold on, it realized something. Didn’t I have something important to do? 
 
    Indeed, it had been so preoccupied testing its new limits that it had forgotten something quite vital. 
 
    “Snack,” it called out telepathically. 
 
    “Oh, Master! You’re finally awake!” the succubus replied enthusiastically. “Am I to understand we shall be launching operation ‘Ruin Reggie’s Life’ within the hour?” 
 
    Xera never liked how that self-important prick dared to think himself her master’s superior. His apparent betrayal regarding the all-important Rank Up process was, in her completely unbiased opinion, absolutely unforgivable. 
 
    “Not just yet,” Boxxy informed her. “Just give me a status report for now.” 
 
    “As you wish, Master. I assumed Keira’s guise once morning came as per your orders and have been filling in for you since then. I pretended to feel down and contemplative due to a ‘terrible dream’ so as to avoid interacting too much with Rowana. She bought it at first, but she is starting to suspect something is up.” 
 
    Indeed, just as Boxxy feared, Snack couldn’t stand in as Keira for extended periods of time while having regular contact with the elf. The mysterious ability called ‘woman’s intuition’ was not to be trifled with. 
 
    “Where are you two right now?” asked Boxxy. 
 
    “We’re in Rowana’s house, Master. The elf is currently sitting at her desk working out some sort of budget. I’m in the room with her making myself look busy with your Artificer tools.” 
 
    “... You’re not trying to make a mechanized penis again, right?” 
 
    “Of course not, Master,” she calmly denied the accusation. “That one time was just me teasing Fizzy a bit, I wasn’t being serious. After all, the only thing that could truly satisfy my hopelessly perverted soul is my one and only Master.” 
 
    Boxxy let out an exasperated sigh. It could practically see the succubus winking at it with a demure smile upon her face. It was starting to understand Fizzy’s unfavorable stance towards ‘meatbags,’ especially her contempt of their ‘disgustingly inefficient mating rituals.’ 
 
    “Any abnormalities or noteworthy events happen during my absence?” it changed the subject. 
 
    “Nothing in particular, Master. Although there was something that caught my attention while I was rooting through the elf’s desk last night. It was a partially filled out requisition order for Honeydew on behalf of her clinic.” 
 
    “Hmm, how curious.” 
 
    The mention of that particularly shiny liquid instantly piqued Boxxy’s interest. Come to think of it, that substance was supposedly banned in the Empire yet legal in the Republic. It wasn’t on sale in any of the shops Keira had visited, so it had almost forgotten that little tidbit. It made a mental note to casually ask Rowana about it while it was still in the city. If anyone knew what was special about Honeydew, it would be an Alchemist who apparently worked with the stuff. 
 
    “Good work,” it commended her. 
 
    “I am unworthy of such praise, Master. Rather, I must insist that you punish me for my incompetence by making me choke on your-” 
 
    “Just shut up and keep the elf busy. Be ready to swap in an hour or so.” 
 
    “... Yes, Master.” 
 
    Seeing as there was no emergency, the monster decided it could afford to take things a bit slow. It climbed down from the top of the tree and briskly returned to the dungeon core platform at the heart of its lair. It looked around for Ambrosia, but it would appear the dryad had disappeared somewhere. This was a bit vexing. Though Boxxy’s latest Rank Up hadn’t starved it as badly as the previous ones, it had left the monster feeling ‘a wee bit peckish,’ as the elves liked to say. The monster figured this was a good opportunity to sample the fruits of the dryad’s culinary training. Her absence was therefore displeasing though hardly an issue considering it could reach her anywhere at any time. 
 
    [Boxxy: Ambrosia, did you prepare my meal like I requested?]
[Ambrosia: Forgive me, milord. In all the excitement I almost forgot about it. It is indeed ready, although I will need to reheat it.]
[Boxxy: Does it necessarily have to be heated?]
[Ambrosia: Indeed. Most of the dishes I have prepared display superior flavor while they are warm.]
[Boxxy: Alright. Then do what you have to do and bring it to me ASAP.]
[Ambrosia: I do not understand. Does milord wish to sample mine sap as well?]
[Boxxy: No. ASAP is short for ‘as soon as possible.’ It has nothing to do with sap.]
[Ambrosia: Understood. In that case I shall bring thee thy meal with utmost haste.] 
 
    The shapeshifter waited with as much patience it could muster as the dryad readied everything. She bent her interior bark in the shape of a large dining table and a fancy high-back chair. Boxxy took the hint and seated itself. Ambrosia had yet to bring out the actual dishes, so the monster took this opportunity to once more temper its expectations. Optimism only led to disappointment, so it tried not to get too excited. That said, this was a meal prepared from the first-rate ingredient Claws had secured, so Boxxy ended up salivating in anticipation despite itself. 
 
    Ambrosia reappeared after about fifteen minutes. She walked over to Boxxy’s seat in a prim and proper manner, her hands crossed in front of her belly and a welcoming smile on her face. Numerous green vines grew rapidly out of the floor at her passage like a grand wave of greenery. Atop this cascade of vegetation were eight extra-large covered plates which were smoothly and securely passed from one plant to the next while keeping pace with the dungeon master. It was a culinary procession that even Boxxy found entertaining to watch, though it would have preferred if she skipped the theatrics altogether. 
 
    By the time the dryad’s performance was over, her dishes were carefully laid out on the table. With a graceful flick of her wrists and a snappy twist of her vines, she presented every one of her specially prepared recipes to an increasingly excited Boxxy. 
 
    The first course was the appetizer, which consisted of a large plate of bite-sized bits of raw thigh meat lovingly wrapped in crispy, slightly charred skin. Boxxy was an immediate fan despite their small size. Next was a blood-soup with lightly boiled facial features such as noses, ears, and lips. The third dish was a thick steak carved out of neck muscle marinated in a spicy, blood-based sauce. The fourth course was a quartet of human hearts with ground liver stuffing and a hint of sweet-and-sour herb flavoring. Number five was an order of nectar-basted human ribs that were incredibly savory and practically oozing with juices. The sixth dish was a slow-roasted human torso stuffed with shavings of arm and leg flesh. For dessert, Ambrosia had prepared a snowy-white eyeball-and-nectar pudding that was so delicious it nearly drove Boxxy to tears. The fact it was served in a pearly white skull instead of a bowl or plate made it all the more enjoyable. The last plate was a serving of deep-fried bone chips. The pleasant crunching sensation and the hint of human fat mixed in with the slightly salty flavor was a very satisfying finish to the lavish meal. As for drink, Boxxy regularly availed itself of fresh nectar directly from the source throughout the meal. 
 
    “How was it, milord?” Ambrosia asked once the feeding frenzy concluded. 
 
    Boxxy was currently sitting in the chair in its favored chest-bound form. In fact, it was an improvement on the original design since the tightly-bound planks of wood hiding its true self were actual timber. 
 
    “Perfect,” came the utterly content reply. “Absolutely perfect.” 
 
    The dryad’s somewhat nervous smile turned into a pleasant grin. She pressed her quivering lips together, struggling to quell the enormous joy welling up inside her. She began quickly cleaning up, eager to go somewhere private where she could squeal, jump, and giggle without disturbing the tranquility of her ‘house guest.’ 
 
    And ‘tranquility’ was the most accurate way to describe Boxxy’s current mental state. It couldn’t believe that wonderfully orchestrated symphony of flavor was created by a creature that usually ate nothing but dirt, water, and sunlight. Each dish had a unique flavor, texture, and consistency that made it nearly impossible to compare them. It was almost as if each one was in its own league of deliciousness. Boxxy could spend the next three months struggling to pick out its absolute favorite, and even then the results would be inconclusive. If pressed for answers then and there, it would rule its favorite a four-way-tie between the bone chips, the stuffed hearts, the juicy ribs, and the eye pudding. 
 
    It wasn’t just the flavor, either. The sheer amount of meat, bone, and blood that Ambrosia had prepared was enough to piece together five, maybe even six people. It was honestly a wonder it all came from a single human. Or rather, it was outright impossible for someone to cut out so many vital organs and large chunks of flesh without killing the source, even with the Waters of Life. Had the dryad procured additional ingredients while it slept? Did she recruit Claws’ help to get them? And for that matter, did she use the stalker to refine her recipes since the demons’ tastes were so close to the shapeshifter’s? 
 
    These were the sort of culinary mysteries that Boxxy completely did not care about beyond a passing thought. The veritable orgy of flavor it had just experienced washed away all its stress and grievances as if they were never there. Confidence and motivation welled up from within, almost as if it had found a new purpose to live. Rather than wallow in decadence, that meal made it want to go out there, grab the world by the balls, and then bite its head off. The only thing that put a slight damper on its mood was it expected Reggie’s ‘problem’ to be irksome. The payoff would be worth the trouble, though. Once that was settled, it could focus on siphoning off as much power and treasure as chestily possible from the ongoing war. 
 
    “Ah… war…” the monster mumbled. 
 
    Boxxy liked war. Perhaps even loved it. It had tasted the sweetness of wanton carnage on a few occasions and was eager to revel in the sensation once again. It wasn’t just this war, either. The thought of any large-scale armed conflict made Boxxy’s teeth itch. Out of all the pointless notions invented by civilization, war was undoubtedly the tastiest. It was the only enlightened concept that resonated with the violent, selfish monster on some deeper level. 
 
    For war did not determine who was right – only who was left. 

 
 
   
  
 


 Interlude
A Box’s Life 
 
    *SLAM* 
 
    “Honey, I’m home!” 
 
    Minic jumped up from Minic’s seat and bounced around excitedly at those words. Minic was feeling fluffy because Big Sis had returned, and Minic would get to spend time with her. Big Sis was sometimes a Big Bro instead, but Minic didn’t mind. Okay, Minic minded it a little since there were fewer soft things around when Big Bro was a Big Bro instead of a Big Sis. 
 
    “Welcome back, sweetie.” 
 
    Her Softness called out from the other side of the big box. Minic liked Her Softness because she had two of the softest softies that had ever softed. She often held Minic by pressing it against her softies, which felt nice and fluffy. Sometimes, however, it would feel one or two hard nubs poking into its undercarriage which was less-than-fluffy. But Minic learned to cope since Her Softness got angry at Minic whenever it tried to press down on them. Big Sis didn’t seem to mind that behavior, but her softies weren’t nearly as fluffy as Her Softness. It was a bit of a shame, but Minic didn’t mind the size difference. Okay, Minic minded it a little, but Minic kept quiet about it because complaining would be rude to Big Sis. And Minic liked Big Sis a lot. 
 
    “Everything go well with Ariebelle?” 
 
    “... Who?” 
 
    “You know, the girl that tore you away from me?” 
 
    “Oh, right! Faehorn’s niece had a name like that, didn’t she?” 
 
    “You seriously forgot? Just how much of a scatterbrain are you? Honestly!” 
 
    “Sorry, Rowie. I guess I can’t think of her as anything other than Faehorn’s niece. I know it’s rude, but…”  
 
    Minic didn’t understand any of the words being thrown about, but Minic could read the mood from the tone of their conversation. Minic understood this was a serious matter, so Minic tried to keep quiet. Otherwise Her Softness might yell at Minic and bar it from her fluffy globes yet again. That would be very bad if it were to happen. 
 
    “Well, I guess we only just met this morning, but you need to work on that. I can’t have you embarrassing me in front of my parents because you forgot their names.” 
 
    “I’ll, um, keep that in mind…” 
 
    “Good. Now then, I still have to finish preparing dinner.” 
 
    “Need any help?” 
 
    “No, I’m almost ready anyway. I had plenty of time to prepare since a certain someone spent the entire afternoon with another girl.” 
 
    “Jealous, Rowie?” 
 
    “No, of course not.” 
 
    “Are you suuuuure?” 
 
    “... Alright, maybe a little.” 
 
    “That’s okay. You’re pretty even when you’re jealous!” 
 
    “Flattery will get you nowhere, love. What did she want, anyway?” 
 
    “Just some details regarding Faehorn’s will. There was a misunderstanding that took some time to resolve, but in the end, it turned out he bequeathed me something from his personal collection.” 
 
    Big Sis reached into her clothes and pulled out a small square thing. It was shiny, bright red, and a bit transparent. It was somewhat similar to Minic’s own shiny gem, but Minic’s precious piece was completely different. It was nice and round and smooth, not blocky and angled like that one. 
 
    “Oh, wow! What’s that? Some magic item or something?” 
 
    “Nope, just a regular ruby. I could probably pawn it off, but I don’t have the heart to.” 
 
    “I would certainly hope not. It’s a memento from your role-model as an adventurer, right?” 
 
    “Yeah… Besides, even if it’s not really practical, it’s quite beautiful, isn’t it?” 
 
    “It is. I think it fits you perfectly.” 
 
    “Rowie… I’m happy to hear that, but your dish is burning.” 
 
    “Oh, beans!” 
 
    Her Softness finally noticed the red thing in the black pan has been giving off weird smoke for a while now. Minic wasn’t sure whether that was good or bad, so it didn’t know if it should tell her. Either way it didn’t need to. Her Softness resumed tending to the smoky thing with clattering and hissing noises over at the yummy-station while Big Sis sat down on one of the chairs. However, she seemed to be feeling rather un-fluffy. Her mouth was curved the wrong way and the see-balls were half-hidden by the see-ball-curtains in a none-too-pleased manner. 
 
    Minic decided to try and cheer Big Sis up, so Minic went over to her and started bumping into her legs until Big Sis turned her see-balls towards it. They shone a lot like the warm ceiling-bright up on the Grand Ceiling whenever the Mega Fluffs weren’t in the way. Was Big Sis feeling unfluffy because the big ceiling-bright was slacking off again? 
 
    “What is it, Minic?” 
 
    Big Sis spoke to Minic. Minic couldn’t understand the words, but it didn’t need to. Minic was on a mission of fluffiness and joy, which it intended to fulfil no matter what. To that end, Minic spat out half of the extra-big fur-fruit it had caught earlier. The partially eaten fur-fruit fell on the ground next to Big Sis’s leg with a small splat, sending the red juice everywhere. 
 
    “Yip, yap! Yip!” (Here, Big Sis! For you!) 
 
    Big Sis looked down at Minic’s gift, her juice-colored head tilting a bit to the side. The see-ball-curtains opened and closed a few times, but she curved her mouth the right way up before long. She briefly turned towards Her Softness, who faced the other way, and then grabbed Minic’s gift with her bare foot. A small mouth opened up on the underside of it, and it ate Minic’s gift with a few quiet crunches. Afterwards, its tongue rolled out and licked up every last drop of juice before the mouth disappeared. Big Sis then gently patted Minic on the lid with her foot and stroked its red gem with her foot-fingers. That tickled a bit, but Minic didn’t mind. Okay, Minic minded it a little, but this was how Big Sis showed her appreciation, so it accepted the gesture with no complaints. 
 
    Several minutes later, Her Softness and Big Sis started eating the smokey thing from earlier. Big Sis tried to give some to Minic, but it refused politely with a ‘Bleh!’ noise. Her Softness saw that and said some harsh-sounding words to Big Sis before she placed a bowl on the ground that had several slices of fresh big-tree-fruit. Each piece had glistening yellow meat, taut red skin, and a few tiny black seeds stuck inside it.  
 
    Minic gleefully started eating its favorite treat. It was much tastier than the bits of old-tree-fruit it was given sometimes, mostly since this one was gushing with juice. Ah, but this was a different kind of juice than the fur-fruit. It was more watery and much sweeter. Minic definitely preferred this one. Not to mention the fur-fruit’s long, off-white seeds were sometimes too hard for Minic to chew. The fact that Big Sis could munch on them without even trying was one of many reasons Mimic thought Big Sis was amazing. 
 
    After the meal ended, Her Softness and Big Sis climbed onto the big, creaky bed and began rubbing against each other again. There was a lot of moaning and a bit of screaming, but Minic had already learned that whatever they were doing wasn’t as painful as it sounded. It sat quietly on its personal bed that consisted of a single head-soft. It was a bit envious at first since the big bed had several head-softs, but it didn’t complain because Minic was a good Minic. 
 
    Eventually, the screaming died down and only breathing noises were coming from the bed. Minic couldn’t see the point of just lying there for hours and hours. Although, Her Softness seemed to return to full fluffiness when she got back up, so it was probably a good thing. Big Sis, on the other hand, would probably have to leave soon. Indeed, very shortly after rubbing-time was over, Big Sis silently got up and started mumbling something. 
 
    “Transfamiliar.” 
 
    There was a puff of green smoke and a flash of light as Big Sis disappeared back to her special hidey-place, and Mother reappeared in all her softastic glory. As usual, her massive softies bobbed and jiggled with unparalleled fluffiness. Minic really wanted to sit on them, but Mother never let it do that, even back when Father was still around. 
 
    “Yaaap! Yap-yap-yip!” (Motheeeer! I want to sit on your softies!) 
 
    However, Minic still tried its luck, as per usual. 
 
    “Shut up you insufferable little gnat!” 
 
    It would seem Minic was denied once again. Minic didn’t need to know her words to understand what that un-fluffy tone meant. 
 
    “Hmnnn… Huh? Keira, is that-” 
 
    “Sleep!” 
 
    *THUD* 
 
    “Zzzzz….” 
 
    Her Softness let out a few noises and stood up a little before she went back to what she was doing when Mother scolded her. Mother had a gift for scolding and often scolded Minic. However, that was just how Mother always was, so Minic didn’t mind. Okay, Minic minded it a little, but complaining would only result in more scolding. Still, Minic believed it would one day sit on Mother’s softies and attain true fluffiness, so it would definitely ask again the next chance it got. 
 
    Mother glared at Minic in a rather un-fluffy way and silently pointed at one of the lids of the big box. Minic never understood why these big boxes had such relatively small lids or why there were so many of them, but it just accepted it as fact. There were many types of boxes, after all. Minic was one, and Big Bro was sometimes a box, too. That’s why Minic recognized Big Bro as a Big Bro in the first place, though it didn’t understand why Big Bro was sometimes a Big Sis instead. 
 
    “Get out or I’ll throw you out!” 
 
    “Yak!” (Oh, right!) 
 
    How thoughtless of Minic! Mother probably wanted some alone-time again, but Minic failed to notice so it got yelled at again. Not wishing to upset Mother’s fluffiness any longer, Minic walked up to the big wooden lid and exited through the tinier lid on it. The fact that Big Sis had put a lid within a lid nearly blew Minic’s mind, so Minic was always a bit awestruck whenever it passed through. Those wriggly strangers that dropped by a while ago used it, too, which was why Minic complained about them to Her Softness. It wasn’t sure why, but soon after it was sent to another box for a while. The whole affair was just another thing Minic would probably never understand, so it didn’t worry about it too much. Besides, everything went back to the usual fluffiness when Big Sis returned. 
 
    Regardless, Minic was given leave to play around, so it decided to do just that. At least until the ceiling-bright came back, which was usually when Big Sis returned. So, Minic decided to keep exploring that one place it found recently even though it was a bit far. It ran up to the edge of the floor and jumped off without any hesitation. Minic reveled in the sensation of free-falling as it plummeted uncontrollably towards the ground. 
 
    Minic felt a strong gust of wind push it from the side. Minic then crashed through a particularly leafy branch, bounced off a flying feather-fruit, got caught up in some dangling long-leaves, rolled across one of the slanted top bits of a brick box, and landed safely in a bin filled with somewhat soft but nasty-looking stuff. Minic climbed out of the bin and skittered quickly-yet-casually across the dirt-covered floor, wondering for the umpteenth time when someone would actually clean it up. Minic wanted to do it itself, but it lacked the means to do so. After all, Minic didn’t have Sweepy’s outstanding cleaning skills. That slim, tall, and bristly fellow would sort this mess out in no time flat if it was there, Minic was sure of it. 
 
    Minic continued running across the familiar, dirty floor until it came to a small hole in a stone wall and crawled inside it. It climbed down into a dark, dank tunnel that had some extremely filthy water running through the middle of it. That stream was bad news. Not only did Minic not care for the taste, but Her Softness would somehow know if Minic splashed in the stuff. She would then scold it while scrubbing it clean with some warm slightly bubbly water. That was why Minic walked along the stone path next to the icky stream, making doubly sure not to slip or otherwise fall into it again. Because Minic was a good Minic that did not want to upset Her Softness, even if getting scrubbed felt nice. 
 
    After aimlessly walking the series of tunnels for a long while, Minic somehow made it to the place that Minic wanted to visit. Minic didn’t know how these mysterious and confusing tunnels worked and got lost with frightening frequency yet somehow always ended up at the right place. The spot in question was shaped like the inside of a super-sized stone box. There were several tunnels that carried the filthy water into it, while a slightly bigger one drained it away somewhere. There were a lot of these stone boxes around, but Minic knew this was the right one because it saw that one tunnel in the corner had nothing coming out of it. 
 
    Minic walked along the edge of the giant box and hopped into the curiously dry tunnel. It was much darker than the other ones, but Minic didn’t need see-balls to look around. It could see all of its surroundings at once thanks to its shiny red gem, so while it often got lost it almost never tripped over stuff, except when it did. However, all that walking around was making Minic feel a bit hungry, so Minic kept its gem open for a snack. It soon found some fur-fruits lying about the dry tunnel, though these were much too big to eat. They didn’t have any juice in them either, as most of it seemed to have leaked out and dried up. On the other hand, there were quite a few buzz-fruits floating around them. Those ones weren’t as filling as fur-fruits, but were much easier to eat and catch due to Minic’s flexible tongue. Unfortunately, these tunnel-buzz-fruits were much nastier than the ones above, so in the end Minic decided to give up on them, too. Minic was sure Her Softness would prepare another bowl of big-tree-fruit when it returned, so it had no qualms passing up on these inferior snacks. 
 
    Minic kept resolutely skittering across the tunnel. Minic didn’t see anything interesting for a while, other than a number of dried-up fur-fruits. Some of them had been here for so long that only their seeds were left behind. Eventually, Minic found itself inside another stone box, almost the same as the one on the other end of the dry tunnel. Well, other than the fact that this one was completely dry, had a bunch of fires lighting it up, and was really, really loud. 
 
    The noise was coming from a large number of things milling about. They looked a bit like fur-fruits, but with many key differences. For one thing, they were even bigger than those fur-fruits of unusual size that Minic came across on the way here, though not quite as tall as Big Sis. They did, however, have perky triangular listen-holes that looked a lot like hers. Their fur looked to be much fluffier than regular fur-fruits, too. It was mostly gray in color, although the area around their see-holes was black, while the bits directly above that and running along their long, protruding mouths were white. They also had fluffy-looking striped tails alternating between gray and black, and their sniffers were small, black and round, almost like a woofer’s. 
 
    Some of them stood on their hind legs, and most wore at least one article of clothing, such as old aprons, beat-up hats, or rag-like shirts. They moved with purpose, going in and out of appropriately sized boxes apparently made out of mud and wood. A number of them had a bunch of random objects lined up on small wooden planks and exchanged them for shiny stones with the ones passing by. It was almost like that busy place that Her Softness went to get fresh big-tree-fruits every now and then. She had brought Minic with her several times, so it was quite sure it had the same atmosphere. 
 
    Minic curiously approached the bustling space filled with chattering noises of various kinds. Minic had never seen creatures such as these and was very eager to sit on one of them to test out their softness. As luck had it, one of them was near the edge of all that hustle and bustle. It was splayed out on its back behind a particularly large box that sounded like there were a bunch more of them inside. A rather foul-looking liquid was dribbling from the corner of its mouth, but Minic wasn’t going to be deterred so easily. Minic approached the creature from the side and called out to it. 
 
    “Yip yap?” (Excuse me, but may I sit on you?) 
 
    “Hrrrrrrrrr…” (Mmmm, cold floor…) 
 
    Minic had no way of knowing what that quiet growling noise meant, but it didn’t sound like a ‘no.’ Therefore, it confidently climbed up its furry arm and sat somewhere on its belly. As expected, the fur was quite soft. Though it fell short of Her Softness’s softies, it was enough to rival Minic’s personal bed. Therefore, Minic decided to refer to these unfamiliar creatures as fluff-furs. It was a very luxurious name, but one that fit the adequately fluffy thing Minic was sitting on. Not only that, but Minic found the gentle up-and-down motion caused by the fluff-fur’s breathing to be quite relaxing. 
 
    “Chrraarata!” (There he is!) 
 
    A high-pitched chitter interrupted Minic’s fluffy time. A trio of fluff-furs approached the one on the ground. However, they clearly weren’t peaceful since all of them bared their pointed teeth. The one in the middle was also holding a knife, and not in the ‘munchies will be ready soon’ way that Her Softness practiced. The three newcomers surrounded the soft-fur on the ground. They clearly had some business with him, but their eyesight was inevitably drawn to Minic’s fancy frame and shining red jewel. It was nearly the same look that Big Sis had when she and Minic first met. 
 
    “Chraar!” (Look at that shiny thing!) 
 
    “Chra! Shreehss?” (Wow! Did this deadbeat always have such a thing?) 
 
    “Krrrr…” (So shiny…) 
 
    “Hrack! Hrarrrak.” (No way! He can barely afford mushroom wine.) 
 
    “Hrakrr?” (So, should we take it instead?) 
 
    “Grrrrr!” (Paws off, it’s mine!) 
 
    “Grrrrrr!” (No, the shiny is mine!) 
 
    “Graaaar! Hurrrrrrr!” (Quiet you idiots! I’m the boss here so it’s mine!) 
 
    Minic had no idea what was going on, but judging from how their chittering and soft purring grew into dangerous-sounding growls, this clearly wasn’t going to end in a fluffy situation. Therefore, Minic decided now was a good time to leave. So, while the three fluff-furs were busy hissing and snarling at one another, Minic carefully climbed off its seat and tried to skitter away. 
 
    “Hr? Shrraaaararaara!” (Huh? The shiny is trying to run away!) 
 
    However, it appeared they saw through Minic’s escape attempt almost immediately. One of the fluff-furs jumped at Minic and tried to snatch it up, but Minic managed to leap out of the way of its grabby-claws. Minic wanted to run away and tried its best to do so, but another fluff-fur managed to grab Minic before it gained any speed. He lifted Minic above his head and let out a triumphant cry. 
 
    “Krraaa!” (Shinyyy!) 
 
    “GRAR!” (I SAID MINE!) 
 
    The one with the knife moved forward and cut him on the back. He howled in pain and stumbled forward, dropping Minic in the process. He retaliated by turning around and clawing his attacker across the face, causing some juice to gush out from the knife-holder’s see-hole. The third one took advantage of the confusion and chased after Minic, but Minic had already bounced away at top speed in a random direction. The much taller fluff-fur would have easily caught up to Minic, but for better or for worse, Minic ended up running into the crowd of fluff-furs. 
 
    Howls, roars, chitters, and other sounds intensified around it as the big stone box’s interior was thrown into chaos. Two of the fluff-furs grabbed Minic on either side with one paw each and started punching and clawing each other while pulling on Minic from both directions. A pointy-tipped wooden stick suddenly appeared and slid into one’s shoulder, causing him to fall to one side and let go of Minic. The other fluff-fur held onto Minic firmly and made a run for it only to be hit by a thick piece of metal from the side. Possession of Minic was then forcibly relinquished to the really big and tough-looking fluff-fur that was holding that metal. 
 
    This one kept moving around while swatting other fluff-furs with one hand as if they were nothing, all while holding onto the struggling Minic. Pretty soon, the other fluff-furs gave up on coming near the big and tough one, and merely hissed and growled from a distance. Just when it appeared that things had more or less calmed down, a streak of fire flew in out of nowhere. It struck the big fluff-fur, making him stumble while also singing much of his softness. 
 
    “Hrahr! Shraaaararara!” (Iron-Club! Drop the shiny if you know what’s good for you!) 
 
    The one yelling was a fluff-fur missing a see-ball and wearing an old filthy rag as a pointy hat. He was waving a weirdly shaped stick in the tough one’s general direction. 
 
    “Grraahr! Rrrrargh!” (Stupid Flame-Eye! If you want it then come at me!) 
 
    “Hraerhalt!” (Firebolt!) 
 
    The tough fluff-fur’s protests were cut short by another plume of flame that just barely grazed his listen-holes. 
 
    “Hrahrahraaa! Khat! Gehahnnn!” (That was a warning shot! Give up! You can’t beat me!) 
 
    “Grmph!” (Bring it, fool!) 
 
    “Gah! Hraerhalt!” (You asked for it! Firebolt!) 
 
    Another lump of heat came flying at the fluff-fur still clinging onto Minic, but this time he dodged it entirely. However, he moved a bit too far to the left, prompting one of the surrounding fluff-furs to leap out of the sidelines and bite into his exposed arm. The two of them struggled for a few moments while the hat-wearer prepared to do his thing again. Just as he was about to unleash his fire, yet another random fluff-fur from the crowd leaped at the tough one. Their heads collided, forcing the big one to fall over with a yelp while finally letting go of his captive. The sudden motion flung Minic into the air with the worst possible angle and timing. 
 
    “Hraerhalt!” (Firebolt!) 
 
    The surrounding fluff-furs watched with mouths and see-balls wide open as the hat-wearer’s magic flew straight at Minic. The projectile would undoubtedly burn Minic to a crisp, possibly breaking its shiny gem. Thankfully, that did not happen. Instead, the plume of flame curved unnaturally to the right just as it was about to hit Minic and struck one of the bystander fluff-furs instead. 
 
    [A special action has been performed. LCK +1.] 
 
    Oh, hey! Minic’s old friend Mr. Think-Box was back! Unfortunately, Minic didn’t have time to chat right now and had to send it away. Minic knew it was rude, but it had a duty as Big Bro’s sibling to return home at all costs. This was a good chance for it, too, since all the fluff-furs’ attention was focused on the one that was just hit. Minic took the opportunity and skittered across the dirty floor with all its might. A few of the surrounding fluff-furs stepped away when they saw it approach, but one of them pounced on it and held it down with both claws. 
 
    “Hraerhalt!” (Firebolt!) 
 
    However, that hat-wearer refused to quit and threw yet more fire. The fluff-fur holding onto Minic held Minic up so that it was once more in the path of the incoming lump of heat. Like before, the projectile’s flight path swerved illogically around Minic in a perfect half-circle before striking the fluff-fur right in the sniffer. He fell over without uttering a yell while a very confused and startled Minic fell out of his suddenly limp paws. 
 
    [A special action has been performed. LCK +1.] 
 
    Minic was a bit happy to see Mr. Think-box was back so soon, but had to dismiss it once again with a silent apology. Minic had landed upside-down on its lid, but it managed to flip itself over by opening its mouth really wide. Just as Minic was about to break out into another run, it realized that the fluff-furs had drawn back even farther away from Minic. Even that persistent hat-wearer was looking at it funny, seemingly wondering something. 
 
    “… Hraerhalt?” (… Firebolt?) 
 
    Yet another fiery projectile flew towards Minic. This one, like the others, swung bizarrely around Minic and flew right back at its owner, burning the hat-wearer’s hat clean off of his fluffy head. The fluff-fur ran away screaming so quickly that he forgot his weird-stick. Minic felt bad about this turn of events. The formerly-hatted-one had put on such a fun light show, yet Minic hadn’t thanked it. Minic was a good Minic, so it wanted to make amends. It trotted over to the dropped weird-stick, carefully picked it up with its mouth, and turned towards the crowd of fluff-furs. 
 
    “Yip! Yip!” (Excuse me! I’d like to return this!) 
 
    For some reason, every last fluff-fur started running away while yelling. Even the big, tough one limped off with great speed even though his leg had a weird bend in it. This puzzled and troubled Minic greatly. Did Minic somehow ruin the fluff-furs’ collective fluffiness? That couldn’t be the case. Minic was a good Minic and would never do that. Perhaps this was some fun game? That one called ‘hide and seek’ came to mind. Yes, that was surely it. What other reason could there possibly be for so many things to run from Minic? 
 
    Having internally resolved that misunderstanding, Minic decided to play along and had lots of fun chasing the fluff-furs around. They seemed to enjoy it as well since they threw lots of gifts at Minic. None of those presents touched Minic, since they kept changing course at the last second, but that was fine. Minic would have liked to accept those rocks and pointy metal things, but it had to politely decline since it couldn’t carry them all. 
 
    [A special action has been performed. LCK +1.] 
 
    Mr. Think-box came back a few more times, but Minic wasn’t surprised. Mr. Think-box only dropped by when pretty lights and tiny gifts were being exchanged. Minic couldn’t chat with Mr. Think-box like this, but Minic didn’t mind. Okay, Minic minded it a little, but only because Minic wanted to catch up with its old friend. In any event, Minic was getting pretty hungry, so it spat out the weird-stick, yipped a quick goodbye, and then ran off. Minic was eager to return to Her Softness and munch on more big-tree-fruit, so it moved as fast as its stubby legs could carry it. 
 
    Minic made its way through the completely unfamiliar maze of underground tunnels until it somehow reached the surface. Looking up, Minic saw that the big ceiling-bright was just about to get back to its post atop the Grand Ceiling. People were already out and about, so Minic had to be extra careful not to get stepped on by a stranger on its way back home. Despite its best efforts, however, Minic ended up accidentally bumping into someone’s leg. 
 
    “Oy, watch it!” the limb’s owner jumped lightly. “Wait, Minic? Is Rowana here with you?” 
 
    The pointy-listen-holed man looked around for a bit then knelt down and held out his hand towards Minic. Minic recognized him as the same person that Minic stayed with awhile back, though Minic still wasn’t sure why Minic was sent there in the first place. Still, he wasn’t a stranger, so Minic decided to be on its best behavior. It walked up to and lightly bumped against the man’s outstretched hand before offering a cordial greeting. 
 
    “Yip!” (Why hello there, good sir! A pleasure to see you are of still of sound mind and body! Forgive the sudden disturbance, but would you be willing to assist me?) 
 
    “Hehe, lively as ever, huh? Still, you’re a long way from home. Even if you like exploring, this is a bit much, mate.” 
 
    “Yap!” (Marvelous! Then I would be deeply grateful if sir would be kind enough to escort me to Her Royal Softness and Honorable Elder Sister’s box of residence.) 
 
    “This busy street is no place for you. C’mere, you little bugger! Let’s get you back to where you belong.” 
 
    Minic was gently picked up and carried off in the direction Minic was trying to go. It would seem Minic managed to relay its intent despite the language barrier. Minic was quite proud of itself for accomplishing such a feat. And indeed, just as promised, the nice man brought Minic right to Her Softness’s box and knocked on its lid. Her Softness noticed the signal and opened the lid within a few moments. 
 
    “Morning, Miss Slyth.” 
 
    “Good morning, Mr. Cunningham. Oh, Minic! There you are!” 
 
    Minic was passed from one set of hands to the other, feeling the distinct sensation of Her Softness’s softies pressing against its frame. 
 
    “Thanks so much for bringing him over. I hope it wasn’t a bother.” 
 
    “Ha-ha, no worries, Miss Slyth. I know full well he’s quite the slippery bugger. Has way too much energy for such a tiny pipsqueak.” 
 
    “I’ll say. I still have no idea how he manages to move around so much even though he never sleeps. We take him for walks and everything, but he never seems to tire out.” 
 
    “Well, what can you do. That’s part of the little guy’s charm.” 
 
    “I suppose you’re right. Would you like to come in for a cup of tea while you’re here?” 
 
    “No, that’s quite alright. I actually have to get ready for work. Good thing for our little friend here that I decided to leave early, eh? Ah, that reminds me, you might want to stay home for the next few hours.” 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    “Whole lot of racoonians spewed out of the sewers just before dawn, been causing quite the commotion since. I hear the guards are trying to get them under control, but the fuzzy bastards are too slippery for ‘em.” 
 
    “My word. It’s only at times like these I’m glad I live this high up… That’s weird, though. Aren’t racoonians just a bunch of cowardly vermin that live off of garbage?” 
 
    “That may be so, but they’re still monsters. They’re violent buggers when provoked.” 
 
    “So something spooked them? In the sewers?” 
 
    Her Softness’s grip on Minic tightened a bit, pressing it against her softies even more. 
 
    “Seems so. They’re still running around down there in a mad panic, attacking anyone and anything in their way.” 
 
    “No fatalities I hope.” 
 
    “Not that I’m aware, but plenty of scratches and bites.” 
 
    “Oh, no. The clinic’s gonna be flooded with smellitis and pusculosis cases.” 
 
    Minic saw that Her Softness was making a face of ‘do not want’ and tried to cheer her up, but Minic was held too tightly to offer words of wisdom. 
 
    “Indeed. That’s why I wanted to get to work early, actually. I imagine the morning shift would appreciate having an extra pair of hands to handle the influx of cases.” 
 
    “Want me to come too?” 
 
    “No, no, it’s quite alright.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” 
 
    “Absolutely. It’s not as if confused noses and oozing pustules are life threatening. Besides, I wouldn’t dare intrude upon you and your girlfriend’s time together.” 
 
    “Uhm… Th-thanks.” 
 
    “No worries. Anyway, I really need to get going. Enjoy your time off and I’ll see you at work in a few days. Ta-ta, Miss Slyth.” 
 
    The man departed with a smile and a wave as Her Softness brought Minic inside the comfortable old box. She seemed displeased with Minic’s griminess from the adventure, so it would probably be bubble-water time soon. Minic looked around for Big Sis and saw her sitting in the corner, fiddling with those springy, clicky, and poppy things she liked to play with. 
 
    Oh wait, no, that was actually Mother. She and Big Sis sometimes traded places, probably as part of some fun game. Minic could immediately tell them apart, even though others mixed them up quite often. Minic understood their confusion, though. Those two really looked quite alike when they wanted to, probably because they were so close. Minic could tell there was an oddly nostalgic bond between Big Sis and Mother. It felt almost the same as the one that existed between Mother and Father. 
 
    Thinking about such things reminded Minic of a better, fluffier time when Father and all of Minic's siblings were still around in that noisy, constantly rowdy place. Sweepy, Cookers, Sir Seatmeister the Third, Wardrobzilla, Tablesworth, the Bowl Triplets, and all the rest – Minic missed every last one of them. Minic went through some rather unfluffy experiences since their separation, but things were better now. Minic had people that it could share many fluffy times with. For the first time since that fateful day when Father disappeared, Minic finally had a home again. Granted, this one was smaller, a bit dirtier, and didn’t have any of its siblings, but Minic didn’t mind. 
 
    Minic didn’t mind a single bit. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three
Positive Reinforcement 
 
   


  
 

 Part One 
 
    “Power Shot!” 
 
    The Ranger pulled a trigger as he spoke those words. That simple action initiated a basic mechanism resulting in the near-instantaneous release of a latch, which freed a taut string from its grip. The string was attached to horizontal wooden limbs that sprang forward as they recovered from their malformed shape. The thread causing the deformity was pulled forward as well, pressing into the bottom of a narrow wooden shaft. This precise application of force propelled the steel-tipped object along a groove which sent it flying through the air. 
 
    The crossbow launched its bolt without a hitch. The perfectly executed Martial Art empowered the projectile, allowing it to fly impossibly straight while carrying significantly more force than physics allowed. The steel-tipped shaft’s magic left a bright red trail of light as it soared through the battlefield. One of the first things it passed over was the corpse of a male elf. His once-shining silver armor was split asunder and covered with blood – both his own and that of his enemies. The long-handled axe that caused his mortal wound was still lodged in his chest, although its owner was nowhere to be seen. However, the traces of blood and torn skin on the weapon’s handle suggested that the elf’s killer hadn’t met a pleasant fate. 
 
    The crossbow bolt continued on its way completely unhindered by the grisly scene beneath it. Not that it had a choice in the matter, being an inanimate object and all. Nor could it do anything to avoid the shard of jagged ice ahead. The Spell flew in a direction that intersected with the bolt’s path, albeit much slower. Their relative speeds were so different that they could be compared to an athlete in a dead sprint and a drunkard stumbling down an alley. Thus, the wooden projectile pulled ahead before its magical counterpart got in its way, allowing both to continue towards their intended targets. 
 
    However, the crossbow bolt’s intended victim was currently locked in close quarters combat. He had been kicked brutally in the abdomen just as the bolt was launched, and his head swayed just enough to barely avoid a remote stabbing. The Power-Shot-imbued bolt passed behind his ears without inflicting so much as a scratch and continued flying unhindered for a dozen more meters before it finally struck something. 
 
    *CLANGGG* 
 
    Something white, round, and metal. 
 
    [Your body has been pierced. HP -107.] 
 
    Or rather, someone. 
 
    "Oy! Watch the pants!" 
 
    Fizzy couldn’t help but voice her displeasure through gritted teeth. An arrow impact to the rear was not something she needed while struggling with some Monster Tamer’s pet janther. The massive six-legged feline predator clenched its powerful jaws around the golem’s signature wrench, locking the two in a contest of strength. The smaller, relatively lighter Paladin was pinned in place as the janther’s titanic weight pressed down on her from above. If her body had been made of flesh and blood rather than mithril, then she’d most likely be a bloody smear on the ground right now. 
 
    "Come on! You know we gotta do this!" 
 
    A voice echoed in Fizzy’s head. It sounded exactly like she used to, back when she was still a pathetic sack of meat known as ‘a gnome.’ She hated that. 
 
    "I’ve! Got! This!" she answered, struggling with the massive cat-like monster. 
 
    Despite her words, the janther spotted an opening. It momentarily shifted its weight and swiped at the mithril golem with its two left forelegs. Sparks flew as specially made metal claws covering the beast’s paws clashed against Fizzy’s right shoulder and thigh, digging deep into her battered and dented frame. The monster’s custom-made weapons were enchanted with tremendous strength, allowing them to pierce the golem’s outermost plating and dig into the mechanical muscle underneath. 
 
    [You have suffered a shallow cut. HP -51.]
[You have suffered a moderate cut. HP -264.] 
 
    If they could do that to Fizzy’s living mithril hide, then it was safe to assume they’d rip up mundane steel armor like paper. 
 
    “Yeah, you clearly have this under control,” the voice rolled its nonexistent eyes. 
 
    “I could do with less sarcasm!” 
 
    “Then why don’t you let. Me. Help?! Do you want Boxxy to see us in this pathetic state?!” 
 
    Fizzy’s straining, furious expression was momentarily overcome by pure, unadulterated terror. Somewhere deep down, she still feared that creature. However, unlike two months ago, she wasn’t afraid of being eaten or abused. These were the concerns of a pathetic meatbag who was, present head-space company excluded, dead and forgotten. The golem was troubled by something else entirely. She didn’t want to disappoint Boxxy and make it think less of her. Fizzy’s narcissistic nature demanded attention and worship, and nobody had given her as much of either as that monster. 
 
    If there was even a non-zero chance that appearing in less-than-pristine condition would lessen the creature’s interest in her, then Fizzy would do anything to avoid it. 
 
    “Parallel One!” she growled. 
 
    Her left eye shone with a bright, yellow-green light in response to those words. All of her Paladin Spells and Skills displayed the same hue when invoked. This coloration was a slight deviation from holy magic’s usual golden radiance which served as a subtle hint that she served the God of Gambling. After all, green was Danny’s favorite color. Not that the beast assaulting her would recognize the significance involved, and that assumed it even noticed the change in the golem’s appearance. 
 
    “Judgment!” 
 
    Fizzy’s mouth invoked a Spell without its owner’s involvement. A large, semi-transparent club of pure light materialized out of thin air, smashing into the janther’s head with an upward swing. The sudden impact knocked the beast off the shiny Paladin and gave her some metaphorical breathing room. She held up the shield permanently attached to her left arm while her right hand tightened its grip on her oversized wrench. The janther draped in blue cloth – a sign of its allegiance to the Empire – shook off the sudden impact and lurched forward in an attempt to bite her in half. 
 
    This time, however, the Paladin was ready for it. Her Champion of Chaos Skill successfully predicted the beast’s movements moments prior, allowing Fizzy to gracefully sidestep its jaws while twisting her body around. She used the motion’s momentum to take a full two-handed swing with her wrench. The nimble predator tried putting up both of its armored forelegs to block, but an unseen force made its special armaments suddenly feel a lot heavier. Thus, it was too slow to defend against the huge blow. The wrench-shaped hunk of steel then made contact with the right side of the beast’s skull. 
 
    *THWACK* 
 
    “Grhaaaarh!” 
 
    The creature half-roared half-yelled as it reeled from the blow. While it did reflexively throw its head back to avoid some of the impact, it was still left momentarily stunned. Not one to let a chance slip by her, Fizzy chased after its head with a rapid step. She tightened her two-handed grip on the improvised mace and activated one of her newly-acquired Martial Arts while simultaneously invoking a Spell. 
 
    “Grand Slam! Holy Light!” 
 
    The weapon glowed red and swung towards the janther once again in a wide horizontal arc as a bright flash of divine magic enveloped the golem’s battered frame. 
 
    *THWACK* 
 
    The powerful attack landed cleanly, striking the beast’s fuzzy head with enough force to crack its thick skull. It might have even taken its head clean off if not for the monster’s powerful neck muscles. At the same time, her dents and scratches immediately buffed themselves out in a series of barely audible dings. The healing Spell’s influence even popped out the crossbow bolt stuck in her backside.  
 
    “Grand Slam!” 
 
    *THWACK* 
 
    Without breaking her stride in the slightest, Fizzy spun around on her heel like a top and attacked the janther once again. 
 
    “Grand Slam!” 
 
    *THWACK* 
 
    And then a third time. 
 
    “Grand Slam! Judgment!” 
 
    *THWACK* 
 
    A Spell invocation immediately followed the next Martial Art’s activation. Both closed in on the beast’s heavily tenderized head like an overly enthusiastic vice. The Judgment Spell, which was a physical manifestation of a Paladin’s faith and holy power had taken the form of a plucked chicken, which thankfully was not detrimental to its effectiveness. Together with the empowered wrench swing, it crushed the overgrown meatbag’s battered cranium into something resembling a bag of chunky soup, instantly ending its life.  
 
    “See?! Was that so hard?” Fizzy asked smugly.  
 
    “Ugh, don’t be so proud of yourself for chanting a Spell or two,” her face turned sour. “I did all the work!” 
 
    “Don’t be like that,” she replied to herself. “We all need a bit of- INCOMING!” 
 
    Heeding her own warning, Fizzy turned around and covered herself with her shield as much as possible. A pure-white mass of cold struck the ground directly next to her, exploding in a wave of freezing air and shards of ice which threw her several meters to the side. She landed on her back and tried to scramble to her feet, but her left arm and leg no longer responded to her commands as they were encased in ice. 
 
    “Fuck!” she cursed before she began chanting. “Cleanse!” 
 
    A wave of divine energy washed over her and attempted to purge all the hostile magic afflicting her. The ice crystals around her limbs shattered, but she still couldn’t move them. She used her still-functioning right arm to toss the wrench into the path of an incoming Frostbolt. The magical projectile instantly encased her weapon in yet more ice. This rendered it largely unwieldable, but it was a better alternative than taking that Spell directly. 
 
    “Cleanse!” 
 
    Another attempt at dispelling the hostile magic saw Fizzy regain the use of her left arm, although her leg was still immobilized. She used what freedom she regained to put up her shield, trying to cover her head as much as possible. 
 
    “Ice Beam!” 
 
    “Rebound!” 
 
    Two voices rang out as one. The Imperial Cryomancer shot a bright blue beam that hit her cursed and strangely sparkling shield. The defensive Martial Art deflected the spell, and it flew off harmlessly into the sky above her. 
 
    “Shit,” she cursed under her breath. “Of course, it’s – Cleanse! – a blasted Cryomancer.” 
 
    The third attempt finished purifying the lingering effects of that freezing explosion, allowing Fizzy full use of all her limbs. Which was good, because she would need them. 
 
    Cryomancers were a pain in the ass for the Paladin to deal with. Cold and ice-based magic was the Bane of all metal golems – their elemental weakness. Not only did Fizzy take nearly twice as much damage from such sources, but they also caused her mechanical joints to seize up. Granted, ice magic’s most pronounced strong point was its ability to restrict movement, but it had a much more profound effect on Fizzy’s species. A metal golem’s pseudo-mechanical body required constant circulation of magical energy to function, not unlike how meatbags needed blood. However, extreme cold could disrupt or entirely halt this flow, effectively paralyzing a golem’s limbs. 
 
    In short, Fizzy was at a huge disadvantage against a Cryomancer, especially if he was powerful enough to casually drop a Freezing Comet on her. Not to mention that her tussle with that janther and the general skull-smashing and spine-snapping she had been performing beforehand had left her MP in a rather dire state. Thankfully, she had just the thing to address both problems. 
 
    A metallic clunk came from within her torso, followed by quiet, rhythmic clacking noises reminiscent of large gears one might find in a clocktower. Fizzy immediately flew into action and dashed to her left, cleanly avoiding the Cryomancer’s Ice Beam. The man was both shocked and impressed that she was able to dodge his Spell so easily. As its name implied, this magic moved nearly at the speed of light. It would only miss its target if they moved out of the way the moment the incantation was complete or if the caster’s aim was off. The seasoned Imperial veteran felt confident that this particular instance was the former case. 
 
    Undeterred, the Cryomancer kept launching shards of ice at his target while she ran in a zig-zag pattern towards his general direction. However, none of his Spells connected – not even those covering a wide area. To the man’s mounting surprise, the anomalous metal golem kept using Holy Magic on herself as she sprinted at full speed. It was an act that defied common sense, and not only because an actual monster was freely wielding divine power. The mind literally didn’t have the leeway to do much else when casting a Spell. One could maybe take a step or two to adjust their position, but sprinting across a littered battlefield while dodging incoming attacks was completely out of the question. 
 
    The human Spell-slinger steeled his resolved. He would not allow himself to be intimidated by this freak. He still had the advantage. Not only was he the metal golem’s natural enemy, but she seemed to lack the ability to attack him from a distance. 
 
    Actually, that wasn’t quite true. The Cryomancer noticed what appeared to be a modified hand crossbow dangling from her hip. The weapon was fitted with a long metal tube where the bolt would usually be loaded, and its firing mechanism had been altered somehow. Furthermore, the device’s owner had a bunch of narrow metal cylinders strapped to her thighs. The Cryomancer hazarded a guess that they were ammunition for that strange weapon. The mithril golem confirmed the man’s suspicions when she expertly loaded one into the tube-bow. 
 
    “Wind Wall!” 
 
    The Cryomancer kept his cool and invoked a defensive Spell. Just as expected, the monster shot that bulky projectile at him. The powerful updraft he conjured managed to sweep it up and fling it into the air, far away from him. He was thankful it was lighter than it looked, otherwise it would have hit him. Plus, given how it exploded in a plume of smoke and shrapnel somewhere in the distance, it was probably a very good thing that he avoided it. If this was all the golem could throw at him, he was in the clear. 
 
    He only had to keep his cool and steady his aim. 
 
    Since her improvised grenade launcher didn’t work, Fizzy had to try something new. She couldn’t close on the Cryomancer just yet, so she raised a hand towards her dropped weapon and activated the Magnetize Skill. The lump of metal encased in ice suddenly flew towards her. Once the wrench, or rather the ice covering the wrench, was glued to her palm, the golem shifted her arm so that it pointed towards her opponent. She stopped ‘pulling’ with Magnetize and instead ‘pushed,’ sending the wrench flying towards the Cryomancer’s upper body. It flew straight through the Wind Wall, its mass too great for the curtain of air to handle. 
 
    “Crystal Shell!” 
 
    The magic user kept his guard up and immediately responded with one of his Job’s trademark defensive Spells, which conjured a thin bubble of transparent ice around him. Although it looked incredibly fragile at a glance, it had more than enough defensive power to deflect that incoming projectile. Just as he expected, even though it smashed into his barrier with great force, it wasn’t nearly enough to break through. 
 
    In the next moment, the incendiary grenade attached to the back of said projectile exploded, enveloping the shell in flames. Non-magical fire couldn’t trump magical ice, however. The Crystal Shell effortlessly repulsed the damaging effects of the rampaging flames even though the highly-flammable substance inside that grenade stuck to its surface. The flames died out almost immediately, but the ones that landed on the ground in front of him were a different matter. The rampaging inferno burned bright, which combined with the smoke it raised from the damp grass to obscure the Cryomancer’s field of view.  
 
    The human correctly guessed this was a distraction intended to cover the little golem while it got closer, but he wouldn’t let that lump of scrap have her way so easily. He pulled five prepared Spell Crystals from his belt pouch and activated them with a keyword. After ‘cooking’ them for a second or two, he disabled his barrier and threw them haphazardly in the general direction he expected his opponent to be. 
 
    In the next instant, his world was dyed white. The flames around him were doused, bitingly frigid winds whistled past his ears, and the air was filled with ice and snow to the point where the morning sun was no longer visible. The five localized snowstorms caused by his pre-casted Whiteout Spells had merged into one gigantic blizzard. Unlike the actual Blizzard Spell, this one focused on restraining the movements of all caught within rather than showering them with shards of jagged ice. 
 
    [Your target is pelted by snow and ice. Target HP -416.]
[You feel a strong chill. HP -17.] 
 
    Yet it still caused extraordinary damage. As expected, no matter how skilled or powerful a monster was, none of them could fight against their Bane. That golem might have been able to Cleanse herself out of the magically-induced frostbite earlier, but she couldn’t use that Spell fast enough to fight off five Whiteouts’ worth of freezing. She would surely succumb to the snowstorm’s cold embrace in seconds, rendering her incapable of moving so much as an eyelid. She had no hope of surviving, let alone escaping such extremely unfavorable conditions. 
 
    [Your target is pelted by snow and ice. Target HP -431.]
[You feel a strong chill. HP -16.] 
 
    The Cryomancer, on the other hand, was almost completely unscathed. He had access to a special Skill called Sculpt Magic – an ability available to most offensive Caster Jobs at Level 45. It allowed the user to create pockets of safety within the effective area of certain Spells that drastically reduced damage dealt. The intent was to limit the amount of friendly fire during magical bombardment, although altering Spells this way also significantly increased their MP cost. That wasn’t a concern for this particular Cryomancer because he had stored the magical energy within Spell Crystals just before the skirmish had started. Thanks to that bit of preparation, all he had to do to claim victory against the strange golem was to chill in place while his opponent got chilled into the grave. 
 
    [Your target is pelted by snow and ice. Target HP -440.]
[You feel a strong chill. HP -16.] 
 
    At least, that was how things should have gone, and the updates he received every few seconds supported this way of thinking. However, his confidence waned when he spotted a strange blob of light within the multi-layered Whiteout. He sharpened his glare and turned towards it, ready to act the instant he had clear sight of the enemy. At first, the man worried whether his powers of perception would prove sufficient, but such concerns were dashed moments later. He would have to be legally blind to not notice the eyesore of a golem charging straight at him. 
 
    Fizzy’s body had heated up to the point where her pure-white plating glowed several shades of bright orange. Any snow or ice that made contact with her flamboyant frame instantly evaporated into puffs of steam that were swept away by the localized snowstorm. The crop-top, baggy pants, and heavy boots she was wearing must have been ridiculously fireproof to withstand the sweltering heat coming off of her. The same could be said of the bandolier across her chest and the pouches strapped to her hips, although their contents did give out a bit of ominous smoke. The enormous red wrench was still in her grip, although it looked like it would melt away before long.  
 
    Though the unnatural heat allowed her to fight off the paralyzing effects of the cold, it also played havoc on her body. Bits of her plating were coming loose, her left arm had a weird bend to it, her right eye was stuck in place, and a trail of red-hot liquid dribbled out of the corner of her madly grinning mouth. Becoming a walking furnace did nothing to resist the damage taken from the Cryomancer’s magic. Though she could somewhat mitigate the debilitating effects of her Bane, it was impossible to fully nullify them. Such a weakness was the price monsters paid for being tougher, stronger, faster, and sometimes smarter than the enlightened. 
 
    Thankfully for the Imperial Caster, it seemed as though the superheated construct was blinded at the moment. She appeared to be heading straight for the Cryomancer at first, but she abruptly changed direction. She hadn’t spotted him quite yet even though he could easily make out her shape. The disparity in perception was mostly due to the fact that she was lit up like a bonfire, whereas her opponent was not. The man was momentarily stunned by the sight and failed to take advantage of the situation. That smoldering silhouette resembled a vile demon straight out of his nightmares. It even looked like it had horns, although those were just Fizzy’s deformed pigtails. 
 
     [Your target is pelted by snow and ice. Target HP -437.]
[You feel a strong chill. HP -15.] 
 
    To the Cryomancer’s continued fortune, the next mental update he received served to snap him back to his senses. He immediately took action. He held up his right hand and started preparing a Spell. A meter-long icy needle formed out of thin air and floated above his open palm. The magic let off a soft blue glow that rapidly grew brighter as the man-made frigid environment raised its power. This combination of Spells was a favorite of the Cryomancer’s, and with good reason. He was confident this empowered attack would be strong enough to pierce the golem’s torso. Doing so would severely damage her or even instantly kill her if he managed to nail her core. That wasn’t even accounting for her superheated state, which most likely rendered her mithril plating softer than usual. 
 
    “Ice Spike!” 
 
    He sent the deadly icicle flying with a throwing motion of his hand. It shot through the snowstorm, leaving a blue trail as it flew unerringly towards the orange blob’s center of mass with great speed. However, Fizzy’s Champion of Chaos Skill saw it coming and predicted its trajectory with an illusory red line that only she could see. The smoldering Paladin pivoted on her left leg, twisted her body around, and performed a backhanded swing with the nigh-indestructible shield on her left hand right into the path of the incoming projectile. 
 
    “Rebound!” 
 
    She expertly bounced the Spell back towards its source. A few moments later, her fine-tuned hearing detected a delightfully painful scream. She wasn’t sure where that special snowflake was in this infuriating snowstorm, but the moron willingly revealed himself just as she hoped he would. Before doing anything else, she took a brief moment to top herself off. 
 
    “Holy Light!” 
 
    [Your body freezes over. HP -414.]
[Divine power has healed your wounds. HP +941.] 
 
    Her heavily damaged body instantly mended itself. The loose bits snapped back into place, the warped metal regained its shape, and her jammed right eye unstuck itself. Her molten drool remained, however, revealing that the burst of healing magic was more of a patch job than a fix. Indeed, the internal state of her body was a hot mess on the verge of collapse. Her condition was volatile to say the least, though Fizzy had willingly inflicted it upon herself. 
 
    [You suffer internal damage from Engine of Destruction. HP -184.]
[You gain magical power from Engine of Destruction. MP +60.] 
 
    Her latest Metal Golem Skill was doing good work, but the toll it took on her steadily grew stronger. Fizzy’s body temperature continued rising even though she waded through snow and ice, but she wasn’t worried. Mithril could withstand much greater temperatures than this. The only reason she looked so battered was because the living metal did not react well to the conflicting elements it was subjected to. Either way, Fizzy was slightly worried her own Skill might turn her into a pile of molten slag, so she wasted no time chasing after her target. The fact the magic he conjured was still ongoing proved that he hadn’t quite killed himself with that Ice Spike.  
 
    Seeking to amend that oversight, Fizzy turned in the direction of his voice and launched herself at him with Armored Charge. 
 
    “Crystal Shell!” 
 
    *SCRUNCH* 
 
    The Cryomancer had managed to rebuild his defensive barrier right in the nick of time. The smoldering golem slammed into it shield-first as if she were a meteorite. The shock from the impact rattled and cracked his bubble, causing his body to feel the recoil. This only aggravated the immense pain coming from his right leg. 
 
    “Rggh!” 
 
    The man stifled a yell through gritted teeth as his ice-impaled limb throbbed angrily. He expected that this golem – who for some ungodly reason was also a Paladin – might defend against his Ice Spike with Rebound. However, the way she sent it flying back at him was absurd. He had fought quite a few mace-and-shield wielding Paladins and Warriors before, most of whom used the defensive Martial Art to deflect his Spells. Not only had none of them turned his own magic against him they hadn’t even come close. Such a feat should have been possible only in theory. That was the common sense the Cryomancer had been armed with, yet the frozen, oversized needle lodged in his thigh was undeniable proof that his assumptions were wrong. He couldn’t begin to fathom how the golem managed to pull that off, while being partially blinded by a snowstorm no less. 
 
    *CRUNCH* 
 
    The man had no time to calmly analyze the absurdity that had taken place. There were more pressing matters to attend to, such as the incredibly angry golem slamming her partially molten weapon against his Crystal Shell. He ignored both the shooting pain in his leg and the unnerving wide-eyed smile of his opponent as he concentrated on his defenses. He pumped MP into the icy barrier to seal those cracks before the lunatic on the other side could break through. Some part of him hoped his Whiteouts would finish the job, but the divine radiance enveloping the crazy golem every now and then made it clear that wasn’t going to happen soon, if at all. 
 
    *CRUNCH* 
 
    Fizzy stubbornly struck the Crystal Shell yet again, but the man inside restored it as quickly as she damaged it. The trapped Cryomancer searched desperately for a way out of this situation, but his options were severely limited. Potions weren’t going to help since he was already on the brink of potion poisoning due to the protracted battle. His leg wound made it impossible to either run or use Ice Slide to make some distance between him and his pursuer. At the very least, his MP was in a good state, so his only hope was to maintain his defenses until his allies came to his aid once the Whiteouts dispersed. It was either this or relying on the vague hope that the enraged golem would run out of steam before he did. 
 
    Unfortunately for him, Fizzy had no intention of turning this into a war of attrition. She reached into one of her flame-retardant pouches and grabbed a molten fistful of grenades. Her opponent’s eyes went wide when he realized those were the same explosive devices she used against him earlier. She slapped them against the Crystal Shell, pressing them against it with her left palm while gripping her weapon of choice in her right hand. The golem invoked her Divine Wrath ability for good measure, and the damage-boosting Skill manifested itself as a radiant halo of holy light just above her head. She raised the red-hot hunk of steel over her right shoulder as she wound up for one of her new favorite moves.  
 
    “Grand Judgment Slam!” 
 
    The Cryomancer’s thoughts of survival completely ground to a halt when he witnessed the impossible up close and personal. Time slowed down as he stared blankly at the full swing coming from his right and the oversized flounder of light swinging from his left. A single person combining a Martial Art with a Spell? How was such a thing even possible? The corners of his mouth twisted into a self-mocking smirk as he realized his own folly. He saw the potential for this less than a minute ago, but common sense dismissed it before he could even consider it. He had picked a fight with a tired, battered metal golem thinking it would be an easy win, yet in reality he never stood a chance. He closed his eyes as his final thoughts drifted to his hometown, and the bar tab he never got around to paying. 
 
    Fizzy’s weapon and Spell struck from both sides of the Crystal Shell just as her body heat set off her explosives. The assault’s combined force smashed the barrier to pieces, reducing the man inside to a mangled, unrecognizable pile of meat. Thankfully, those were the last grenades the golem was carrying, or else she would have been enveloped in an explosive chain reaction. Not that it would have done serious damage to her. The ordnance she usually carried was a mix of fragmentation, incendiary, and poison. None of those could seriously harm her mithril hide in the event that they went off while still on her person, but they would certainly mangle anyone standing within ten meters of her. The sorry state of the meatbag in front of her was a testament to that. Bits of him were even stuck to Fizzy. This was a transgression worthy of extreme punishment, but she graciously forgave his sin in light of his contribution to her Status.  
 
    [Level up!]
[Congratulations, you are now a Level 33 Metal Golem! STR +3. END +3. AGI +2. FTH +1.]
[Proficiency level increased. Parallel Plot is now Level 2. LCK +4. INT +2.] 
 
    “Heh. Hehe,” she chuckled. “A flounder came out. Hahaha! Hehahuhohohahehuhahehoha! A fucking flounder! Ohahehehahohuhuhuhahehaha!” 
 
    Her sporadic, high-pitched laughter drowned out the hiss of searing flesh as the Cryomancer’s bits were rapidly vaporized by her superheated frame. It was a show of unrestrained joy that no sane person would openly exhibit, least of all after ending another’s life in such a gruesome way. Then again, Fizzy wasn’t exactly a ‘person’ anymore. Although a tiny fragment of Cornie Fizzlesprocket remained somewhere within her after her initial transformation into a golem, her last Rank Up had completely stamped it out. The only thing left in her empty shell of a head was a twisted, high-functioning psychopath that barely kept her violent urges in check around others. 
 
    Well, that and her newly acquired ‘companion.’ 
 
    “Huehuehu- I don’t think it was that funny,” she interrupted herself. 
 
    “The guy was fish-boom-slapped to death!” she snapped back. “In what way is that not funny, you insufferable cunt?!” 
 
    “Hey now, there’s no need for that. Also, you should probably turn off the Engine now.” 
 
    “Oh, right.” 
 
    After briefly arguing with herself, Fizzy finally deactivated one of the key Skills that made her victory possible. 
 
    [Engine of Destruction]
Pushes the golem’s physical shell beyond its recommended stress limits.
Requirements: Level 30 Metal Golem, Advanced Joints, END 180
Type: Sustained
Activation Time: 6 seconds
Cost: 0 MP
Range: Self
[Effects]
Increases the amount of heat produced through friction of motion by 2,000%.
Recovers MP equal to 25% of the base damage caused by this Skill.
Reduces damage taken from this Skill by 5% per Level of this Skill.
Increases the MP recovered by this Skill by 10% per Level of this Skill. 
 
    As an Artificer with smithing experience, Fizzy was able to identify a few unlisted benefits of the Skill before she even picked it up. The heat prevented disruption to her internal mana circulation caused by extreme cold, effectively nullifying the paralysis she’d suffer if her Bane was exploited. It had offensive applications when it came to hand-to-hand combat, though heating her wrench up through ‘skin’ contact was also an option. She could even use her Metallopathy Skill to facilitate a more efficient transfer of thermal energy between her mithril hands and the enchanted lump of steel. Of course, these were simply in addition to its primary function of rapidly regenerating MP at the expense of HP. 
 
    This was quite a hefty downside. The Skill wreaked havoc on her internal construction since a metal golem’s insides were filled with mechanisms that could easily malfunction when warped by heat. After using it several times, Fizzy fully understood why Engine of Destruction had the Advanced Joints Skill as one of its prerequisites. The sturdier and more flexible means of motions she had acquired from that ability were far less likely to jam or seize up due to damage than the joints she had before. In fact, her old parts would have completely broken within seconds. That said, even the upgraded ones would suffer if she allowed herself to run too hot. 
 
    There were ways to counteract this self-destructive nature. One of them was to increase her resistance to fire through Skills and equipment. This reduced the damage her frame sustained without negatively impacting the magical energy generated by the Engine of Destruction. The line about ‘base damage’ in the ability’s description referred to this, and it was one of the reasons Fizzy wore gear sewn from the hide of a magmander. The monster in question was a horse-sized species of lizard that dwelled in active volcanoes. The reddish leather harvested from those beasts was nearly impervious to heat and slightly increased the fire resistance of anyone wearing it. 
 
    The second trait was certainly useful, but the first one was the primary reason Fizzy had chosen it. Before she had this set made, the golem would burn through her clothes with alarming regularity. It was extremely inconvenient to find a new outfit after every fight, though not because it left her naked. If anything, she preferred being in the nude. Not having any pesky apparel in the way made it possible for others to witness her radiant splendor in its full glory. However, Fizzy had to keep her exhibitionistic tendencies in check for two important reasons. The first was that Boxxy requested that she do her best to fit in with society, which necessitated the use of clothes. The second, more practical reason was that pockets, pouches, and holsters were incredibly useful not only in everyday life, but also in combat. 
 
    The Artificer’s brief but intense bout against that Cryomancer perfectly illustrated the benefits of flame-retardant apparel. If not for their special container, Fizzy’s handmade munitions would have surely been set off prematurely by her scorching body heat. That was another unlisted side effect of Engine of Destruction. Even though it seemed rather minor and situational, accidentally detonating her explosives was a far bigger concern than its self-destructive function. 
 
    “Holy Light!” 
 
    That was because, unlike any other metal golem in existence, Fizzy was also a Paladin. Her ability to heal herself allowed her to maintain a superheated state for an extended period of time, although not indefinitely. Though Engine of Destruction generated more than enough MP for her to heal herself through the damage it caused, the mounting heat led to a proportional increase in self-harm. During her experiments with the ability, the golem learned that her limit was around two, maybe two-and-a-half minutes. However, that was in a controlled environment with no other hostile factors. In live combat, using the Engine for more than twenty or thirty seconds at a time was extremely ill-advised. 
 
    Or at least that had been the case before a certain someone showed up. 
 
    “Look, Fizzy, it’s clearing up!” her mouth spoke without her consent. “It’s so pretty!” 
 
    Indeed, seeing the layered snowstorm dissipate from the inside was a somewhat spectacular sight. More importantly, at least in Fizzy’s opinion, it did an admirable job of sufficiently cooling her off. Her frame returned to its usual white coloration and was no longer hot enough to damage itself, but retained enough heat to instantly turn the last fleeting snowflakes into puffs of steam. This being the case, Fizzy judged that the active assistance of her ‘roommate’ was no longer required. 
 
    “Parallel Zero.” 
 
    The keywords spoken in a dull monotone caused the greenish glint in her left eye to disappear along with that thing’s control over her body. 
 
    “Well, that was rude,” complained the voice in her head. “Could have at least given me a heads up before you cut me off.” 
 
    “Why should I?” Fizzy defiantly crossed her steaming arms. “I’m only letting you borrow it because you’re useful.” 
 
    “Oh, come on. I deserve a little more consideration than that.” 
 
    “No, you don’t. You’re just a Skill. The only ‘consideration’ I owe you is when to turn you on and off.” 
 
    Indeed, the golem wasn’t talking to herself because she had gone crazy. Well, technically speaking, she had a whole wealth of traits that most people would consider mental disorders, but this wasn’t one of them. The voice in Fizzy’s head that sounded exactly like her former self was neither conjured by her fractured psyche nor was it the malicious murmurings of a metaphysical miscreant. She was talking to a mental construct created through the acquisition of a rather… spicy Skill. 
 
    [Parallel Plot]
The voices in one’s head can make for surprisingly capable allies.
Requirements: Level 35 Paladin, Champion of Chaos, Holy Scripture
Type: Sustained
Activation Time: Instant
Cost: 3% of max MP per second.
Range: Self
[Effects]
Passively maintains Parallel Entities at all times.
Allows any number of available Parallel Entities to control the body while active.
Amplifies the effects of Champion of Chaos by 30% for each active Parallel.
Increases the MP cost of this Skill by 100% for each active Parallel beyond the first.
Increases all MP recovery by 5% per active Parallel per Level of this Skill.
Creates a new Parallel Entity at Level 1, 7, and 10 of this Skill. 
 
    Fizzy had difficulty accurately putting this ‘Parallel Entity’ experience into words. It was almost like she was possessed by a slightly different, more optimistic version of herself. The Parallel’s assistance was a definite boon in combat because it could freely invoke magic through Spells and active Skills while Fizzy focused on melee combat and Martial Arts. Fully utilizing all her abilities at once turned the golem into an unstoppable powerhouse. With Engine of Destruction constantly recharging her MP and the Parallel repeatedly healing her, she could outlast almost anything. It was an understatement to say that this combination of Skills drastically raised Fizzy’s odds at survival. 
 
    However, the undeniably useful ability came with some unexpected psychological downsides. The voice sounded a lot like her younger, wimpier, meatbaggier self, which really rubbed Fizzy the wrong way. Not to mention, the mere thought of ‘sharing’ her glorious mithril frame with someone else was irritating in its own way, even if that ‘someone’ was technically herself. Still, even if the two of them argued there were no real clashes of opinions, and they cooperated easily enough when push came to shove. Fizzy felt that, given enough time, they could probably find some sort of middle ground that both of them were happy with. In fact, now that she thought about it, the golem realized that it was perhaps for the best if she stopped thinking of that voice as ‘just a Skill’ and started treating it like an individual. 
 
    Unbeknownst to Fizzy, she was incredibly fortunate that she was no longer a gnome. A Parallel Entity wasn’t a blank slate conjured out of thin air, but a mock personality born from one’s subconscious. The average person had all manner of doubts, worries, fears, and other nasty things tucked away at the back of their minds. How did others see them? Should they have done something differently in the past? Were their beliefs and morals truly righteous? When did they get so old? What would happen if they died tomorrow? Was it really worth it to get a divorce just because their spouse had atrocious morning breath? 
 
    If such things were given an audible voice through a Parallel Entity, then the mind hosting it would surely suffer. This didn’t even consider the mental stress of never having true privacy again. The mental degradation of a Paladin of Chaos was all but assured the instant they chose Parallel Plot. The only question was whether the process would take weeks, months, years, or decades. Such was the price the mortal mind paid in exchange for accepting the gifts of a deity as inherently unstable as Larry, the Goddess of Misfortune. 
 
    Unless said mortal happened to be Fizzy. The shiny Paladin had discarded such bothersome mental baggage along with her flesh. Though she despised the weakling she used to be with a burning passion, she unconditionally loved her current self with her entire being. Everything she did was right and everyone who thought otherwise – besides Boxxy – was wrong. Such was the warped perspective of a metal golem obsessed with themselves. A Parallel spawned of such thoroughly egotistical and narcissistic thoughts had no choice but to develop a similar mindset while sharing the same body. As a result, both Fizzy and her new ‘sister’ ultimately agreed on everything even if their slightly divergent personalities clashed sometimes. 
 
    “Ugh. I mean, you have a point,” the Parallel relented. “That said, I may be just a Skill, but I have thoughts and feelings too! Or, rather, those are the only things I have whenever you’re not using me! So, like, the least you could do is be more polite to me!” 
 
    That worked both ways, which was precisely why the golem couldn’t help but reconsider her attitude upon hearing those words. So far, she had treated this secondary consciousness as some annoying interloper, but that was no longer how she truly felt. Over the short time they had been together, this Parallel made no demands other than repeated requests to be treated fairly. More importantly, she supported Fizzy wholeheartedly whenever the golem accepted her aid. 
 
    “I suppose… we did make a pretty good team back there,” the Paladin admitted. “You’re right. I should be kinder to you. I mean, you’re basically me, and nobody is more deserving of my grace than myself.” 
 
    “Yeah!” the voice cheered. “We’re pretty reasonable when we listen to ourselves, huh?” 
 
    “Exactly,” the golem nodded. “There’s just one thing that’s been bugging me. You don’t have a name, right?” 
 
    It would certainly help Fizzy adjust her mindset if she stopped referring to the Parallel as ‘you’ or ‘that.’ 
 
    “Now that you mention it… no, I suppose I don’t. I could use yours, but that doesn’t feel right. As much as I am you, I am also me. Therefore, I would much prefer a name I could call my own.” 
 
    “My thoughts exactly. Which is why I’ve decided to call you Plus.” 
 
    “Oh? Oh-hoh! That works on so many levels! I shall gratefully accept this brilliantly clever name from myself, to myself, on behalf of myself. Way to go, me!” 
 
    “Heh-he, I am pretty smart, aren’t I?” 
 
    “Yup. An absolute genius, I daresay.” 
 
    “Ack-hem!” the golem mimicked clearing her throat. “Now then, Plus, I need to pay homage to Jordan while I have the chance, so do be quiet.” 
 
    “Aye, aye, cap’n!” 
 
    “… Don’t call me that.” 
 
    “Too far?” 
 
    “Too far.” 
 
    “Right, sorry. I’ll shut up now.” 
 
    Fizzy quickly surveyed the battlefield. Honestly speaking, it was more of a skirmish than an actual battle since both sides had only about thirty people. The region’s dense pinewood forests forced the Imperial army to slow their advance to a crawl as they steadily cut their way through the brush. The Republic’s initial hit-and-run operations proved successful in delaying them even further. The rough terrain and dense foliage made it horribly impractical for anything larger than a platoon to traverse the Rainy Woodlands which worked in the defending nation’s favor. They could strike at the enemy and retreat without fear of the much larger invading force earnestly giving chase. 
 
    The Empire’s leadership eventually realized this and started sending smaller, heavily armed units ahead of the main force. These scouting patrols formed a wide security perimeter, greatly reducing the mobility and effectiveness of the Republic’s guerrilla tactics. The elves, in turn, momentarily gave up on hindering the main force or their supply lines and instead focused on thinning out enemy numbers by ambushing as many advance troops as possible. It was as close to a fair fight as they were going to get, so they tried to make the most of it. 
 
    Unfortunately for them, the Empire soldiers on the eastern front had grown familiar with all of their tricks. Not only that, but their crushing defeat at Fort Yimin served as a wakeup call. Although they were still confirming the details of what exactly happened in that massacre, the Lodrak Empire’s top brass ordered the field commanders to put caution above all else during their advance through the Rainy Woodlands. As a result, although many ambushes succeeded, an equal number of them failed. And when an ambush was thwarted, the situation rapidly deteriorated into an all-out brawl. 
 
    That was exactly how this particular skirmish started. Under normal circumstances, the Empire would have had the upper hand in open combat with equal numbers, but Fizzy’s presence tipped the scale in the elves’ favor. After all, she took down three significant threats and at least seven more soldiers all by herself. At that point, it was only a matter of time before her side emerged victorious, although the humans probably didn’t realize that quite yet. The dense forestry obscured vision, making it difficult to confirm the status of allied combatants. This problem was exacerbated whenever the fighting broke up into a loose collection of smaller scuffles scattered throughout the area. That had been the case with Fizzy’s unit, which was why she didn’t have any hostiles within her immediate surroundings. The Paladin seized this chance and knelt with her hands together, then offered a brief yet sincere prayer to the God of Variables. 
 
    She started as she usually did, thanking Clara for her mithril body, which wouldn’t have come to her were it not for Her guiding hand. Next, she praised Alberto for the Artificer job, which allowed her to gain unparalleled understanding of said glorious frame. She exalted the Goddess of Happenstance for granting a pitiable creature like Cornie Fizzlesprocket the privilege of being a champion to such a simple yet infinitely complex deity. She also expressed gratitude for the miraculous combination of Jobs that, despite her preconceptions, worked together harmoniously and efficiently. Fizzy was a perfect working example of the whole being greater than the sum of its parts. In some ways, she considered herself the crowning achievement of her own career as an Artificer. 
 
    Above all, the golem thanked Peter for her current lot in life. She was confident, strong, and had someone that considered her irreplaceably precious. It didn’t matter to Fizzy if this outcome was a direct result of her deity’s influence or whether it was all blind luck. She wouldn’t be bothered if something else entirely was behind the chain of events leading to her present situation. Whichever the case, it was crystal clear that if anyone deserved gratitude and reverence – aside from Boxxy, herself, and maybe her other self – it was Crusty, the God of Instability. 
 
    “-and let thy toast never fall buttered-side down. Cheesecake.” 
 
    [A special action has been performed. FTH +1. LCK +1.] 
 
    After ending her prayer in a somewhat unorthodox manner, Fizzy received a silent confirmation that her words of thanks were both heard and appreciated. The fact that she had gotten not one, but two Attribute boosts showed that Tortuga was extremely pleased with her devotion. This, in turn, raised the Paladin’s own spirits. The golem opened her eyes and stood up. Her fully restored and smoking-hot mithril body glittered radiantly in the morning sun. She put her shield-bearing side forward, threw her deformed wrench over her shoulder, and scanned for what was left of the Empire’s unit. Her sharp ears heard what sounded like two Rangers trading arrows just thirty meters ahead, behind some slightly burning bushes. 
 
    “Now then,” she mumbled to herself, “let’s go find the sorry sack of fuck that dared to shoot me in the bumper.” 
 
    “Yeah!” Plus cheered, then paused for a second. “Wait, bumper?” 
 
    “I mean my ass,” the golem’s eyes did a roll. 
 
    “Oh, right. Uhm… Let’s get ‘im!” 
 
    While the moment was thoroughly ruined, it wasn’t as bad as the uppity meatbag’s face would soon be. 
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    [General Information]
Cornie Fizzlesprocket
Metal Golem (Mithril), Female, 22 years old
Member of Hammers of Horkensaft
Level 58.31 Arclight Artificer
Level 36.33 Paladin
Level 33.12 Metal Golem
1974/1974 HP (+3.1/sec)
1105/1105 MP (+1.8/sec) 
 
    [Attributes]
STR 399, DEX 195, AGI 148, END 315, INT 221, WIS 187, PER 157, FTH 146, LCK 51 
 
    [Arclight Artificer Skills]
Clockwork Expertise – Lvl 10.00 (MAX)
Explosives Handling – Lvl 8.28
Deconstruction – Lvl 7.53
Optics Expertise – Lvl 5.03
Physics – Lvl 7.34
Component Forging – Lvl 9.42
Tick Counter – Lvl 6.91
Upgrade – Lvl 5.15
Electrical Expertise – Lvl 3.33
[Paladin Skills]
Champion of Chaos – Lvl 10.00 (MAX)
Toughness – Lvl 10.00 (MAX)
Strength of Faith – Lvl 10.00 (MAX)
Holy Scripture – Lvl 9.21
Divine Wrath – Lvl 7.85
Bonecrusher War Art – Lvl 4.55
Parallel Plot – Lvl 2.05
[Metal Golem Skills]
Heavy Metal – Lvl 10.00 (MAX)
Armored Charge – Lvl 7.46
Advanced Joints – Lvl 6.10
Magnetize – Lvl 4.95
Engine of Destruction – Lvl 2.48
[Other Skills]
Metallopathy – Lvl 6.73
Mentor – Lvl 3.63
Dagger Mastery – Lvl 4.06
Shield Mastery – Lvl 9.85
Holy Mastery – Lvl 11.53
Mace Mastery – Lvl 12.29 
 
    [Spell and Martial Arts]
Holy Spells – Holy Light, Consecrate, Cleanse, Judgment
Other Spells – Parallel Zero, Parallel One
Bonecrusher War Arts – Grand Slam, Shield Wall, Heavy Gong, Rebound 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Part Two 
 
    Three people stood at the foot of a five-meter-tall stone wall. They wore matching gray uniforms with black lining, which signified their shared allegiance to the Republic despite their disparate races. The one in charge seemed to be the dwarf. His greasy black hair was tied in a ponytail and a marvelous beard covered the vast majority of his face. At a glance, it was obvious he groomed the latter with much more care than the former. His eyes were closed and his ear was against the wall as he tapped the rock several times with a small mallet. He shuffled about ten paces to the right and repeated the process. This went on for almost half an hour. 
 
    When he was done with his inspection, he put away his mallet and frowned deeply, though one could hardly tell from all that beard in the way. 
 
    “Is something the matter, Mentor Boneshudder?” 
 
    The elf man with lime green hair seemed to notice the short one’s disapproval. 
 
    “Yeah, something’s the matter!” the dwarf went off on him. “I’m getting tired of seeing shoddy construction like this! It pains me to think all that hard work and quality material wouldn’t last even a decade before it fell over on its own.” 
 
    His pointy-eared apprentice scratched his neck nervously while the female, blonde-haired gnome rolled her blue eyes in exasperation. 
 
    “This again, you old fart?” she raised her voice. “Even I can tell they did an amazing job given the short notice. You need to be more respectful of other people’s circumstances. They might not have a decade!” 
 
    “Feh!” he scoffed. “As if a pipsqueak Artificer like you could understand an Architect’s work. Go get a real Job, then we’ll talk!” 
 
    “I think I’ll pass. Your ‘real Job’ clearly left you in a state of dementia. Too much breaking boulders with your forehead, I bet!” 
 
    “Still a better use for the old noggin’ than thinking up that faulty junk you keep making.” 
 
    “Faulty junk?!” 
 
    Seeing as the argument was going somewhere quite unproductive, the elf inserted himself into the situation. 
 
    “Friends, please,” he stood between them, “calm yourselves. How many times are we going to go over this pointless squabbling? We’re all on the same side here!” 
 
    The dwarf and the gnome glared at each other around the much taller elf’s waist. Although inappropriate from a professional standpoint, the friction between them was only a matter of course. Professionally, Architects and Artificers almost never saw eye-to-eye. Even though both vocations required precision and planning, the scale and direction of their respective fields were completely different.  
 
    Architects were responsible for coordinating hordes of workers as they put together structures of all shapes and sizes. Shacks, houses, mansions, castles, even sewers and underground mines – all were touched by the hand of a skilled Architect if they hoped to stand the test of time. Or, in this case, the test of war. It was a noble and necessary calling that some considered the backbone of civilization. There was no greater honor for an Architect than creating a monumental work of art that would stand proudly for generations to come. 
 
    Artificers were on the opposite end of the construction spectrum. They worked day and night locked in their workshops to create intricate, delicate, and complex mechanisms. Unlike brick and mortar meant to be as still and sturdy as possible, an Artificer’s gadgets often had fleeting existences. Their creations stood the test of time not by simply existing, but through the ideas and concepts that went into their design. Knowledge that, fortune permitting, would guide and inspire others to keep turning the wheel of progress. 
 
    In short, Architects valued stability whereas Artificers sought innovation. Arguments between experts in those two fields were extremely common, though it wasn’t just these two vocations that had such a bumpy relationship. Most individuals considered their choice of Job something personal, intimate. It was more than just a means of earning a living or a bunch of points and words on their Status. For the enlightened, their Job reflected their desires, talents, and goals. Admittedly, not all had the luxury of choosing, but even those forced to take up a vocation against their will would end up holding certain views and opinions that lined up with their Job. 
 
    As such, it was inevitable that people would be at odds with one another purely because of their profession. The most egregious example was the relationship between Priests and Necromancers. They were mortal enemies at worst and hostile acquaintances at best. Warriors and Berserkers, on the other hand, scoffed at each other’s fighting methods while Bards and Artists argued over whose artistic medium was a superior means of self-expression. Wizards and Warlocks likewise butted heads over what constituted as ‘appropriate levels of destructive force’ when it came to their magic. Curiously enough, Pyromancers and Cryomancers were a poetic case of opposites attracting and got along like a house on fire. 
 
    Obviously, there were exceptions to these stereotypes on an individual level, but those were few and far between. 
 
    “I suppose it can’t be helped if the quality isn’t up to my standards,” the dwarf relented. 
 
    “That’s what I’ve been saying,” the gnome pouted. “Your standards are just too damn high, old man.” 
 
    “You’re one to talk, Jessie,” the elf smirked. “I hear your guys complaining about how you make them redo their work because it’s not good enough.” 
 
    “W-well, it can’t be helped. Shoddy Artificer work is the type of thing that gets people killed.” 
 
    “It’s the same with Architects you know. I’m sure you’d rather not have your house fall down on you while you slept.” 
 
    “Obviously not, but if I had to choose, I’d much rather a building collapse on me than be at the receiving end of a faulty Tree-Trimmer,” she shuddered. 
 
    “Whatever. My verdict still stands,” the dwarf slapped the wall. “I’m ashamed to have my name associated with this hack-job!” 
 
    “Look, Master Boneshudder, can we forget about ten years from now and focus on the next few weeks? The Empire is almost at our doorstep.” 
 
    The dwarf looked up and down the wall encompassing the southern half of the city of New Whitehall. It was the last line of defense within the Rainy Woodlands, otherwise known as the eastern front. It was the nerve center of the entire region which meant that if the city fell then the entire province would follow, striking a serious blow to the Republic’s war efforts. Boneshudder wholeheartedly agreed with his long-eared apprentice and blonde-haired advisor that the imminent danger was a far more pressing matter. However, he failed to accurately communicate why he was so adamant about the fortification’s longevity. 
 
    “Look, I feel like you’re not getting my point,” he tried to explain himself. “If this glorified fence can’t stand for ten years on its own, then the Imperial war machine will knock it over in twenty minutes. Maybe an hour if we’re lucky.” 
 
    Indeed, ‘glorified fence’ was the best way to describe New Whitehall’s defenses compared to actual strongholds. Fort Yimin’s monumental walls, for instance, would have lasted days, maybe even weeks before the Empire broke through them with conventional siege warfare. Admittedly, a single Ranker had punched through those fortifications in an instant, but that had more to do with the absurd power of Ultimate Skills than some fault in the defenses’ construction. 
 
    “That’s still precious time where our troops will have the upper hand,” the elf pointed out. “I hear our side needs every edge it can get, no matter how expensive or wasteful it seems in the long run.” 
 
    “Such a crying shame, that. It pains me to see such good stone used so callously,” the old dwarf stroked the wall. “I suppose even achieving this level of stability is more or less a miracle, all things considered.” 
 
    He spoke harshly about the state of the fortification because he was a perfectionist. He hated making compromises, but knew deep down it was necessary. Looking at the circumstances objectively, he had to admit the zeal that those Legionnaires worked with was extraordinary. In all his years as an Architect, Boneshudder had never seen so much rock and mortar move in such a short amount of time, let alone assembled into a barely passable excuse for a wall. 
 
    This logistical feat was only possible because of the Forest Gate laying at the center of New Whitehall. That marvel of magical engineering allowed for the transfer of large amounts of materials and manpower across vast distances in a matter of seconds. There was a time and weight limit to how much could be transported per day, which was why the Republic also made use of the Skyfall River that ran west-to-east through the northern part of the city. That massive body of water that had a width of well over two hundred meters served as a secure water route that ran within spitting distance of the capital. Additionally, it flowed in all the way from Cloudburst Mountain hundreds of kilometers to the north, which was the main source of the Republic’s masonry materials. 
 
    Having witnessed the elves’ robust supply lines for himself, the old Architect was finally able to understand something. Prior to accepting this job, he always wondered how the stonework in Azurvale’s Stone District was of such high quality. Indeed, the dwarves living there erected many-a-structure that did their heritage proud. The secret lay in the source of their material. No stonemason worth their chisel would turn down the opportunity to work with blocks and bricks directly from the world’s tallest mountain. Furthermore, the aquatic and magical means of transportation from the quarry to the building site were both smooth and safe. The risk of goods suffering damage, chips, or cracks in transit was practically nonexistent. 
 
    The sheer efficiency of the whole affair nearly made Boneshudder jealous. Even though his homeland – the Horkensaft Kingdom – had developed a miracle of technology called a ‘mag-rail,’ it couldn’t compete with the Ishigar Republic’s Forest Gates. Then again, the same was true of the Lodrak Empire’s griffins and the merchant fleets of the Sovereign States Alliance. As far as major players on this continent, the Republic was at the top when it came to infrastructure and logistics. This advantage was one of the key factors behind the elven nation’s economic prosperity. 
 
    Of course, from the perspective of an honest craftsman like Boneshudder, such grand statements were difficult to trust or comprehend. However, not even the most cynical of skeptics could dispute the Republic’s monetary might when faced with 3,520 meters’ worth of evidence defending New Whitehall’s southern approach. The construction guild headed by the dwarven Architect had been offered a very lucrative contract for overseeing the project. The seasoned builder had some doubts when his elf apprentice first brought him the contract, but he was glad he took it. Not only was the work well-paid and challenging, but it was a learning experience as well. 
 
    Prior to coming here, Boneshudder had no idea that elves liked to layer processed Ironbark in between stone bricks. While the idea seemed mad at first glance, the technique greatly increased a structure’s resistance to physical impacts. The major downside was that it was impossible to use this method without easy access to hylt trees, but the old dwarf didn’t care. He was quietly thankful for the opportunity to expand on his own knowledge and expertise. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve actually been wondering about that,” said Jessie, interrupting his introspective. “How come a city this big had absolutely no fortifications?” 
 
    The gnome had only arrived in New Whitehall a little over a week ago and had spent every waking moment fervently working in her workshop alongside her ten colleagues. Combined with her acute case of agoraphobia, she avoided going outside as much as possible. As such, her knowledge of the surrounding area was basically non-existent. 
 
    “Ah, I can answer that,” the apprentice chimed in. “It’s because there hasn’t been a need for such things.” 
 
    “Wait, seriously?” Jessie doubted those words. “How come?” 
 
    “Because we’re right in the middle of the Rainy Woodlands.” 
 
    “Well, duh.” 
 
    Indeed, it was difficult for anyone to step outside the city without being instantly made aware of the slightly intimidating pine forest a few hundred meters from the walls. 
 
    “What I’m asking is how come the locals didn’t set up defenses against monsters and such,” she elaborated. “Even a shut-in like me knows that’s the most basic of basics!” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s something to be proud of,” the dwarf mumbled. 
 
    “Ah, hah, ha-ha,” the elf forced an awkward laugh. “I guess you don’t know anything about the region after all.” 
 
    “The Rainy Woodlands is a land of dense woods that gets an above-average amount of rain. It’s all there on the label. Speaking of which, what’s up with that literal naming sense? Don’t get me wrong, I’m in favor of factual accuracy as much as the next Artificer, but could you people have at least tried to make it creative?” 
 
    “Heh, I’m in full agreement,” the apprentice chuckled, “but this place is more boring than its name. The forest is a white spot, you see.” 
 
    “… Wait, what? The entire forest?!” Jessie squealed wide-eyed.  
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “That massive sea of trees?!” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “All of it?!” 
 
    “Oh for- Yes! All of it is a white spot!” the dwarf yelled, clearly annoyed. “Now shut your trap you bloody cow!” 
 
    “Unbelievable,” Jessie mumbled while ignoring those harsh words. “I had no idea white spots could get that huge…” 
 
    “Well, it’s not really an Artificer’s area of expertise, is it?” offered the elf. 
 
    “No… I suppose not.” 
 
    A ‘white spot’ referred to an area utterly devoid of ambient mana. Such places held no alchemical herbs, magical minerals, or other exotic materials. It was also the main reason why there wasn’t a single hylt tree in the entire forest. On the other hand, the unmagical nature of the land meant that there effectively wasn’t a monster population. A few magical beasts might wander into it in search of easy prey, but they never ventured deep enough to reach New Whitehall. Even the more mundane predators such as bears and wolves were a rarity. The most common danger in the Rainy Woodlands was running across a band of outlaws trying to eke out a meagre living in the wilderness. It was hardly a threat serious enough to warrant permanent fortifications. 
 
    Even so, this region was quite valuable in terms of basic natural resources. The land was fertile, filled with timber of good quality and overwhelming quantity, abundant in game and fish, and the hills were rich with iron, copper, and coal. Calling it a lucrative region was an understatement, though the Republic avoided aggressively exploiting it for fear of damaging the environment. Not only out of respect for nature, but also because the Rainy Woodlands was a national treasure – a vast area of peace and tranquility in an otherwise brutal world. 
 
    The Empire was far less concerned with such things, however, and merely wanted a source of fuel for its war machine. 
 
    “Come on then,” the dwarf urged the other two. “We still have two kilometers of walls to survey, and I want to be done in time for my afternoon pint.” 
 
    “It is as you say, Master,” the apprentice instantly fell in line. 
 
    “Greeeeat. More walking and staring at rocks.” 
 
    The gnome’s sarcastic attitude made Boneshudder punch the wall so hard that his hand started bleeding.  
 
    “By my grandfather’s hairy knuckles, why are you even here, girl?!” his frustration exploded. “You’ve done nothing but complain since we started! You clearly don’t want to be here, so why don’t you kindly fuck right off!” 
 
    “Trust me, I would if I could,” she groaned. “Unfortunately, this is business.” 
 
    “What sort of business does a dainty-wristed little widget-spinner like you possibly have with my wall?!” 
 
    “I’m surveying the completed fortifications for a good place to lay down a minefield.” 
 
    This was the main reason she had to come out personally. It was a vital duty she couldn’t entrust to those bolts-for-brains she had brought with her. Or at least that’s what she told herself. Deep down, she would have gladly delegated this to someone else, but the Republic military – her current employer – demanded her personal oversight. 
 
    “… A what?” the dwarf asked, his confusion dousing his anger. 
 
    “A minefield,” Jessie repeated herself. “As in, a field full of landmines.” 
 
    “Do I really need to point out how stupid it is to dig a mine anywhere near here?” 
 
    The gnome rolled her eyes once more. 
 
    “Not that kind of mine, you old fart. I’m talking about the traps that me and my colleagues have been working on. Wonderful little things you know. You bury them just beneath the soil, wait for a human to step on it, and KABLOOEY! No more human!” 
 
    “Incredible!” the elf exclaimed. “And you say this mechanism targets humans specifically?!” 
 
    “Well, no. Not exactly,” her smile wavered. “Us gnomes will be fine but, uh… Let’s just say you might want to lose a couple dozen kilograms before you go for any long walks around town.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    That was the only noise the elf could muster before he started rapidly reconsidering his employment options. 
 
    “Bah, you gnomes are just as crazy as ever,” the dwarf grumbled. “Fine, do what you want, just keep your opinions to yourself and your faulty junk away from my wall. Come, apprentice. We have real work to do.” 
 
    “Hey!” Jessie shook her tiny fist. “I told you to stop calling it faulty junk!” 
 
    The three of them continued bickering as the lead Architect personally verified the structural integrity of the wall every fifty meters or so. Some parts were naturally weaker than others as inconsistency was a major pitfall of rushed construction jobs such as this. Boneshudder made sure to note those locations in the small brown notebook he always carried with him. He looked forward to showing them to that pompous Legate with an ‘I told you so!’ attitude, but it was also information that Jessie needed to take into consideration when doing her own job. After all, the last thing she wanted was to have her explosives collapse the very wall they were intended to defend. 
 
    The gnome was far less concerned with the ground’s soil composition. It didn’t matter if it was dirt, sand, or mud so long as it could be dug up. She was confident her ‘babies’ would function even after being submerged in a swamp for years on end. The location of the minefield was far more important than the terrain, thus her attention was directed at the deforested area between the ‘glorified fence’ and the surrounding tree line. It was a mostly bare stretch one-to-two hundred meters wide. She had to figure out how to place the hundreds of explosive traps at her disposal in a way that maximized casualties while minimizing collateral damage to allied forces. 
 
    That was easier said than done. Jessie’s knowledge of warfare and military tactics was purely theoretical. Then again, so was the idea of using minefields in armed conflict. After all, it had been barely more than a century since the Artificer Job came into existence. The craft was still undergoing fervent development and there were plenty of unexplored practical applications. The designs that Jessie worked with were only three years old and still considered experimental. Very few people were familiar with landmines, and practically nobody knew how to fully utilize them in a military engagement. The same could be said of all Artificer-made weaponry, but pressure-triggered anti-personnel explosives were especially obscure. Only an organization as rich and desperate as the Republic would consider employing such a thing. 
 
    However, if anyone could be considered the leading expert in the field of minefields, it was Jessiwick Wobblebang. 
 
    “… Huh? Did anyone else hear that?” she asked suddenly. 
 
    “Hear what?” the elf asked. 
 
    “… Never mind.” 
 
    For a moment there, Jessie forgot that her senses were quite a bit sharper than those of the two blockheads with her. That aside, the faint tune in the wind had momentarily derailed her thoughts. She strained her ears even more and stared out towards the edge of the Rainy Woodlands in an attempt to locate the source of that disturbance. Several seconds later, she spotted an armed group of a few dozen people emerge from the tree line. She barely made out their uniforms, which resembled her own. They were obviously a scouting party returning to base. 
 
    Less obvious, however, was the reason they sang in the first place. As they jogged closer to the city’s perimeter, her questions only increased. For one thing, why did they sound so damn cheery even though they had clearly seen combat? What was the deal with that purely white gnome-sized thing glistening in the afternoon sun with unparalleled radiance?  
 
    “Oh, do you know the muffin man,
The muffin man, the muffin man?” 
 
    What in the world could produce an odd voice like that? 
 
    “Do you know the muffin man,
That lives inside my head?” 
 
    Which looney bin thought up those lyrics? 
 
    “Oh yes we know the muffin man,
The muffin man, the muffin man!
Now we know the muffin man,
That lives inside your head!” 
 
    Last but not least, why in Goroth’s rocky gonads were the rest of those guys singing along in a chorus? 
 
    The stupefied gnome turned her head to the side only to realize that both the elf and the dwarf were completely ignoring the spectacle. Were their heads so filled with rocks that they still didn’t hear the procession? No, the way the dwarf shook his head and muttered something about ‘bloody gnomes’ indicated that he was already remarkably familiar with this sight and was ignoring it on purpose. The elf seemed to share this point of view, though he was a bit more polite about it. 
 
    “Uh, excuse me,” she squeaked out, “but what is that?” 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    Though the Architect stubbornly ignored her, his far more agreeable apprentice looked down at the little woman, then turned his gaze towards the direction she was pointing. 
 
    “Oh, that’s just the Juggernaut’s squad. They keep singing that song every time they enter or leave the city.” 
 
    The blonde, blue-eyed gnome scanned the merry men and women as they steadily approached the gatehouse further ahead of her. 
 
    “… What Juggernaut? I don’t see any-” 
 
    “It’s the short white one,” the elf anticipated her confusion. 
 
    “No way. Surely someone with a name like that should be like, three meters tall and half as wide and have arms the size of tree trunks. What kind of false advertising is this? If this was Horkensaft, you’d get sued right into poverty.” 
 
    “Well, I know it’s hard to believe but the Rustblood Juggernaut is none other than her. Or… I think it’s a ‘her.’ Might be an ‘it.’ Not too sure how that works with golems.” 
 
    “A golem?! In the Republic military?!” 
 
    “Oh yeah, a mithril one. She’s also an Artificer like you, and a Paladin to boot. Way I heard it, she used to be a- Hey! Where are you going?!” 
 
    The hyperactive gnome sprinted off in the direction of that squad before the elf finished his explanation. 
 
    “You can’t just run up to a military unit like that!” he shouted after her. 
 
    “Leave her be lad,” the old stonemason shook his head. “We have a job to do, and it doesn’t involve dealing with gnomish shenanigans.” 
 
    “Understood, Master.” 
 
    Fizzy’s squad piped down as they approached one of the three large gatehouses in the newly-established perimeter. Although their uniforms were similar to those of other legionaries, the three vertical lines on their shoulders marked them as officially belonging to the 3rd Legion. Their Legate sent four thousand of his own forces to shore up the ten-thousand-strong 2nd Legion, drastically increasing their odds at repelling the inbound Imperial troops. 
 
    The group’s commanding officer – a hardened elf bearing the title of Optio – stepped forward and identified himself to the gatekeepers. The steel portcullis slowly raised to allow the returning soldiers entry. The troops lined up and waited patiently for the Scribe on duty to confirm their identities using Basic Appraisal. It was a standard security measure to weed out any spies and infiltrators, which took a few minutes. Afterwards, the squad would be allowed inside the city proper in order to rest, resupply, rearm, and reinforce while they awaited new orders. 
 
    This particular unit had already earned a fearsome reputation among local forces even though they had only seen combat three times since their transfer from the west. They stood out because they completed their assignments with only minor casualties, none of which were fatalities. This stellar track record could be attributed to the fact that they were all veteran combatants, but a huge part of their ongoing success was the terrifying strength and potent healing magic of a certain Paladin. Idle onlookers might consider the mithril golem some kind of ornament or mascot, but to the men and women in her unit she was their guardian angel. 
 
    Admittedly, Fizzy only fulfilled that role as part of her ‘social obligations,’ but she knew better than to tell anyone that.  
 
    “Waaaaaaait!” 
 
    The sudden, high-pitched scream caused the entire half-platoon to raise their guard and turn their attention to the right. They relaxed somewhat when they recognized the approaching stranger’s uniform and identified her as one of countless independent contractors assisting with the defensive fortifications. The blonde-haired gnome ran as if the God of Death and Taxes himself chased her. She kept up her mad dash right until she skidded to a halt in front of Fizzy. The tiny blonde grasped both of the Paladin’s shoulders while she caught her breath. 
 
    This provoked a tiny twitch out of the corner of the golem’s shimmering eyes. Who did this pathetic meatbag think she was to so brazenly sully Fizzy’s glorious frame with those greasy hands? It took a monumental amount of effort, but the shiny construct kept herself from ripping those blasphemous digits off and shoving them up their owner’s exhaust port. While it would have been immensely gratifying, Fizzy didn’t want to disappoint Boxxy by failing to play nice with the Republic meatbags. 
 
    “Haaah! Haaaah! Haaaah!” 
 
    Jessie, on the other hand, stared at her own feet and panted heavily from what she’d just put herself through. She had gotten a bit over-excited and sprinted all the way here. It was a terrible idea in retrospect. Sweat dripped from her forehead, her legs trembled, her head felt dizzy, and her breakfast wanted to come up for an encore. Her body was complaining as vehemently as it could that it wasn’t used to such bursts of physical exertion. She probably would’ve already collapsed if she wasn’t leaning heavily against Fizzy. 
 
    “Another one, huh?” mumbled a nearby soldier. 
 
    “I mean, what’d you expect?” said another with a chuckle. “This sort of thing happens every time Fizzy goes out in public.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you’d think people would be used to her by now.” 
 
    “I dunno, man. I see her almost every day, and I still can’t stop staring at her sometimes.” 
 
    “Mmm, yeah, can’t argue with that.” 
 
    “Enough chit-chat!” shouted the officer-in-charge. “Appraisals are done, so go get your gear checked in for repairs and get some rest, you’ll be needing it!” 
 
    The troops saluted in a chorus of ‘yes, sir’ and started filing through the gatehouse in earnest. 
 
    “Fizzlesprocket – you, uh, do what you gotta do. Just be there for the debriefing in ten.” 
 
    “Sir.” 
 
    Fizzy responded like the others, prompting her commanding officer to turn around and walk away while maintaining a stern expression of ‘I didn’t see anything.’ 
 
    With the rest of the squad orderly retreating, the golem turned her attention to the gnome still leaning on her. At some point, her blonde head leaned so low that it was currently pressing against the golem’s bosom. Fizzy, in her twisted mindset, interpreted that gesture as a somewhat inappropriate compliment. After all, she couldn’t blame this blondie for thinking that her chest ornaments were a soft and fluffy place to lean on when they looked the part. Indeed, though their size wasn’t all that impressive, the golem’s ‘girls’ had a supple and appealing shape that even the most plebeian meatbag could appreciate. They were practically works of art just like the rest of her, at least in Fizzy’s totally unbiased and flawlessly objective opinion. It was one of the reasons she felt it a damned shame that she didn’t get to exhibit her assets more often.  
 
    Baseless self-praise aside, the sorry sack of meat still clung to her shoulders and fogged up her sparkly frame with that disgusting breath, which was grinding the golem’s gears. 
 
    “Uhm, can I help you with something?” Fizzy asked through a strained smile. 
 
    “Haah, haah, haah, phew…” 
 
    Jessie, who had somewhat caught her breath, looked up with a face that was way too excited for her own good. 
 
    “I want to feel your insides!” 
 
    That shameless, full-volume declaration was perhaps not the best way to express her academic interest in the fascinating construct before her. The soldiers still within earshot couldn’t help but giggle audibly as they vacated the area. As for Fizzy, she let out a drawn-out metallic groan that sounded as if someone had passed out on a pipe organ’s keyboard. She raised her loosely clenched fist to the impertinent meatbag’s forehead and flicked her index finger against it. Though seemingly small, it packed enough force to knock the female gnome over in spectacular fashion. Her small body spun around ass-over-shoulders, sending her consciousness flying south for the winter while the rest of her face-planted in the grass-covered dirt. 
 
    Fizzy continued through the open gate while muttering something about ‘bloody gnomes’ under her breath.


 
   
  
 

 Part Three 
 
    “Uuuugh…” 
 
    Jessie let out a low groan as she slowly came to. She groggily sat up while her brain did its best to remember where she was and what she was doing. Her head and neck ached a little, but that was only natural considering her bed had no pillow. 
 
    “… Bed?” she mumbled and looked around her quarters. 
 
    While it was called ‘her quarters,’ the space was simply a small room in a random house in New Whitehall. Although it was technically someone’s home, it had been converted into a women’s barracks to house the Republic’s Legionnaires. As one might expect, the men were in another building. Many other buildings, actually. Pretty much every house, shop, store, restaurant, and inn had been turned into housing for soldiers. Various industrial facilities – such as forges, workshops, and alchemical laboratories – were retrofitted for military use.  
 
    The citizens that once lived here had already been evacuated via Forest Gate along with any refugees from the surrounding towns and villages. There were, of course, those who didn’t wish to abandon their homes, but such individuals were forcefully relocated regardless of their intentions. Some condemned this decision as barbaric, cruel, or unfair, but it was for the best. Having civilians present in a war zone would only be a burden to the Republic’s Legions. Well, not unless the elves were willing to use the noncombatants as meat shields and Spell fodder, but no self-respecting military institution was that monstrous. 
 
    Ultimately, the only people currently present in New Whitehall were either military personnel, members of the workforce, or independent contractors like Jessie. The latter two groups were non-combatants and would be evacuated as soon as their work was done or the fighting reached the city, whichever came first. 
 
    “… Crap!” exclaimed the gnome. “I gotta find that golem before they ship me off!” 
 
    The sunshine coming in through the sole window and the clock next to her bed both suggested that barely an hour had passed since she was knocked out. She took this opportunity to recalibrate her Tick Counter Skill, which had gone haywire due to that harsh yet well-deserved blow to the head. With her internal clock in order, she got out of bed, ran to the front door, and flung it open. 
 
    *SLAM* 
 
    Only to then immediately slam it shut and lean against it. Her breath was uneven and beads of cold sweat formed on her forehead. This was bad. Once again, her overabundant enthusiasm got the better of her. The cause of her distress was a certain childish, superstitious, and wholly unscientific fear. Jessie knew better than anyone how nonsensical her phobia was, but logic and facts did little to abate the sheer terror she felt whenever she confronted the outside. 
 
    “It’s okay, Jessie, gravity won’t let you fall upwards,” she quietly reassured herself. “Gravity won’t let you go so easily. Heh. Hahahah. That’s right, gravity is your ally. Gravity is your ally. Gravity is your ally. Gravity is your ally. Gravity is your ally.” 
 
    She repeated her mantra over and over as she worked up the nerve to go against her phobia. It seemed silly from most people’s point of view, but her condition wasn’t all that rare. A common trait among certain dwarven and gnomish communities that dwelled underground or inside hollowed-out mountains was an illogical fear one might fall into the sky. Jessie grew up in such an environment, but the source of her agoraphobia was something else entirely. 
 
    Though she didn’t know it, the gnome had been bitten by an arachnid critter called a hexcrawler when she was a child. The creature was easily mistaken for a harmless variety of spider, especially since its venom was too weak to harm anything larger than a fly. However, it had a nasty trait of inflicting mild yet stubborn curses upon its victims. In the case of Jessiwick Wobblebang, it inflated her youthful misconceptions into a full-blown paranoia that didn’t rear its head until she was an adult. Divine magic could easily remedy the affliction, but the girl never sought treatment because she mistakenly believed it was all in her head. 
 
    “Alright! Let’s go find that golem!” 
 
    After psyching herself up a bit more, she took a breath, opened the door, and took a cautious step outside. She walked down the street allowing her nervousness and anxiety to weaken slowly yet surely. A few minutes later, her knees no longer shook and her breathing was less forced. Her anxiousness would never fully fade, but she refused to let it show on her face lest she disgrace the Wobblebang name. Not that her lineage was all that impressive, but it was still important to her. 
 
    After she grew more accustomed to not having a roof over her head, Jessie asked everyone she saw about the construct she encountered earlier that afternoon. The tiny woman wasn’t sure how successful her inquiry would be since her memories of the event were a blur. The only things she remembered was that she was looking for a mithril golem with a rather unique nickname. The apprentice Architect that told her that said some other things too, but Jessie ran off without hearing him out. The last thing she remembered before blacking out was leaning on that marvelous construct while she caught her breath. It seemed obvious that it had knocked her out, but Jessie wasn’t particularly mad about it. She assumed she must’ve set off some kind of self-defense protocol, so it was really her own fault for getting so touchy-feely without the owner’s permission. 
 
    Despite her concerns, the spirited Artificer had little difficulty tracking down the so-called Rustblood Juggernaut. It took less then fifteen minutes in total, actually. It seemed as though Jessie was literally the last person in the city to learn of the resident mithril golem, which made her feel incredibly silly. Then again, she hadn’t known about the incomprehensibly huge white spot she stood in, either. Nor would it be the last bit of common knowledge that she missed because of her shut-in lifestyle. 
 
    Nevertheless, the gnome made her way towards a commandeered smithy just outside the 3rd Legion’s base camp within New Whitehall. She took a deep breath and loudly knocked on the door, but there was no answer. However, judging from the noises within and the smoke pouring out of the chimney, someone was definitely hard at work inside. Jessie assumed they were too engrossed in their craft to notice they had company. This was a common trait among many artisans and craftsmen, and the blonde gnome was no different. 
 
    Therefore, out of consideration for whoever was inside, the woman decided to wait until they took a break before announcing her presence. There was no way she could barge in on them considering how much she hated it when people did that to her. The military types were the worst offenders in that regard. Why couldn’t they grasp the delicate nature of her work? A moment’s distraction could have dire consequences when handling explosives. One crossed wire, one wayward pinch of Firedust, one errant twitch – and KABLOOEY! 
 
    This wasn’t an Artificer-exclusive issue, either. Whether it was an Alchemist mixing volatile substances, a Blacksmith working an exceptionally stubborn metal, or an Enchanter weaving magic into mundane objects, all Artisan Jobs required immense concentration. It wasn’t unheard of for high Level practitioners to take on projects that required days or even weeks of constant work. While they didn’t always result in explosions, thoughtless interruptions would cost the Artisan dearly in terms of time and resources. 
 
    *BANG* 
 
    “Waaah!” 
 
    The blonde gnome fell to the ground while covering her head in her hands with surprising speed and dexterity. It was a reflex born from years of working with materials that tended to get very ‘angry’ when mishandled. Once she regained her senses, the tiny inventor realized the source of that detonation was inside the smithy. Figuring that whoever was inside might need help, Jessie leapt to her feet and threw open the door. She was met by a gust of pitch-black smoke that sought to escape its confines through the suddenly available opening. 
 
    “Koff! Koff! Are you okay?!” she shouted while choking on it. 
 
    “Ah? Yeah, I’m fine,” came the casual answer. “Gonna take a lot more than a little pop to hurt me.” 
 
    The owner of that strangely metallic voice, much like the rest of the room, was covered top-to-bottom in a thin layer of dark soot. Judging from the stranger’s shape and size, she was most definitely a female gnome. She was facing away from the door, but Jessie was confident this wasn’t one of her colleagues. Only three of them were female, and none of them were that… curvaceous. That aside, was this woman truly unhurt? It seemed unlikely, but she said she was fine, so Jessie took her word for it. Besides, there were more important questions on her mind. 
 
    “What the- Koff! Koff! What happened in here?!” 
 
    “Oh, nothing much,” the blackened gnome shrugged. “Just testing how much Firedust I can mix into the impact gel before it becomes too unstable – give my stuff a bit of extra ‘oomph.’ Seems thirty five milligrams of dust per a hundred milligrams of gel was pushing it, though.” 
 
    “Koff! Koff! You what?! Every idiot knows – Koff! – it’s twenty per hundred at most!” 
 
    The mixture in question was a key component in impact-triggered bombs, and getting the ratio right was of key importance. Too much impact gel and the explosive force would diminish. Too much Firedust and it was prone to spontaneous detonation. Creating it was a simple enough process, but it required steady hands and sharp eyes. 
 
    “Nah,” said the charred figure dismissively. “You can get away with thirty easy if you know what you’re doing.” 
 
    “That’s preposterous!” Jessie reflexively argued. “There’s no way it’ll be safe to handle beyond twenty!” 
 
    “Sure it will. Just gotta subject the gel to a mild electric current before- I’m sorry, but who are you again?!” 
 
    It was only then that Fizzy finally glanced over her shoulder. 
 
    “Oh, it’s that pervert,” the golem murmured. 
 
    “P-p-pervert?! I am no such thing!” 
 
    “Did you or did you not say – and I quote – ‘I want to feel your insides’ to me while rubbing your face against my breasts?” 
 
    Jessie merely stared back at her in stunned silence. It wasn’t until that moment the reality of the situation finally hit her. Looking into those pure-white eyes made her realize that the one she was having a spontaneous argument with wasn’t a gnome, but the very thing she came here to find. This was good because it meant her brief search was successful. However, Jessie was far more concerned with addressing the talking piece of equipment in the room. 
 
    “Holy crap!” she screamed with eyes the size of dinner plates. “It’s a sentient golem!” 
 
    “Seriously? You realize this now?! Un-be-fucken-lievable.” 
 
    “It spoke to me! Ohmygod ohmygod!” 
 
    “Oh, for the love of-” 
 
    “Yo Fizzy, what’s all the racket in here?!” 
 
    A two-meter-tall, woman-shaped battering ram named Lola poked her head into the still smoldering smithy. Ironically, she wasn’t referring to the botched explosion from earlier. The elf, much like the rest of the 3rd Legion, had grown accustomed to such disturbances and wasn’t worried about Fizzy’s safety in the slightest. After all, that golem was infamous for emerging unscathed from something her squad-mates referred to as ‘The Spicy Meatball Incident’ during the siege at Fort Yimin. The mere thought that a random explosion could injure or even faze her was preposterous. 
 
    “We got a screamer,” Fizzy gestured towards the meatbag currently losing her wits. “Can you take care of her? I can’t focus on my work like this.” 
 
    “Sure thing, Fizzy. Come on, you. Out you go.” 
 
    The black-haired elf grabbed the gnome by the scruff of her neck and dragged her outside the smithy despite her protests. The pair received a few knowing looks as Lola nonchalantly carried Jessie across the street and into the house serving as the female Warrior’s assigned quarters. Incidentally, all the glass windows were shattered and boarded up because of Fizzy’s ‘activities,’ so the inside was rather murky and dark. 
 
    Once Jessie calmed down somewhat, Lola stopped treating her like luggage and both of them took a seat. The elf then spoke broadly about the golem’s circumstances. About how she was on the run from the Empire after her parents were killed earlier that year. About how her life was saved by the God she now serves. About the curse she willingly bore as atonement for past sins. Of course, this was all simply Fizzy’s cover story. Technically speaking, even if 90% of the details were omitted, everything the golem revealed about her past was true. Even the part about her ‘sins’ held a nugget of truth as the former gnome still felt a tiny bit of guilt over her betrayal of Boxxy on that fateful day in her shop. 
 
    “I see…” said Jessie after hearing the heavily filtered tale. 
 
    She completely failed to consider that Fizzy might not be ‘just a golem.’ This was why she had spoken to her so crassly during their first meeting. Since then and until about just now, her intention was to take the construct apart for the sake of sating her own curiosity. She intended to put the thing back together, of course, even if she wasn’t quite sure she could manage it. Golem-crafting wasn’t her area of expertise, but she couldn’t help herself. This was the first time she had even heard about, let alone seen, an honest-to-goodness mithril golem. Some part of her still wanted to pry open Fizzy’s chassis to poke at her internals, which did not make Jessie feel any less terrible about the whole thing. 
 
    “I can’t believe I was so thoughtless. She probably hates me now.” 
 
    The gnome looked down at her feet with guilt plastered all over her face, prompting Lola to cross her arms and lean back in her chair. 
 
    “She won’t hold it against you, so don’t worry about it,” the elf reassured her. “Her… religious persuasion and, uh, monster-like disposition make her act out sometimes, but she means well. All you have to do is keep in mind that somewhere beneath all that heavy metal beats the heart of a living, breathing, and caring person.” 
 
    The aspiring Artificer felt the urge to comment about how golems were not technically alive, did not breathe, and most definitely did not have hearts, but kept it to herself. 
 
    “Yeah, I will. Thanks. Uhm, could you please tell me her name?” 
 
    “Pretty sure I already did. It’s Fizzy.” 
 
    “No, not her nickname. I mean her actual, given name.” 
 
    “… Now look here, Jessie,” Lola’s voice turned stern, “her name is Fizzy, and that’s who she is. Nothing more, nothing less.” 
 
    “But… I mean…” 
 
    Lola sighed heavily when she realized this nosy gnome wasn’t going to let the matter rest. 
 
    “She doesn’t like others calling her by her actual name, alright? If you want to know that badly, then ask her yourself. Just don’t blame me for anything that happens afterwards.” 
 
    “Blame for what?” 
 
    The golem in question casually entered the room, the floorboards creaking under her considerable weight. Fizzy had wiped herself down as best she could, but had less luck with her soiled outfit and left it behind. At least that was the only logical reason for why she was standing there in the nude. Jessie’s eyes couldn’t help but wander up and down that body. She was slightly caught off guard by the revelation that this golem was more anatomically accurate than expected. Then again, that detail only supported the notion that she used to be a creature of flesh and blood once. 
 
    “Fizzy,” Lola spoke sternly. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Clothes.” 
 
    “Oh, right.” 
 
    The naked golem-girl nonchalantly left the room. 
 
    “What… just happened?” Jessie asked warily. 
 
    “She forgot to dress herself. It happens sometimes since she can’t actually feel the clothes on her skin.” 
 
    “But she doesn’t have skin.” 
 
    “You know what I mean, smartass.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “But yeah, she’ll be back. Just, give her a minute or two.” 
 
    When Fizzy returned, she was wearing her favorite outfit: a leather-strapped crop-top, some baggy trousers, metal-plated boots, and a set of spiked kneepads. Granted, calling it her ‘favorite outfit’ may have been correct, but it was also misleading. In reality, this was Fizzy’s only outfit. The golem had tried washing it, but hadn’t done a particularly good job. They were still soaking wet and had some unsightly black splotches, though neither of those flaws seemed to bother her. 
 
    “So, what were you talking about earlier?” she inquired. 
 
    Jessie, who had plenty of time to work on her apology, hopped off her seat and bowed deeply. 
 
    “Please forgive me for my earlier behavior! I didn’t know about your circumstances and I-” 
 
    “Easy there, munchkin,” the Paladin stopped her. “What you did back there? You weren’t the first and you definitely won’t be the last, so let’s just put all that stuff behind us and get down to business.” 
 
    Fizzy sat cross-legged on the floor with her hands on her knees. Understanding the gesture, Jessie quickly mirrored it. It was an old gnomish custom with similar connotations to humans shaking hands. It was both a sign of good faith when meeting someone else and an invitation to hold a productive and meaningful exchange of ideas. 
 
    “So, who are you anyway?” Fizzy started things off. 
 
    “My name is Jessiwick Wobblebang. I’m an Artificer that was hired to assist in the city’s defense.” 
 
    “I’m Fizzy. Paladin, Artificer, and Golem, currently in service to the 3rd Legion. Pleased to make your acquaintance.” 
 
    With official introductions out of the way, the soggy construct moved onto the meat of the matter. 
 
    “So, Jessiwick-” 
 
    “Please, call me Jessie.” 
 
    “Alright then, Jessie – why were you looking for me?” 
 
    “Uhm… I guess I’m just interested in you. Purely academically!” she quickly added. “It’s just that something keeps nagging at me to find out how you’re put together – what makes you tick. I mean, I never thought golems like you existed! You’re just way too fascinating!” 
 
    “Mhm, mhm. I totally get where you’re coming from,” Fizzy nodded sagely. “I am quite awesome, after all.” 
 
    “Oh boy, here we go,” mumbled Lola while resting her face in her palms. 
 
    “Even though it’s my own body, I don’t think I’ll ever get tired of looking at it. For example, consider the joints and mechanisms that move my fingers around. I’ve had these bad boys for months and I’m still amazed at how smoothly and efficiently they operate. It’s downright hypnotizing, I tell you! Why, just last night I ended up staring at my hands for three hours straight. I was so engrossed I forgot to breathe, and then I remembered that I didn’t need to breathe. It was quite troublesome.” 
 
    “Ah… I, uh, see…” Jessie spoke nervously. 
 
    The gnome felt like she’d stepped on one of her own landmines, albeit one that showered her in gratuitous self-praise rather than fire and shrapnel. Honestly, she wasn’t sure which was worse, so she tried changing the topic. 
 
    “That aside, could I ask for your full name?” 
 
    The golem’s excited face froze for a second, then slowly deformed into a peeved one. She eyed Jessie up and down before giving a defeated sigh. She knew better than anyone that if a gnome genuinely wanted to know something, they would find out eventually. Though she disliked talking about it, she figured it best to get this out of the way now. At the very least she’d be able to control the damage. 
 
    “Fine,” she consented. “I don’t go by it anymore, but my given name is Cornie Fizzlesprocket.” 
 
    “Fizzlesprocket!? As in the Fizzlesprockets?!” 
 
    Jessie’s shouted reaction took Lola by surprise, although Fizzy seemed to have more or less expected it. 
 
    “Yeah, the Fizzlesprockets,” the golem cringed. 
 
    “Oh, wow! It’s such an honor!” 
 
    “I don’t get it, is it really that big a deal?” the dumbfounded elf butted in. 
 
    “No, it’s not a big deal! It’s a huge deal! A monumental deal!” Jessie rapidly mouthed off. “The Fizzlesprockets were among the first generation of Artificers. They’ve been tinkering and building gizmos long before the Job came into existence! If that wasn’t enough, they’re also the ones that brought the Arclight Artificer specialization into the world thirty-four years ago! I mean, they don’t hold as much political influence as the Castmaster clan, but they’re widely considered to be at the forefront of Artificers! In fact, Rory Fizzlesprocket was considered to be the most likely candidate for the next Level 100 Artificer before he left Horkensaft for… the… Empire… Oh.” 
 
    A grim realization dawned on the woman. Indeed, the Fizzlesprocket clan was of great importance within the tinkering community. Even a nobody like Jessie was aware that there was only one person who carried their distinguished name beyond the borders of her home country. When considering those rumors alongside Lola’s story and Fizzy’s apparent age, it wasn’t difficult for her to put two and two together. 
 
    “I’m, uh, sorry for your loss,” Jessie said solemnly. 
 
    “Hmm? What’s this now?” 
 
    “Your father, he’s… dead. Isn’t he?” 
 
    “Oh. Yeah, he is.” 
 
    “You seem… oddly okay with this.” 
 
    “It was a long while ago. Well, feels like it, at least. Besides, my father was a fool. His idiotic views were why the head house disowned our part of the family in the first place.” 
 
    “They did what?!” 
 
    “Oh yeah, we didn’t leave Horkensaft. We were forced out of it.” 
 
    “I… I’m sorry, I had no idea.” 
 
    “Look, I don’t want to get into politics or dig around the past. They’re a huge waste of my time as well as yours. If you want to talk about something worthwhile, then make it snappy. I have stuff to do and places to be.” 
 
    Those were ‘anything else’ and ‘anywhere else,’ respectively. 
 
    “Right, yes, of course! Then, uh, if you don’t mind me asking, what is it you were working on back there?” 
 
    “I was preparing a custom set of Boom-tubes for a friend of mine.” 
 
    “You mean those explosive arrowheads they’ve had us making for the past week?” 
 
    “Probably. Why? Got a problem with them?” 
 
    “No, not at all. Just the opposite, actually. The schematics we got were beautifully drawn and well-documented. The instructions were so thorough that even the idiots that came with me learned to make them in less than a day. Whoever designed those things is a genius!” 
 
    As an explosives afficionado, Jessie felt particularly exhilarated whenever she worked with new ways to blast things into tiny pieces. 
 
    “Mhm, mhm, though it’s only natural,” Fizzy started nodding again. “I am pretty brilliant, after all.” 
 
    “C-could it be? You invented them?!” 
 
    “You know it! Well, the idea came from someone else, but I was the one to put it into practice. It’s also quite the flexible concept, if you know what you’re doing.” 
 
    The golem reached into one of the pouches at her waist, taking out a grenade exactly like the one she had used in that last skirmish. Jesse instantly pieced together what she was looking at after a single glance at that metal tube and the heavily modified hand-crossbow dangling from the golem’s belt. The gnome couldn’t help but be impressed by the sheer precision necessary to craft one of those. It also explained why the senior Artificer had been experimenting with impact gel. The mixture had to be prepared and applied just right so that the grenade would explode from the force of its front hitting something, but not from the stress of being launched from a crossbow. 
 
    “That’s seriously amazing!” her admiration overflowed. “As expected of a Fizzlesprocket, you truly are-” 
 
    “Will you shut up, Plus?!” 
 
    Jessie swallowed her words when the golem suddenly yelled. 
 
    “Yes, I know, but we still have some time, right?” Fizzy continued, her gaze fixed on an empty spot on her left. “Okay, yeah, but how often do I get to meet someone who truly appreciates my creations?!” 
 
    Jessie glanced questioningly at Lola, who responded with a ‘don’t get me started’ look while gently shaking her head. 
 
    “Oh! That could work! Let’s go with that then.” 
 
    The golem agreed with someone who wasn’t there. 
 
    “No, don’t do that!” 
 
    She then resumed arguing with this nonexistent individual. 
 
    “Because that would be moronic. And I’m not a moron, am I? Yeah, didn’t think so!” 
 
    The seemingly unstable golem stood up and went for the door before she suddenly stopped and drooped her shoulders. 
 
    “Oh, alright, fine! But not tonight. We’ll do it sometime tomorrow, okay? Okay.” 
 
    Fizzy looked over her shoulder at the aggressively neutral-faced elf and the hyperactive gnome whose mouth kept opening and closing despite the absence of any actual words. 
 
    “Hey Lola, you coming with or what?” 
 
    “You know it.” 
 
    “Jessie, what about you?” 
 
    “Uhm… I- that is- Where- What- Who-” 
 
    “She’s coming, yes,” the towering elf stood from her seat. “And she’s going to be quiet and respectful while she’s with us. Right, Jessie?” 
 
    “Yes! Of course!” 
 
    After instantly succumbing to Lola’s intimidating tone, the fleshy gnome rose from the floor and silently followed the metallic one. As the trio stepped out of the murky house, Fizzy stole the gnome’s breath away. Though the golem had cleaned off that black soot, it wasn’t until she walked out of the dingy house and stood in the afternoon sun that the full extent of her cleanliness was made apparent. The golem hadn’t just rinsed herself off – she was absolutely spotless. She completely and thoroughly rid herself of even the tiniest speck of griminess, leaving behind nothing but lustrous, glimmering mithril. Her skin was so smooth, so pure that Jessie could see her own reflection staring back at her in almost literally blinding detail. 
 
    The sunlight that bounced off of Fizzy’s frame was so bright that it bathed her surroundings in a warm, gentle light. An extraordinary radiance danced around her in response to even the slightest movement. Even Lola – who had known her for a while – couldn’t help but marvel at the sight. Jessie, on the other hand, was absolutely stupefied. How hadn’t she noticed this opulent magnificence when she first saw the golem in front of the wall? Then again, she was covered in blood, dust, mud, and other miscellaneous filth at the time that no doubt vastly diminished her shininess. 
 
    It occurred to Jessie that she might be doing something extremely rude. Given how bumpy their first meeting was, the gnome averted her gaze away from Fizzy’s head out of guilt. She was, of course, completely unaware that the golem actually wanted to be stared at in such a brazen, awestruck manner. The ignorant gnome wiped the drool from the edge of her mouth and looked around to get her bearings. 
 
    “Are we going towards the city center?” she asked Lola. 
 
    The vast plaza in question was roughly sixty meters wide and twice as long. It was basically the only landmark in the entire city. One could easily find it at any time by looking around for the roofs of city hall, a trio of grain silos, and a stone tower belonging to some adventurer guild. These structures were situated around the city center and were tall enough to be easily seen from any street. That was mostly because no other buildings had a height greater than two stories. The locals had plenty of land to work with, so New Whitehall expanded outwards rather upwards. 
 
    “Yeah, we are,” Lola confirmed. “We’re gonna meet up with someone we know.” 
 
    “Oh, okay. But, uh, why did you insist that I come along?” 
 
    An ill-suited expression of worry washed over Lola’s stoic face. 
 
    “Well, to be honest, Fizzy has been a bit down in the dumps lately. She tries to hide it, but I can tell. I just thought making a new friend might cheer her up.” 
 
    “Really? She seems pretty cheerful already, doesn’t she?” 
 
    Indeed, the faint ‘muffin man’ song coming from the golem several steps in front gave Jessie the distinct impression she was smiling happily even though she couldn’t see her radiant face. 
 
    “Well, yeah, but today’s kind of a special day. What about tomorrow? Or the day after? We all need good companions to keep us grounded, and I doubt anyone can relate to her as well as you could.” 
 
    “If you say so…” 
 
    “What? You don’t like her or something?” 
 
    “No, no, no! Nothing like that! I would totally love to get to know her better! Er, as long as she’s okay with it, of course!” 
 
    “I don’t mind,” Fizzy piped up from the front. “Just keep your filthy meatbag fingers to yourself, yeah? I really hate stains, you see.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am!” 
 
    Jessie wholeheartedly agreed with this point after witnessing the golem’s divine radiance. Sullying that impeccable frame with her oily fingers seemed like an act of heresy worth at least three Levels of Taboo. 
 
    “Oh, wow,” Lola raised her eyebrows. “She must like you quite a bit.” 
 
    “Wha-? Really?!” 
 
    “Most definitely.” 
 
    “How can you tell?” 
 
    “You lasted almost twenty minutes before you got called a filthy meatbag. I think that’s a new record.” 
 
    “… Oh.” 
 
    The trio continued walking in relative silence for several minutes until they reached their destination. The plaza was still as huge, unroofed, and crowded as the day Jessie got here. If she was the same as she was back then, this sort of environment would have her hyperventilating and looking for a rock to crawl under. This new and improved Jessiwick Wobblebang was a different person. A little older, a little wiser, and dealing with so much shit that it made her agoraphobia seem like a nostalgic distraction. 
 
    “See? We made it just in time,” Fizzy spoke, possibly to herself. “Yeah, I know, I’ll take care of it later.” 
 
    Make that definitely to herself. 
 
    As to what they were in time for, that was plainly obvious. The large archway of stone and vines in the middle of the plaza – otherwise known as a Forest Gate – was in the process of warming up. As usual, there was a crowd of people, wagons, and guards on one side waiting for the teleportation circle to activate. The newly arrived trio stood at the edge of the designated arrivals’ area just as the monolithic device ripped a hole in space. Although the spectacle of a gigantic portal surprised Jessie the first time she saw it, she had already grown used it to it. She silently prayed to whatever gods might be listening that nothing weird or bizarre came out of that portal. 
 
    Unfortunately for her, the only deity who might have cared about a wish like that was actually quite partial to such shenanigans. And indeed, said shenanigans occurred mere seconds after the Forest Gate came online. 
 
    *THUM THUM THUM THUM THUM* 
 
    A dull, thumping noise echoed rhythmically throughout the buzzing plaza as row after row of dwarves exited the portal in perfect step. They were well-disciplined, extremely organized, and armed quite literally to the teeth. They had rectangular shields as thick and tall as they were, an array of imposing axes, pikes, and war picks, what looked like heavy crossbows strapped to their backs, and a set of superbly heavy full-plate armor. All the gear was dyed the shade of charcoal with golden highlights, except for the tabards draped over their breastplates. The cloth garments bore the Republic flag’s silver-and-black colors, marking these soldiers’ allegiance. 
 
    “Independent mercenaries,” Lola stated after sensing Jessie’s confusion. 
 
    “… I’m pretty sure those are the Horkensaft Kingdom’s armed forces, miss Lola.” 
 
    Indeed, there was not a single citizen of the gnome’s homeland that wouldn’t immediately recognize the telltale rhythm of the Obsidian March. 
 
    “Experienced independent mercenaries,” the elf insisted.  
 
    “No, no, no, that’s definitely- You know what, never mind.” 
 
    There clearly were political dealings at work here, but Jessie knew better than to open that particular can of worms. Instead, she looked on with a mix of awe and nostalgia as exactly twelve hundred of her homeland’s elite soldiers passed by her in an orderly fashion. She and some of the other onlookers even waved to them as if this was some kind of parade, though none of the soldiers returned the gesture. 
 
    “Oh? Here she comes!” 
 
    As for Fizzy, she couldn’t care less about the canned meatbags. Her excited tone of voice drew Jessie and Lola’s attentions to the portal once more. However, the only thing the gnome saw was the disorderly convoy of carts following in the dwarven soldiers’ wake. Compared to that inspiring march, there really didn’t seem to be anything of interest about them. In fact, they were so unimportant to her that she barely even realized they were there until just now. 
 
    Her gaze was then drawn to a head of fiery red hair topped by a pair of white-furred, triangular ears. The young, tan-skinned owner of that marvelous crimson mane momentarily stared in the gnome’s direction before she broke out in an unrestrained quadruped run. The guards immediately moved as if to block the suspicious individual, but she just idly leaped over them, rolled on the ground, and kept running with all haste right towards the shiniest of shinies that ever shined. 
 
    “Fiiiiiizzzziiiiieeee!” 
 
    *CLUNK* 
 
    The strange catgirl hug-tackled Fizzy with such speed that it wouldn’t be a surprise at all if she had injured herself. However, this didn’t seem to be the case as she eagerly embraced the golem with her whole being. She rubbed her cheek against Fizzy’s, licked her neck, stroked her back, and patted her head, all at the same time. The golem giggled with delight in a clear show of approval. Jessie didn’t expect such a reaction, nor did she anticipate the strange thought that drifted into her mind upon witnessing it. 
 
    I wonder if she’d let me do that eventually… 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Part Four 
 
    The catgirl aggressively cuddled Fizzy for a good three minutes. The Forest Gate had already closed itself and the dwarven ‘mercenaries’ had long since cleared the plaza by the time she let go of the radiant golem. She then greeted Lola with a shorter, more modest hug before finally introducing herself to Jessie as one Keira Morgana, a 3rd Legion scout and Fizzy’s apprentice. Under normal circumstances, that last bit would’ve thrown the gnome for a loop. An airhead like that the disciple of a Fizzlesprocket? It was a preposterous notion, yet hardly the strangest thing Jessie had learned that day. 
 
    After introductions, Keira and Fizzy went to pick up a load of heavy crates that the catgirl ordered on her Mentor’s behalf. There were so many of them that they had to borrow a cart in order to get them back to Fizzy’s improvised workshop. Granted, the golem could’ve probably handled that weight all on her own, but sheer volume of the cargo made it too dangerous to transport by hand. 
 
    Of course, the catgirl’s antics didn’t cease on the ride back to camp. She kept caressing and rubbing her face all over Fizzy’s frame in the back of the cart. Yet again the golem seemed happy about it rather than annoyed. Lola, who sat at the front, just sort of ignored them and focused her attention on steering the horse-drawn cart through the winding streets. The only one that had a problem with Keira’s behavior was the gnome seated next to the elf up front. She tagged along mainly because of Fizzy, but the beastkin’s shameless actions started to get on her nerves. 
 
    How could she treat her Mentor that way? It was brazen, shameless, and extremely envi- 
 
    “By the way, Jessie?” 
 
    “Ack! Uhm, y-yes?” 
 
    Being addressed so suddenly by the source of her annoyance caught the gnome a bit off guard and completely derailed her train of thought. She reflexively turned back and found the catgirl’s piercing yellow eyes staring right into hers. 
 
    “You said you were an Artificer too, right?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Do you have a specialty like Fizzy?” 
 
    “No, not quite yet. I’m still only Level 43. I’m planning on becoming a Flamespitter Artificer though.” 
 
    “Oh, nice! I was thinking of being one myself!” 
 
    “Huh? Aren’t you going to become an Arclight like Fizzy? Isn’t that insulting towards your Mentor?!” 
 
    “Well… I mean, I’m grateful for her guidance but…” 
 
    “She’s no good at it,” Fizzy interjected with a tired tone. “Keira may have a lot of potential, but both Flamespitter and Automata would be a much better fit for her than Arclight.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, if Fizzy says so, then it’s probably true.” 
 
    “Uhm, I feel a bit out of the loop here,” Lola joined in over her shoulder. “What’s the difference?” 
 
    “Arclight Artificers like me use electricity and magnetism to create complex devices with a variety of uses,” explained Fizzy. “Automata Artificers mostly make mechanical dolls called Automatons. They’re golem-like things that may or may not run on magic. As for the Flamespitters, they’re the best when it comes to handling combustible materials. Rockets, propulsion, flamethrowers, advanced explosives – that sort of thing.” 
 
    “Hah! Hahahaha!” laughed Lola. “I see, I see! That last one is indeed a perfect fit for the Merry Popper!” 
 
    “Lola! I told you not to use that embarrassing nickname!” Keira protested. 
 
    “Merry Popper?” asked Jessie almost involuntarily. 
 
    “Yeah, see,” the elf ignored the catgirl’s protests, “this redhead has been exploding things around her ever since we graduated from the Consortium together. I don’t think a day passed without something or another being blown to bits around her.” 
 
    “You’re exaggerating!” the girl in question insisted. 
 
    “Uh-huh. Is that why you went hunting for game with a row of grenades on your belt and returned with a stack of mangled and charred boar carcasses.” 
 
    “W-well…” 
 
    “You’re also the only nutter I know who thought it was a good idea to strap miniature bombs to your arrows.” 
 
    “That’s… um…” 
 
    “I could go on. So I will. Did you not get heavily reprimanded by Optio Fenriel for instigating The Fiery Meatball Incident?” 
 
    “What’s that?” Jessie asked on reflex. 
 
    “Let’s just say we learned not to mix explosives in with monster bait,” Lola said cryptically. “Of course, the Merry Popper over here had a goofy grin on her face in every one of those stories. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say she was nuttier than Fizzy.” 
 
    “Hey! Leave me out of this!” the golem protested. 
 
    “My personal favorite incident was just before we were conscripted,” Lola carried on. “We were clearing out a troll den not too far from the capital, and Keira had the bright idea of using a flashbang on them. She messed up the throw and it bounced off a tree branch, then went off right in her face! And yet she just laughed it off as if going blind for a minute or two was no big deal!” 
 
    “Come on, Looolaaa! You’re making me sound like a weirdooo!”  
 
    The catgirl grabbed the elf’s shoulders from behind and shook her desperately while Lola laughed heartily at her expense. Both of the women ceased when Jessie placed a hand on Keira’s arm out of nowhere. The catgirl turned towards her with a face on the verge of tears, only to be met by a pointlessly determined expression and a thumbs up. 
 
    “I totally get you!” 
 
    “Y-you do?” 
 
    “Of course! Explosions are an Artificer’s romance, after all. Having a solid boom rattle my bones while hot air washes over my face – it makes me feel alive!” 
 
    “Hmm, I can’t say I agree with you on that, but I can see where you’re coming from,” Keira warily replied. 
 
    She paused for a few seconds before staring at Jessie’s face. The gnome wasn’t sure what brought this on, so she brushed it off as just another strange quirk. Or at least she tried to. That intense, unflinching glare made her feel increasingly uncomfortable at an alarming rate. Thankfully, the redhead relented before things got too awkward. 
 
    “So, then, what are you working on, Jessie?” she abruptly changed the subject. 
 
    “My team’s main purpose is to set up a minefield.” 
 
    “Oh, landmines?” 
 
    “Y-you know about those?” 
 
    “Of course, I do. I’m Fizzy’s disciple, after all!” 
 
    “Right, of course…” 
 
    As expected of a Fizzlesprocket. Even if the former gnome’s family lived half a continent away in ‘exile’, they had still heard the news coming out of Horkensaft. If this was the girl that helped create those elegant Boom-tubes, then her knowledge of explosives was hardly surprising.  
 
    “So, have you already laid them out?” she asked excitedly. 
 
    “Not yet. So far I’ve planned to set them in several rows far ahead of the walls, just within range of our defensive line.” 
 
    “… Oh.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    That one syllable was loaded with so much disappointment that Jessie couldn’t help but feel a bit insulted. 
 
    “I mean… I don’t want to question your expert opinion or anything…” the catgirl hesitated for a moment. “But are you sure that’ll accomplish anything?” 
 
    “Of course it will. Once people realize their every step could blow them up, they’ll start to hesitate. Either they will slow their advance or brave the minefield. Either way, they’ll serve as area denial that will surely buy the defenders the precious time they need.” 
 
    “Yeah but, you do realize Druids and Shamans are a thing, right?” 
 
    “Uh… Care to elaborate?” 
 
    “Well, you see, Druids can ‘see’ beneath the soil. Not to mention that back in the… in… the… siege… there… this…” 
 
    The catgirl’s expression rapidly grew dark and her voice lowered in volume until she was basically moving her mouth without making a sound. 
 
    “Back in the battle for Fort Yimin,” Lola took over, “there was this amazing enemy Shaman. He caused a gigantic earthquake that toppled a whole section of a wall. Granted, he used an Ultimate Skill to do it, but even run-of-the-mill Shamans can shake the ground to a certain degree. That’s what you wanted to say, right?” 
 
    “… Yeah. Thanks, Lola,” Keira said in a near-whisper. 
 
    “Don’t mention it,” the elf replied in kind. 
 
    “My point is,” the catgirl continued, “there’s a good chance those guys will detect and remotely detonate your minefield with no difficulty. We’ve nailed them with many nasty surprises already, so they’re bound to be on high alert.” 
 
    “Crap. I didn’t consider that at all! Argh, I’m such an idiot! Of course there’d be magic that makes all my hard work pointless! I can’t even use them as a deterrent! Aaaah, I’m such a failure!” 
 
    Jessie’s sudden tantrum upset the horse pulling the carriage. Though the military thoroughly trained their steeds to not be startled by sudden noises, this simple mare wasn’t one of them. It started neighing and stomping, prompting Lola to fervently reign it in before something happened to the cart, its cargo, or its passengers. 
 
    “Woah, easy there!” the elf admonished the gnome. “Your flailing about isn’t helping anything!” 
 
    “But I’ll be ruined! Ruined I say!” the blonde midget persisted. “If I can’t deliver on the contract, I’ll be left penniless! In debt! Bankrupt! It’ll take years to work it off!” 
 
    “What, you’re giving up already?” Fizzy looked at her with disdain. “Sweet Jonathan, you’re such a crybaby.” 
 
    “What else am I supposed to do!? If I can’t hide them in the dirt then they’re useless!” 
 
    “So don’t hide them in the dirt.” 
 
    “… Huh?” 
 
    Jessie stopped her bawling and turned towards the catgirl who said such an idiotically obvious thing. 
 
    “There’s plenty of other places that a good landmine can be hidden without being adversely affected by the Primal Spells of Druids and Shamans.” 
 
    “Yeah? Like where?” 
 
    “Under the floorboards of houses,” Keira stated in a dull monotone. “Beneath the cobblestone tiles of streets and alleyways. Rigging them up to drop the enemy into the sewers or collapsing a building or two on top of them would also be good. Could put them inside the wall itself, but that’d probably backfire.” 
 
    “I… Yes… There is that, I suppose…” Jessie answered nervously. “I’ll, uh, think about it.” 
 
    She couldn’t help but be creeped out, both by the brutality of the idea and the dry way it was delivered. 
 
    “Aaah, serious-mode Keira came out,” Lola shook her head. 
 
    While the elf genuinely enjoyed the company of that cheerful and open-minded catgirl, she became a completely different person in the field. Well, she liked this calculating and ruthless side of her, too. It was a necessary mindset for a soldier, especially someone responsible for the lives of her fellow conscripts. Still, the drastic shift in attitude was a bit unnerving at times. At the very least, Keira seemed in complete control of her faculties and wouldn’t start arguing with the muffin man inside her head like a certain someone. 
 
    Even if Fizzy’s split personality thing was supposed to be a Skill, it was still super weird. 
 
    “You know what? That might actually work,” Jessie admitted amidst the awkward silence. “That wall is coming down sooner or later, so preparing for what happens next rather than trying to delay it seems like the better idea. My team will need to modify the triggers on over five hundred devices and I’d have to run this by the Legate, but it’s definitely doable.” 
 
    She turned towards the catgirl with perhaps the first genuine smile she’d shown her. 
 
    “Thanks a lot for the input, Keira. You’re a lifesaver!” 
 
    “Nah, it wasn’t that big a deal. Any adventurer would’ve told you that much if you had just asked.” 
 
    “Yes, I suppose you’re right. They keep telling me I need to communicate more, but it’s difficult for me. It’s one of the downsides of being such a shut-in.” 
 
    “You’re a shut-in? How come?” 
 
    The bluntness of the question hit Jessie in the chest like a brick. Still, she felt indebted to the newcomer for her input, so she felt obligated to offer something in return. 
 
    “I have agoraphobia.” 
 
    “What’s that? Can you eat it? Is it tasty?!” the redhead seemed strangely excited. 
 
    “Erm…” 
 
    “It’s a type of mental disorder,” Fizzy chimed in. “It causes anxiety and panic in places that make you feel exposed, and is somewhat common among certain underground-dwelling gnomish and dwarven communities.” 
 
    “You’re awfully well-informed, huh?” Lola nonchalantly noted. 
 
    “I used to have it as a kid. I got over it, though.” 
 
    “How?!” Jessie desperately asked. “Seriously, I’ve been struggling with it for almost a decade! It’s a huge problem!” 
 
    “I don’t know,” the golem shrugged. “I just kind of got over it after a while. You’re a gnome, you should be able to do that much.” 
 
    Gnomes were the weakest of the enlightened races when it came to raw strength and endurance. It was an inevitable downside of having small bodies that couldn’t build up as much muscle mass as humans, elves, or even dwarves. However, they had quick fingers and quicker wits. Their inherent mental fortitude was exceptional, as demonstrated by the gnomes’ ability to process information and deal with difficult emotions several times faster than other races. Therefore, ‘get over it’ wasn’t merely an insensitive remark, but an actual thing Jessie could have done to alleviate her irrational fears. 
 
    “I’ve tried!” the woman protested. “I try so hard every day, but I can barely manage a mantra that helps me cope!” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Fizzy shrugged. “Meatbag problems require meatbag solutions, so don’t look at me like that.” 
 
    “Um, Miss Wobblebang?” Keira butted in. “It’s been bothering me for a while, but does your condition have something to do with your curse?” 
 
    “… Curse? What curse?” 
 
    “Hm? Now that you mention it,” Fizzy muttered. 
 
    The golem leaned forward and stared at Jessie’s face. It was the same intense glare that the catgirl used earlier, but the gnome didn’t mind it since it was Fizzy’s. 
 
    “Oh, yeah. It’s faint, but it’s there. You’ve got a curse,” the Paladin declared. 
 
    “Y-you’re sure?” 
 
    The shiny construct raised her shield and tapped on it. 
 
    “Trust me, I know what I’m talking about. Here, I’ll graciously get rid of it for you.” 
 
    Fizzy reached over, causing the cart to creak slightly under her shifting weight. Her finger extended towards the gnome’s forehead, causing the woman to freeze up on reflex. Thankfully, the golem didn’t flick her into unconsciousness but merely tapped her skull while chanting a Spell. 
 
    “Cleanse.” 
 
    A swirling mote of prismatic light spun around Jessie’s head, briefly filling her with a warm, fuzzy feeling that everything would work out. The light faded a few moments later, but the uplifting sensation remained. Jessie dumbly turned her gaze skyward and was delighted to find that the sight of clouds in the vast blue sky no longer made her want to start digging a hole to hide in.  
 
    “Woah. That’s… I can’t even begin to thank you.” 
 
    She would’ve cried tears of joy if she wasn’t already emotionally exhausted from the much-too-eventful day. 
 
    “Don’t mention it,” the Paladin brushed her off. “I did it for myself, not you.” 
 
    Jessie was a naive female gnome Artificer in her early twenties. Those traits alone put her on the verge of infringing on Fizzy’s ‘trademark,’ but her carrying a curse was too much. The self-centered golem couldn’t allow someone else with circumstances so similar to her own. It would make Fizzy less unique and diminish her overall shininess. Such a travesty couldn’t happen, so she resolved the matter in the most expedient and efficient way available. It was a good thing for Jessie that her curse was weak enough to be removed by a basic Spell like Cleanse. Otherwise Fizzy would have been forced to seek more drastic solutions. 
 
    “I have to thank you as well,” the short blondie turned to the tanned redhead. “I can’t believe you noticed it so easily.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Keira beamed. “I’m just glad it was an easy fix. That said, I am an adventurer, so I expect to be compensated for my trouble.” 
 
    “Of course,” Jessie instantly agreed. “Honest pay for honest work, as they say. What’s your price?” 
 
    “I wanna see your workshop and study your work.” 
 
    “Oh. Uh, hm… that puts me in a rough spot,” she winced. 
 
    “I’m a Decanus, clearance shouldn’t be an issue,” the redhead stated confidently. 
 
    “That’s not what I’m worried about. I don’t know how safe it is to have you poke around a house full of explosives…” 
 
    “Just for the record,” Fizzy butted in, “Keira can put together and dismantle a fragmentation grenade while blindfolded.” 
 
    “Woah. For real?” 
 
    “No! Of course not! Fizzy just has too much pride in her student, hahahahaha!” 
 
    “Right, of course! Well, if she thinks so highly of you then I have no reason to refuse.” 
 
    “Sure you do,” said Lola. “For one thing, Keira has responsibilities as a Legionnaire and a Decanus.” 
 
    “Yeah, about that, what’s a Decanus?” 
 
    “Even though she doesn’t look like it, this girl’s an officer with a ten-man unit under her command. You probably can’t tell since you’re not military, but that’s a huge achievement considering she’s a conscript.” 
 
    “Oh, right!” exclaimed Fizzy. “I forgot to speak with the CO about transferring to her unit!” 
 
    “Won’t happen,” the elf cut in. “I know how you feel, but that guy won’t let you go so easily – you’re way too valuable. Our best bet to be in the same unit is to have Keira join ours as an XO.” 
 
    “Come to think of it, our last XO went AWOL five days ago, didn’t she?” 
 
    “I dunno, guys,” Keira joined in. “Primus Underwood might have some special plans in mind for me.” 
 
    “I’m sure he wouldn’t refuse if you asked him nicely. Everyone knows he has a soft spot for you.” 
 
    “C’mon Lola, let’s be real. This isn’t a picnic.” 
 
    Jessie couldn’t help but feel alienated when the topic shifted to military matters. She failed to understand much of the ongoing conversation other than the fact that Keira was actually kind of a big deal, and the three of them hoped to go into battle together. However, what really brought her mood down was the realization that she was an outsider – something she had briefly forgotten about in all the excitement. Indeed, there was no guarantee that any of them would make it through the week, let alone the months to come. 
 
    That’s why she decided to be proactive for once. She waited quietly until the group were back at camp and just sort of stuck around afterwards. Keira immediately went to speak with her superior officer while Lola and Fizzy unloaded the cargo and put it inside the golem’s appropriated smithy. The elf then went to return the cart to its rightful place, leaving Jessie alone with the shiny, gnome-shaped Artificer. 
 
    If she was going to say something, it was now or never. 
 
    “Uhm, Fizzy? Ma’am?” 
 
    “What is it, meatbag?” 
 
    Though the golem responded, the bulk of her attention was occupied by her inspection of the newly-delivered parts shipment. 
 
    “Do you, um, have any plans for the evening?” 
 
    “Yeah. I’ll be putting together a charge pack for my weapon.” 
 
    The golem pointed over her shoulder towards the oversized wrench leaning against the soot-covered wall. 
 
    “That’s your weapon?”  
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    Jessie slowly approached it with a curious look, inspecting it top-to-bottom. It was plain and completely unremarkable aside from its dimensions. That was the only way she could describe it and exactly what made it feel so out of place. Surely, a fantastical being like Fizzy would have a much flashier weapon such as a lightning-infused warhammer that thundered across the battlefield. Perhaps she did have something like that but didn’t want to show it off? It certainly seemed like a possibility, so Jessie decided to poke around a bit. 
 
    “And, uh, how long have you had it?” 
 
    “77 days, 6 hours, 41 minutes and… 34 seconds.” 
 
    “Is that when you… You know…” 
 
    “When I became a golem, yes.” 
 
    “And, uh, does it see a lot of… use?” 
 
    “Almost on a daily basis.” 
 
    “Unbelievable. As in, I actually don’t believe it,” the gnome pushed her luck. 
 
    “It’s a heavy lump of iron on a stick. It works fine as a mace,” was the dull reply. 
 
    “But there’s not even a scratch on it!” 
 
    Indeed, the wrench was in near-mint condition. Granted, the red paint on it was peeling off in a major way, but the metal underneath was pristine. Not even heavily-enchanted weapons could go that long without showing signs of wear and tear, so how did a simple tool survive so much abuse? 
 
    Fizzy looked over her shoulder at the gawking gnome and smirked. 
 
    “Hey, meatbag!” she called out to her. “Wanna see something cool?” 
 
    “Er, I- I guess?” 
 
    The golem casually strode over to the wrench and effortlessly picked it up with one hand. She turned around and approached the only anvil in the room. She gripped the wrench with both hands, lifted it above her head, and swung it down with all her might. 
 
    *DONNNNNNNNNNNNnnnnn* 
 
    A clear, bell-like sound rang out as metal clashed against metal. The golem turned around with a triumphant smile, showing that both the wrench head and the corner of the anvil had noticeable dents. 
 
    “Oh, wow!” Jessie exclaimed. “That’s impressive!” 
 
    As an Artificer herself, she grasped the sort of forces that came into play for such a thing to happen. It was the kind of impact that would surely shatter a normal person’s arm from the recoil. 
 
    “It’s too early to be impressed,” Fizzy smugly declared. “I haven’t even started yet!” 
 
    The blondie looked on expectantly as the golem turned her attention towards her weapon of choice. 
 
    “Holy Light.” 
 
    *SKKRRREAK* 
 
    The wrench in her hands let out a rather unpleasant sound as yellow-green light enveloped it. It only lasted for a few moments, not even a second. Once it was over, the lump of steel had returned to its former shape with absolutely no evidence that it had ever been bent. Satisfied with the result, Fizzy set it aside and placed both her hands on the anvil. She invoked another Holy Light, and the dent in the hunk of iron buffed itself out with an audible ‘fwump.’ 
 
    “How’d you like them apples?” she grinned cockily at her sole audience member. 
 
    “I… You… You just… healed metal!” 
 
    “Yup!” 
 
    Typically speaking, healing magic could only affect living beings. Golems were somewhat an exception because, while they were not strictly ‘alive,’ they were close enough. Inanimate items and objects, however, were right out. Magically repairing such things was possible, but it required specialized Skills and Spells that were few and far between. Something like holy magic mending a wrench was completely outside the realm of common sense. 
 
    “Neat trick, isn’t it?” gloated the golem. 
 
    “Trick? Trick?! Do you have any idea how this could revolutionize metallurgy?! What am I saying? Of course, you do. You’re way too brilliant not to. But, if that’s the case, why haven’t you gone public with this?” 
 
    “A girl has to have some secrets,” Fizzy winked playfully. 
 
    Jessie didn’t know how to respond to that coy answer, so she just stood there like a statue modeled after the concept of confusion. 
 
    “In all seriousness though, it’s something only I can do. At least I haven’t heard of any other metal golems with religious aspirations.” 
 
    The ‘trick’ wasn’t all that complicated. Fizzy, as a Paladin, used Holy Light on herself all the time and knew that it was effective in repairing her mithril frame. The golem could focus her Metallopathy Skill on any metal object she touched to the point it felt like an extension of herself. Combining those two concepts led to the outcome that Jessie had just witnessed. Of course, not being well-versed in magical theory, the golem had no idea why or how it worked. If she was better educated on the subject, she might have deduced it had to do with her way of thinking. 
 
    Magic was molded by the mind, which allowed for a certain amount of flexibility. That was why Boxxy had been able to use its succubus familiar instead of a ‘pure maiden’ in a sacrificial ritual. The simple creature had wholeheartedly believed the degenerate qualified because she was a female that was neither diseased nor poisoned. Though it seemed like a loophole – and it was – the only reason it had worked was because Boxxy believed it would with absolute certainty. The then-mimic hadn’t the slightest idea that the sacrifice had to be a pure maiden in another, more carnal sense. Its thorough misconceptions had caused an abnormal reaction that led to some unpredictable consequences, which was what usually happened whenever magic was mishandled. 
 
    The particular phenomenon Boxxy had stumbled upon was known to the academic community as ‘delusional variance.’ Any magic invoked by a sentient mind was susceptible to it, but it primarily occurred with rituals and ceremonies. Spells and Skills were significantly more formulaic and therefore less prone to such willful alterations, yet that was precisely what Fizzy had unknowingly accomplished. The fact that her metal-mending trick kept working further solidified her belief in it, which only improved the consistency with which the delusional variance occurred. The only way to put a stop to it was to prove to the Paladin that her magic was not actually supposed to work the way she thought it did. However, given the golem’s offensively egotistical and self-centered personality, convincing her she was incorrect would require a feat of delusional variance equal to her own. 
 
    In summary, Fizzy could heal metal because she thought she could, and that was good enough. 
 
    “However,” the golem continued her presentation, “while convenient, this trick still has some limits.” 
 
    She looked around and picked up an iron rod that was lying on her workbench, then snapped it in half like a twig. 
 
    “Holy Light.” 
 
    The healing magic flowed into the metal pieces like before, but it merely smoothed out the jagged ends where the rod was broken. 
 
    “It can’t reattach something that was severed, just like with body parts,” she explained. 
 
    “Fascinating,” Jessie commented. “What if you used it on a damaged mechanism?” 
 
    “If all the parts are still attached and intact, then it should get healed.” 
 
    “Incredible! Then, couldn’t you in theory open the VBM?!” 
 
    “… In theory, yes.” 
 
    “Then-!” 
 
    “However, I have zero intention of going back to Horkensaft.” 
 
    “I… I see…” 
 
    “Yeah, me too, Plus. I’ll take care of it the next chance I get.” 
 
    After saying something to her other self once more, the golem turned her attention towards her guest. 
 
    “So is there anything else, or can I get started on my work?” 
 
    “Just one question – who is this Plus you keep talking to?” 
 
    It was one of the things that nagged her for a long while now. While gnomish Artificers were prone to having certain… eccentricities, that particular behavior was more than a little worrying. 
 
    “… Was that out loud?” 
 
    “Yeah… you’ve been kind of talking to yourself all afternoon, actually.” 
 
    Fizzy shoulders drooped and she hung her head. 
 
    “Sorry, still getting used to this whole Parallel thing. Don’t be alarmed though, I’m not crazy. Plus is very much real.” 
 
    “Uhm… okay?” 
 
    “… Yeah, of course she wouldn’t believe me. Tell you what, why don’t I just introduce you.” 
 
    “Y-you don’t have to-” 
 
    “Parallel One.” 
 
    Fizzy’s left eye suddenly lit up with a bright green light. Her normally strict and scrutinizing expression became much softer and all around sweeter. 
 
    “Hey there!” she said, raising her hand in greeting. “I’m Plus! So good to finally meet you!” 
 
    “Uhm, h-hello? I’m Jessiwick-” 
 
    “I know who you are, silly! Me and Fizzy share the same head, after all!” 
 
    Okay, Jessie had to admit that the golem definitely wasn’t mentally disturbed, and that this ‘Plus’ wasn’t a figment of her imagination. Her words and behavior were completely unlike what she showed earlier. Even the tone of her voice was subtly different. Younger. Livelier. Nicer, even. There wasn’t a doubt in Jessie’s mind that Fizzy did indeed share her body with someone else. Which, honestly speaking, was worrisome in an entirely different, more severe way. 
 
    “Aw, come on! Don’t look at me like I’m something to be afraid of!” Plus pouted. 
 
    “Of course she will when you act like that, idiot,” Fizzy resurfaced. “She’ll think I’m possessed or something if you don’t explain properly.” 
 
    “Oh. Right. Oops.” 
 
    “Yeah, ‘oops.’ Anyway, Jessie. As I was saying, this is Plus,” Fizzy pointed at her left side, which waved excitedly at the blonde. “She’s a Skill of mine that drastically increases my multitasking abilities. She’s a bit of a handful, but she is still me for the most part.” 
 
    “Yeah! We’re like sisters!” 
 
    The golem’s head nodded vigorously, although only one half of her mouth was smiling. 
 
    “I see, I think I get it now,” Jessie nodded. “I’m sorry for assuming you were mentally unstable.” 
 
    “No hard feelings, yeah!” 
 
    “Indeed. It’s fine as long as you understand.” 
 
    “Heh. Yeah, it’s all so clear to me now,” the blonde gnome chuckled. “The crazy one is me!” 
 
    Neither Fizzy nor Plus knew how to respond to that. 
 
    “Of course!” Jessie started shouting. “It makes so much sense! I must have hit my head harder than I thought! Well, better go see a medic about that concussion! Hahahahaha! Ahahaha! Hahaha…” 
 
    Jessie saw herself out of the smithy, laughing forcibly and loudly as she went. Fizzy and Plus heard her cackling voice drifting away as she made her way out of the 3rd Legion’s camp. 
 
    “Poor child,” the Parallel shook her head.  
 
    “Can’t be helped,” the other shrugged. “Meatbags are faulty like that. It’s like they were designed to break apart from the get-go.” 
 
    “I suppose,” Plus agreed with a sigh. “But to think she had mental health issues all this time and none of us noticed…” 
 
    “I thought she was pretty nutty from the start. I’m still not convinced she isn’t a pervert.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I hoped she’d get better after the curse was gone. I guess that’s just how she is. Too bad we can’t help her.” 
 
    “Actually, there might be a way,” Fizzy remembered something. “There was this experimental procedure I read about back in Azurvale, something called electroshock therapy.” 
 
    “Oh? Is it supposed to, like, zap someone back into sanity?” 
 
    “I think that’s the general idea, yeah.” 
 
    “But, I’m looking at your memories of that article, and the details seem awfully fuzzy,” Plus pointed out. 
 
    “Nah, it’ll be fine,” Fizzy brushed off her concerns. “I’m sure we can figure it out with some trial and error.” 
 
    “That’s a good point. We are awfully clever.” 
 
    “Exactly. Now, where did I put that welding wand?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Part Five 
 
    *DADADADADAN* 
 
    A series of metallic clangs emanated from Fizzy’s smithy. The noises were so evenly spaced out and identical that one might wonder if someone was using an automatic hammering machine. That didn’t seem to be the case since there was nothing resembling such a contraption inside – just the mithril golem carefully inspecting a plate of heated bronze in her hands. The rectangular piece of metal had been carefully and skillfully bent into a rounded semi-cylinder, but the Artificer wasn’t satisfied with it just yet. She put her right hand inside the curve and held the object up from underneath while her left fist hovered above it. Her index knuckle extended moments before she struck the metal plate four times in rapid succession. 
 
    *DADADADAN* 
 
    The impacts left barely perceptible alterations in the bronze component’s shape, causing it to transform from an almost perfect semi-cylinder to a flawless one. Fizzy nodded approvingly and dipped the metal half-pipe in a nearby barrel of alchemically-purified water. After quenching it for several seconds, she pulled it back out and got a mithril nail from her toolbox. She pressed the tiny white spike against the hardened piece of bronze and used it to carve a series of lines into its inner side. The ease and precision with which Fizzy made those grooves made it seem as though she was drawing on paper with a pencil. 
 
    Such production methods were completely impossible for anyone who wasn’t a mithril golem. The shiny Artificer’s nature allowed her to work with unerring precision while skipping various safety precautions that meatbags had no choice but to observe. Fizzy’s body also didn’t need sleep, sustenance, or bathroom breaks. Thus, the project that would normally take two or three workdays was on the cusp of completion after barely six hours. 
 
    Fizzy finished carving up the bronze half-pipe’s interior and momentarily set it down on her workbench, right next to a tiny bottle of dark blue liquid. The golem dipped the mithril nail’s tip in the stuff and started carefully filling the freshly-made grooves. The alchemical substance reacted with the bronze’s lingering heat, causing it to instantly dry and bond with the metal surface. Once she was done ‘coloring within the lines,’ Fizzy once more dipped the component in that barrel. This time around she waited a few minutes for it to fully cool off. 
 
    Her creation complete, the metallic machine-maker moved onto quality assurance of her own handiwork. She used her Metallopathy, eyes, and some measuring instruments to confirm that the article was made to her meticulous specifications. Fizzy wasted no time and brought it to the contraption resting on a heavy stone table on the smithy’s opposite side. The partially-finished device looked quite alien to anyone but its creator. In fact, all but a few Arclight Artificers would struggle to deduce the purpose of that bizarre mechanism through sight alone. 
 
    Its base was an open steel box about the size and shape of a ridiculously thick book. Its exposed insides were filled with all manner of strangely-shaped parts made from various materials interconnected by a hodgepodge of wiring, bolts, and rods. The component that stood out the most was a long crystal tube filled with a faintly glowing cyan-colored liquid, which ran the length of the device. 
 
    Fizzy set down the bronze semi-cylinder next to the steel casing and fished a pair of wires from inside. Both were coated with insulating resin, but one was bright yellow and the other was dull red. The golem reached for her welding wand. Despite what the tool’s name suggested, it wasn’t some fancy stick a Caster might use to augment their Spells. It was a pen-shaped magic item with a tip that, once supplied with MP, generated a point of tremendous heat at its tip. Such specialized equipment was difficult to come by and no Artificer worth their gears would ever leave theirs behind. If its worn-out and tarnished golden tip was any indication, Fizzy’s welding wand had seen a tremendous amount of use. It nevertheless performed its function without fail, allowing the golem to permanently connect the ends of those wires to two specific points on the newly-forged bronze component. 
 
    Fizzy moved onto the finishing touches by carefully lowering the inscribed half-pipe into the steel frame so that it covered the crystal tube. She pressed down on it as gently as her mechanized joints would allow, eliciting a barely audible click as the last part snapped into its predetermined position. The Artificer ensured the bronze part stayed in place with a bit of spot-welding before performing one final inspection on the rest of the internal components. With everything in working order, Fizzy welded a steel slab on top of the metal box to seal it. Though that seemed to be the end of it, the golem spent an additional twenty minutes sanding down and polishing the steel casing. The golem didn’t consider any creation of hers complete until it could reflect her radiant countenance back at her. 
 
    [You have created a Custom Electric Charge Pack of Masterwork quality.]
[Level up!]
[Congratulations, you are now a Level 59 Arclight Artificer! DEX +2. WIS +2. PER +2.]
[Proficiency level increased. Tick Counter is now Level 7. INT +3. WIS +3.]
[Proficiency level increased. Electrical Expertise is now Level 4. INT +6. END +2.] 
 
    The golem couldn’t help but beam a dazzling smile. That array of notifications left zero doubt in her mind – the device in front of her was her finest work to date. It was quite impressive considering this was the first time she’d ever put one of those things together. At least that’s what she told herself. In reality, this was her third charge pack, but the golem refused to acknowledge the first two since they were flawed products of her worthless, meatbag self. She didn’t know where those pieces of junk were nor did she particularly care. She was too busy basking in the afterglow of having just completed a Masterwork item. 
 
    In all the excitement, the golem decided to push it further. Normally she would be more wary about taking that extra step since it could backfire in a major way. Worse still, whether the outcome was favorable or not was largely up to chance. However, for better or for worse, Fizzy was a follower of the God of Unpredictability, and the Paladin genuinely believed in his teaching that chances existed to be taken. So, without a hint of hesitation, the golem placed her hands upon the steel box and invoked her only active Artificer Skill. 
 
    “Upgrade!” 
 
    The charge pack shook and rattled quietly in Fizzy’s grip for a second, and then it was over. 
 
    [Your Upgrade was a major success!]
[Custom Electric Charge Pack durability increased by 5%.]
[Custom Electric Charge Pack power output increased by 10%.] 
 
    “Alright!” she cheered. 
 
    “Nice one, Fizzy!” Plus echoed her sentiment. 
 
    Eager to see exactly what Upgrade had done, the golem used Metallopathy to probe the device’s interior. The ability only allowed her to sense the metal parts, but that was still most of them. Through it, Fizzy confirmed that two major changes had indeed taken place. First, the spots where the various components were welded together had become seamless. It was as if the whole thing was cast from a single lump of metal. Secondly, the magical circuit Fizzy had etched into that bronze half-tube had been slightly reconfigured. 
 
    The golem studied the latter one in greater detail. The overall pattern of the mana-conductive material etched into the magic-resistant metal was unchanged except for a few lines that were moved to form more efficient connections. This revelation pleasantly surprised her. Though it proved her work wasn’t as flawless as she would’ve liked, it also showed where she could improve. The circuit’s alterations followed the idea of ‘path of least resistance’ to marginally increase its output without requiring more input. Fizzy was grateful for the hint, since she was still learning how to fully utilize those circuits. 
 
    This insightful outcome was precisely why the Artificer rarely hesitated to use the Upgrade Skill on her lesser creations. 
 
    [Upgrade]
It is within an Artificer’s nature to tinker, whether for better or for worse.
Requirements: Level 45 Artificer
Type: Active
Activation Time: 2 seconds
Cost: 100 MP
Range: Touch
[Effects]
Attempts to permanently improve any item of Masterwork or lesser Quality.
This Skill cannot be used twice on the same item.
This Skill can fail. Success rate depends on the Level of this Skill and the user’s knowledge regarding the target of this Skill. 
 
    Unlike an enchantment imbuing an object with magic, Upgrade attempted to improve an item’s properties by optimizing small yet important aspects of its construction. It could be used on all sorts of things, including swords, armor, and tools, but it was ultimately an Artificer Skill that was most effective when used on gadgets and gizmos. Several other Artisan Jobs had similar abilities. For example, the Blacksmith equivalent was Reforge and the Alchemist version was Synthesize. Though they were available at different stages of their respective Jobs, they all had the same basic function of magically scrambling an item’s insides in the hope that it becomes better. 
 
    However, these Skills shared two major downsides – they could only be used once per object, and they could fail. The latter part was scarier as it often led to defects rather than improvements. These flaws were sometimes permanent and impossible to fix. In the worst case scenario, a failed attempt could lower an item’s performance enough to downgrade its Quality rating. This outcome’s likelihood could be reduced but never eliminated. Thus, most craftsmen limited the use of such Skills to mass-produced items, and only the most confident among them dared to risk tarnishing a Masterwork article. 
 
    Confidence wasn’t Fizzy’s issue. In fact, some might say her overinflated opinion of herself was the golem’s worst flaw. Regardless, even the self-absorbed construct recognized a magnificent stroke of luck when she saw one. Indeed, one couldn’t call her Upgrade’s result anything else. Not only did it power up her new weapon, but it also gave her a helpful hint for future reference. The outcome was everything she could have hoped for, so Fizzy wasted no time in expressing her sincere gratitude to the God of Ḭ̖̞͚͉̰̜́͝n҉̸̝̹͓ś҉ͅt̲͔̗͈̫͎̻͈͘͞ͅḁ͙͉͈̫̰p̸̪ͅr̛̲̟̺̬͕o͈̯͚̙͠b̢̢̖͍͍͇͡i̦̝̯͢͝ĺ̸̹̲̥̼̩͇͡i̟̰̤ṭ̭̺̝͔̝y҉̥̼͇̞̰̩͈͡. 
 
    “… Huh, now that was just weird,” she muttered aloud. 
 
    “What’s the matter, Fizzy?” Plus inquired. 
 
    “There was a weird buzzing in my head when I was wrapping up the prayer.” 
 
    “I didn’t hear anything though.” 
 
    “Oh, well. It was probably just Gunther being Urkel. Now then, where was I?” 
 
    Having fulfilled her religious duties, the pious Paladin grabbed the charge pack. She put it on like a backpack with the help of two rubber belts made of softened Bouncewood bark. The black straps formed a cross right between her pleasantly rounded chest ornaments. She did a few experimental movements and maneuvers, but as expected the pack barely budged from its spot. She had made it to perfectly fit her back without limiting her movements, after all. 
 
    “Alright, let’s see how powerful this thing really is!” 
 
    “Yeaaah!” 
 
    After hyping herself up a bit, the golem reached behind her waist and turned a small dial on the device’s side with a trio of audible clicks. She went past the ‘stun’ and ‘shock’ settings and directly to ‘vaporize.’ The charge pack buzzed loudly as high voltage electricity ran across her frame. Fizzy stared at her fingers in wonderment, captivated by the bright blue arcs that jumped between them at random. 
 
    This was also as intended. When she told Jessie earlier that she was making a charge pack for her weapon, she hadn’t made it clear that she was referring to her impeccable frame. Honestly, she didn’t even need that wrench considering her fists were just as deadly as any hammer, but she insisted on using the tool as a weapon. It gave her reach, leverage, and allowed for improvised projectile attacks when combined with Magnetize. More importantly, it allowed the golem to avoid getting soiled by the squishy filth that tended to squirt out of crushed meatbags. Some of it invariably splattered on her, but it was a lot less than if she were to pummel stuff to pulp with her bare hands. 
 
    Speaking of that wrench, Fizzy excitedly ran over to where the tool rested against the wall and grasped it by the handle. The high-voltage current enveloped it in an instant as she held it up to her face, causing even larger arcs of electricity to bounce between the lump of red steel and her forehead. She gave it a trial swing that produced a rather satisfying *vooom* sound. She then lightly tapped the smithy’s floorboards. 
 
    *BDZZT* 
 
    The spot where metal met wood emitted a small puff of smoke as a large thorn-like scar instantaneously burned into it. Thankfully, Fizzy’s outfit fared much better. Her magmander-sourced equipment was nigh-impervious to fire, and lightning was a similar enough elemental force that it barely did anything. Things would have been different if the electrical current running through the golem was magical in nature. Indeed, though magic was used to generate it, the energy itself was perfectly mundane. If that hadn’t been the case, it would rip her clothes to shreds and cause damage to Fizzy herself. 
 
    Even then, it wouldn’t have caused much harm. Metal golems were naturally resistant to lightning since, unlike meatbags, they had no flesh to burn or hearts to stop. Without a magical charge to interfere with the construct’s internal mana circulation, an electrical current would simply run down the golem’s highly conductive outer plating and dissipate into the ground. The only real danger the charge pack posed to Fizzy was that it could theoretically heat her up to the point of causing damage if left on ‘vaporize’ for too long. 
 
    With that in mind, the sparkling Artificer turned the dial to ‘stun.’ This setting would either incapacitate or seriously injure the average Level 30 adventurer or soldier. Tougher meatbags would require repeated jolts to achieve a similar result. She could always turn the voltage back up if she felt it was necessary, but ‘vaporize’ wasn’t intended for prolonged use. Potential self-harm aside, the setting rapidly exhausted the charge pack’s battery and could cause it to overheat and malfunction. As for the ‘shock’ setting, that was intended to painfully prod people and potentially subdue noncombatants. Fizzy had zero intentions of ever using it, but put it in there since those were the three standard configurations for Arclight Artificer devices. 
 
    The golem kept playing around with her creation for a while longer. She smiled broadly as she watched little blue arcs leap between her fingers, her wrench, and literally anything else in the smithy. Much like how that blonde gnome had a fetish for explosions, Fizzy had always been captivated by the unbridled fury and terrifying beauty of lightning. She always dreamt of having that sort of power at her fingertips, and she was overwhelmed to have finally turned it into a reality. Admittedly, this was a bit more literal than what she originally imagined, but she wasn’t going to let a small technicality rain on her parade. 
 
    As she idly swung her wrench through the air, however, Fizzy suddenly sensed a presence. She turned on reflex while swinging her charged weapon in a wide arc, stopping the electrified wrench mere millimeters from Keira’s smug expression. The golem sighed and switched off her charge pack. 
 
    “I really wish you’d stop testing me,” Fizzy frowned. 
 
    “Good to see you haven’t grown rusty while I was away,” the girl-shaped monster grinned. 
 
    “Well, duh,” she rolled her eyes. “Mithril doesn’t rust. So, how are things on your end?” 
 
    Earlier that day, Boxxy discreetly informed Fizzy that it would compare notes at a later time, so she more or less expected this visit. Especially since it was past midnight, and the vast majority of the camp was asleep. Of course, both Boxxy and Drea kept an eye out for anyone who may have been eavesdropping. Since no such interlopers were around, the shapeshifter abbreviated the events of the past week, relaying them to its shiniest minion. It focused on matters related to its unexpected Rank Up to a hylt creeper and the meeting and subsequent interactions with Reggie. 
 
    All of this happened while the monster shamelessly groped the irresistibly shiny and inappropriately happy golem. Admittedly, ‘groping’ might have been too weak a word as it was rubbing as much of Keira’s slender proportions against those mithril plates as possible. Ideally, it would have given Fizzy a spit-polish by licking every nook and cranny of hers at once, but that sort of thing was a bit too high-profile. Besides, the former gnome was more than satisfied with the current level of attention. Towards the end of Boxxy’s explanation the two of them had wound up on the ground. The Paladin sat in what would have been Keira’s lap if her legs weren’t bending in weird places. 
 
    “A secret doppelganger society, huh?” Fizzy idly remarked. “Have you learned how to tell them apart from other people yet?” 
 
    “Sort of. I can kind of un-smell them, but it’s tricky.” 
 
    The golem looked up at the wannabe-catgirl’s face with a somewhat puzzled look. 
 
    “What in Rupert’s left sandal does ‘un-smell’ mean?” 
 
    Plus shared her confusion, if her unspoken inquiry was any indication. However, Fizzy knew better than to openly question things that Boxxy said. Trying to decipher that thing’s inner thoughts was like attempting to measure the length of a sparrow by banging two rocks together. Not to mention she was pretty certain she needed a working nose to ‘un-smell’ something, which meant that she couldn’t help single them out anyway. 
 
    “So are we going to crush them when we get back?” Fizzy moved the topic along. 
 
    “We won’t. They can do things I can’t, and the opposite is also true. So, I’ve decided to cooperate with them unless they try something stupid or fail to deliver on a deal.” 
 
    “Fair enough. What about this ‘problem’ of theirs? Any idea what his deal is?” 
 
    “Not at all. I was hoping he’d be stationed at New Whitehall so I can spy on him, but it seems there’s nobody called ‘Jones Alexis’ here. I’ll need to wait until winter to handle him.” 
 
    “And you sure this Reggie guy will hold up his end of the bargain?” 
 
    “He already did, actually,” Boxxy revealed. “I convinced him to pay me up front, so to speak.” 
 
    “Oh! So you made it past Level 50 Warlock?” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    It was only natural that there were illegal Job trainers selling their services to less-than-reputable individuals. However, Boxxy was ignorant of the criminal underground’s workings and lacked the connections necessary to take advantage of their services. Reggie was quite accommodating in that respect, though the younger shapeshifter had to pay that exorbitant training fee out of its own pocket. 
 
    “Level 54, to be exact,” it added. “Had quite a bit of XP overflow from killing that VIP during the siege.” 
 
    “You mean the one you were ‘saving for later?’ Did you absorb him yet?” 
 
    “Yes. Cadaver Absorption actually succeeded on a valuable target for once. However… it got me a brand new Skill at Level 4.” 
 
    “… Why do you seem so displeased by that? I thought that’s what it was supposed to do in the first place, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “Yeah, but it should target the dead guy’s most developed Skill, so how come it didn’t go for Ruin or Domination Mastery? Surely a VIP that old had at least one of them at Level 25, right?” 
 
    Fizzy crossed her arms and racked her brains. She understood the overall function and effects of Cadaver Absorption, but knew next to nothing about its specifics. 
 
    “What do you mean by ’most-developed’?” she asked. “What’s the exact wording?” 
 
    “Highest Proficiency,” answered Boxxy while gently stroking her rigid pigtails. 
 
    “And this new Skill was worth ten Attributes per Level?” 
 
    “Yes, it was actually.” 
 
    “Well then, there you have it,” Fizzy smiled. 
 
    “… Have what?” 
 
    “If your Status-sucking thing targets the Skill with the highest amount of accumulated Proficiency, then it’s only natural it would go after a top-tier ability.” 
 
    Though the golem had no idea which Skill had been absorbed, she could infer plenty from the number of Attributes it provided. There was a certain pattern to the rewards earned for advancing any enlightened Job and its related Skills. For starters, all Job Levels provided a total of six Attribute points, at least two of which would go towards Endurance (END) if it was a combat-oriented profession. Skills available prior to reaching Level 25, otherwise known as ‘first tier,’ granted four Attributes. This amount increased by two for each subsequent tier – six for the Level 25 to Level 50 ones, eight for the Level 50 to Level 75 gap, and ten for those above 75. Lastly, while irrelevant to the discussion at hand, all Ultimate Skills acquired at Level 100 of a Job provided a remarkable boost of fifty Attribute points for their first and only Level. 
 
    In short, the ability Boxxy acquired from the VIP Warlock’s corpse was of the highest order despite its less-than-flashy effects. 
 
    [Ruinous Reach]
The Warlock’s inherently volatile magic gains some measure of stability.
Requirements: OVERRIDDEN
Type: Passive
Range: Self
[Effects]
Increases the range of all Spells by 3% per Level of this Skill.
Increases the range of Ruin Spells by an additional 12% per Level of this Skill. 
 
    The shapeshifter already knew all that, and it certainly wasn’t going to complain about receiving a free top-tier Skill. Especially one that provided such a straightforward and uncomplicated power boost. There were no dangerous downsides, confusing conditions, or situational shortcomings, which seemed to be a bit of a theme with most Warlock Skills. Boxxy felt it was a pity it didn’t absorb any of Arakawa Shinji’s 100 Warlock Levels, but Ruinous Reach was a decent consolation prize. Its main issue with how Cadaver Absorption worked out was that the ability apparently didn’t function exactly like Boxxy thought it did. Fizzy seemed to have some idea what the problem was, but the shapeshifter had difficulty grasping her point. 
 
    “Huh?” it asked dumbly. “Why would the tier matter?” 
 
    “Uhm… you are aware that high-tier Skills require significantly more Proficiency to Level up, right?” 
 
    “What, really?” 
 
    “Yeah. That’s what people say, anyway.” 
 
    “But even if that were the case, the guy’s Mastery Skills should have been at Level 25! Or close to it!” Boxxy argued. “How can that be less Proficiency than a Job Skill that can’t be more than Level 10!?” 
 
    “You’re thinking about it the wrong way. That’s like… comparing twenty coin pouches to ten treasure chests. There might be more of the former, but the latter can hold a lot more shinies. Understand?” 
 
    “Oh. Oh, I see!” an enlightened expression floated onto Keira’s face. “So that’s how it was. How come this is the first I hear of this, though?” 
 
    “Because you didn’t ask?” the golem guessed. 
 
    “… Good point,” the shapeshifter grumbled in defeat. 
 
    The revelation regarding Skills and Proficiency was yet another one of those things that everybody knew yet no one talked about. There was no way that Boxxy, who was less than a year old and had been in active contact with civilization for only about two months, would have picked up all of that so-called ‘public knowledge.’ It was starting to get a bit tired of constantly stumbling onto these tidbits. The shapeshifter really wished someone would write a book called ‘Common Sense for Dummies.’ Then again, the only ones who’d need such a thing were monsters trying to blend in with society, so there probably wasn’t much of a market for it. 
 
    Actually, Reggie might have a training pamphlet or something for new recruits, it mused. 
 
    In any event, Boxxy mentally marked the case closed and resumed licking Fizzy’s shoulders and armpits with tongues sticking out of Keira’s palms. 
 
    “How about you? What’ve you been up to?” it changed the subject. 
 
    “I’m, uh, doing all the things you said, Boxxy. I’m getting closer to the others and working hard on my Levels, but… it’s been slow.” 
 
    “How slow?” 
 
    “Right now I’m at 59 Artificer, 36 Paladin and 33 Golem,” she mumbled warily. 
 
    Fizzy reflexively braced herself as she admitted failure. She was told multiple times to get on Boxxy’s Level, yet no matter how hard she tried she didn’t get any closer to catching up. If anything the gap between them had been widening non-stop ever since her transformation. The shapeshifter’s Jobs and Skills kept growing at an unprecedented rate because of the ridiculous amount of death and destruction it left in its wake. However, Fizzy took her inability to match such absurd progress quite personally. She felt like she was in a rut, constantly falling behind, and that no amount of skull-cracking could fix that. 
 
    “That’s pretty good, actually,” Boxxy commented, much to her surprise. 
 
    “S-so you’re not mad at me?” she looked up at it. 
 
    “I’ve come to realize I shouldn’t be using myself as the standard. From what I’ve seen, you’re definitely above average in terms of self-improvement. Besides, you’ll get a chance to Level Up big-time very soon.” 
 
    “Huh? What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I was told that, judging by incoming reports, the Empire’s main force will attack the city within the next two or three days.” 
 
    “They’re that close?!” Fizzy blurted out. “When and how did they manage to advance so much in so little time?!” 
 
    The Imperial scouts that the golem’s team fought earlier should have been at least a week ahead of the main force. 
 
    “I don’t know, I just got here,” the shapeshifter shrugged. “I’ll find out soon enough, though. They’re sending the Sandman over to investigate tomorrow night.” 
 
    “But if they’re that close to the city, then has spatial traffic already been cut off?” 
 
    “Not yet, but it will be by noon tomorrow.” 
 
    An essential part of siege warfare was the prevention of teleportation magic via sigils and wards. Failing to do so allowed the enemy to completely bypass static defenses such as walls, turrets, and traps. Denying that was important, even if it meant cutting off an easy and safe escape route for the defenders. One could argue that New Whitehall’s Forest Gate might fulfill that role, but that was scheduled to be dismantled in two days. The Republic couldn’t risk Tol-Saroth’s magnum opus falling into the Empire’s hands for fear that they would reverse-engineer it. That would be a disaster of such severity that it would make the Calamity of Monotal look like a ‘minor incident.’ 
 
    “Then isn’t Jessie stranded here?! Her life is going to be in danger if they don’t get her out right now!” 
 
    Boxxy eyed the golem up and down as if what she just said was heresy. 
 
    “And just why would you care about an insignificant thing like that?” it asked, its voice full of contempt. “Besides, the Republic are going to evacuate the non-combatants no matter what.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you could make sure she catches the last portal headed out of town before the Forest Gate goes down.” 
 
    “I could pull some strings, yes. And I suppose doing so would make her feel indebted to me, which I can take advantage of when I visit Horkensaft.” 
 
    Boxxy felt confident it would have to travel to the gnomes’ homeland eventually, if for no other reason than to specialize as a Firespitter Artificer whenever the Job hit Level 50. The people in that kingdom were far less welcoming towards outsiders than the Republic, so having a connection to someone on the inside would be a huge help. 
 
    “Nah, she can’t help with that,” claimed the shiny in its lap. “That girl is a nobody. Knowing her wouldn’t give you or me any leeway in that country.” 
 
    “But if she has no value, then why would I waste my time looking after her?” 
 
    “As a personal favor to me?” Fizzy smiled expectantly. 
 
    “But why, though?” it pressed. 
 
    “It’s complicated. Look, I just want to make sure she safely gets away from the city.” 
 
    Boxxy wasn’t quite sure why Fizzy’s interest in that girl made it feel so… strangely irritated. Just what was this un-tasty feeling? Was it perhaps suspicion? Ah, it was most likely wary of betrayal. Yes, that seemed to be the case. The shapeshifter wasn’t exactly the trusting type. Actually, that was a gross understatement. Boxxy was so inherently distrustful that it assumed that everyone it ever spoke to could turn against it at a moment’s notice. Cornie Fizzlesprocket had done so once before, with near-fatal consequences. Perhaps Boxxy’s instincts took the golem’s unfounded interest in Jessie as a sign that her original, far less agreeable self was about to resurface? 
 
    That didn’t seem quite right, but the shapeshifter decided to roll with this assumption until it had a bit more information. 
 
    “Elaborate on that,” it demanded. 
 
    “Ugh, fine,” the Paladin groaned. “She reminds me too much of my past self. So much so that she’s unbearably pitiful. I talked things over with Plus and we decided we’d like to get her out of here safely, for our own peace of mind.” 
 
    Much like Fizzy said, it was a complicated matter made all the more convoluted by the ‘nostalgic’ voice in her head. 
 
    “Plus?” Boxxy blinked in confusion. “Your Parallel Entity or whatever?” 
 
    “Yeah. She really likes that meatbag for some reason.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “No, I’m not going to say that,” Fizzy snapped to her left. “Because it’s retarded. We’ve been over this. No. No. No! … Yeah? … Oh, right. Almost forgot about that.” 
 
    Having finished sorting things out in her head, the golem once more looked to Boxxy. 
 
    “Plus says she’ll take the Oath of Arms to serve you unconditionally if you do her this favor.” 
 
    “Oh. Yeah, okay. Works for me.” 
 
    For some reason, that decision was much easier to make once it became clear that Fizzy’s alter ego was the one that actually gave a crap about Jessie. That and the shapeshifter would be getting something for its trouble. If Plus truly was an independent entity within the golem’s mind, then ensuring that she couldn’t actively plot against it was a desirable thing. 
 
    “Also, she did prove unexpectedly useful earlier,” the radiant construct added. “She reminded me about something that might greatly benefit us both.” 
 
    “Oh? Do tell.” 
 
    “It’s about a certain place in Horkensaft that has been locked up for almost a century,” she explained. “Rumors say the riches and secrets of the First Artificer reside in that place. Even if that isn’t the case, whoever manages to crack it open can earn a hefty bounty on behalf of the Kingdom.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. Let me guess – it’s hidden somewhere and nobody can find it?” 
 
    Boxxy had heard of plenty of similar stories, but even it wasn’t childish enough to believe- 
 
    “No, actually,” Fizzy interrupted its train of thought. “Everyone knows exactly where it is, but nobody has been able to get inside. That girl only mentioned it in passing, but she made me realize something. As I am right now…” 
 
    Fizzy tightened her fingers into fists and looked up at Keira’s scrutinizing gaze with a face full of confidence and motivation. 
 
    “As I am right now, there’s a non-zero chance I might be able to open the Vault Beneath the Mountain.” 
 
    Boxxy liked the sound of that. The last part especially. Just the word ‘vault’ was enough to pique its interest. Unfortunately, as much as it wanted to check the place out, this wasn’t a good time. The shapeshifter had its tentacles full with its military obligations. It couldn’t afford to have Keira just vanish when a huge battle was coming. She would be branded a deserter, throwing weeks of hard work out the window. Plus, Boxxy would miss out on a prime opportunity to kill and eat a whole lot of humans. 
 
    Such things would have to wait until tomorrow. 
 
    “Tell me more about this Vault.” 
 
    At the moment, Boxxy’s only concern was listening to its shiniest shiny talk about shinies. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Part Six 
 
    The Sandman’s heavily cloaked figure moved through the forest with dizzying speed. Though it seemed otherwise, the creature was not alone. Boxxy had mobilized all of its familiars for the first time in a long while for this outing. It was on a reconnaissance mission on behalf of the Republic’s armed forces, and it was shaping up to be a risky one. Thus, the shapeshifter brought along all the backup it could muster. Except for Fizzy, of course. Even if that golem had the enviable ability to simultaneously perform both martial and magical combat, her radiant countenance was ill-suited to covert actions. 
 
    Kora was hardly a paragon of subtlety, either. The towering four-armed fiend stomped her way through the forest like a herd of rampaging bulls as she tried to keep up with her far more agile master. However, unlike the shiniest of shinies, Arms was far less valuable and a lot more disposable. She was to serve as either a distraction or a sacrificial pawn, depending on how things developed. The bumbling buffoon was told to follow the rest from a half kilometer back to minimize the chances of her stampede giving away Boxxy’s position. Ideally she’d just move quietly, but she was far too big and heavy to do that while also quickly navigating the uneven terrain and dense foliage. 
 
    At least she stopped smashing up trees in her path because she thought that would be faster than going around them. Boxxy honestly didn’t know which was worse – that Arms came up with this ludicrous idea, or that it actually turned out to be true. Apparently the shapeshifter’s MP had reached a point where it gave the fiend enough power to just plow through trunks and boulders without breaking her stride. Nevertheless, she was ordered to stop doing that since it was far too conspicuous even by her standards. 
 
    Thankfully, the other two demons were far more suited to the task at hand. Claws effortlessly leapt from tree to tree with unnatural grace and agility. She clearly had experience traversing dense forestry given how she occasionally launched sticky strings from her palms and used them to swing across gaps. Looking at her, Boxxy could fully understand why stalker demons were banned from competing in the bi-annual Floor Is Lava tournament. Far more impressive than the spider-girl’s mobility was her ability to remain unnoticed while travelling. Trying to spot her was as futile as noticing a shadow that slipped between moonbeams. 
 
    The succubus undoubtedly had it the easiest. Xera didn’t have to deal with the Rainy Woodlands’ terrain at all. All she had to do was soar far above the treetops and allow her cerulean skin and dark blue hair to blend in with the night sky. Boxxy was always envious of how she could fly so effortlessly. It allowed her to keep up with both her Master and her arachnid colleague even though her AGI and END Attributes were so terrible. 
 
    Kora was the complete opposite. Though she had a huge stride and monstrous stamina, these woods had too many obstacles for one of her stature. It would have been a completely different story if the terrain was flat and empty like the grassy Clattering Plains around Fort Yimin. There, she could simply outrun everyone through sheer athletic prowess. Unfortunately, that situation was entirely hypothetical, and the reality was she had to constantly deal with low-hanging branches, protruding rocks, small hills, and the occasional mud pit. She probably wouldn’t have been able to match Boxxy’s pace at all if the shapeshifter wasn’t constantly taking detours to chase after midnight snacks. It had already been a full day since it gorged itself on Ambrosia’s cooking, and it hadn’t eaten anything since. Things like deer, squirrels, and boars were enough to fill its stomach, but their flavor left much to be desired. 
 
    That didn’t mean that the forest critters Boxxy came across were any less tasty than the ones it regularly feasted on before becoming a doppelganger. They just felt incredibly bland and unappetizing compared to Ambrosia’s indescribably delicious cooking. The shapeshifter legitimately wondered whether that dryad was spoiling it a bit too much for its own good. Eating cuisine that made everything else worse by comparison could have some frustrating consequences in the long run.  
 
    Admittedly, there was more to a meal than just flavor. Ripping meat apart, grinding bones into dust, and drinking up every last drop of blood were all enjoyable acts regardless of who or what Boxxy devoured. Yet, those lifeless dishes that didn’t fight back were way better. The mere thought of those stuffed hearts and nectar-and-eyeball pudding was enough to make the monster leave a moist trail of drool across the Rainy Woodlands. 
 
    “Master, are you… thinking about that green sack of leaves and moss yet again?” Xera asked through the mind-link. 
 
    “Yes,” Boxxy confirmed instantly. 
 
    “O-oh. I see…” 
 
    The succubus had plenty of time for idle thoughts and observations while gliding through the air. As per usual, her attention was focused on her Master, and seeing it unabashedly hunger for someone other than herself made her savagely jealous. Previously, Xera had always felt secure in her position as the tastiest among her master’s minions. She was Boxxy’s number one Snack, which brought her a significant amount of satisfaction. That walking calamity of a box could never return her twisted affections, so being its favorite thing was enough for Xera. 
 
    The succubus was quietly thankful that the other demons were hardly competition. It was undeniable that Boxxy classified Kora and Drea as tasty rather than not, but that was despite their actual flavor. Fizzy, on the other hand, had a captivating luster that even Xera had to acknowledge. If anyone deserved the position of her Master’s ornament, it was that golem. Yet despite her shininess, she was ultimately inedible. The succubus knew her beloved the longest and most intimately of all living things, so she knew for a fact that tastiness was before shininess on Boxxy’s priority list. Therefore, there was no way that Fizzy could truly compete with her. 
 
    But that dryad was a direct threat to Xera’s position as tastiest, even if it was through her dishes rather than her body. If Boxxy somehow grew tired of the succubus’ flavor, then the shapeshifter would no longer give its Snack the violent attention that she truly desired. This worry was only exasperated further by the fact that the two of them hadn’t shared in a single session of snack time for almost two weeks. 
 
    “Haaaaaaaaaaah.” 
 
    Realizing the bind she was in, Xera let out a mental sigh that was unintentionally transmitted to everyone else. 
 
    “For fuck sake, cum-for-brains,” Kora complained. “If you got something to say just fucking say it! That’s why I can’t stand you conniving whores!” 
 
    The obviously ticked-off fiend had also been feeling quite frustrated as of late. Not only had she gotten very few opportunities to come out and ‘play’ with the succubus’ insides, but even those few occasions had left her somewhat unsatisfied. While once seemingly insatiable, the blue slut seemed far less… active during recent acts. Where before she would scream, wail, and pretend-resist, these days Xera just sort of stood there and took Kora’s abuse without moving a muscle. The succubus still derived some pleasure from the act, given how she occasionally let out moans of twisted pleasure, but was for the most part quite inanimate. 
 
    This was unacceptable to the rape-happy fiend. If that cock-sleeve was just going to take her dicking as if she were a corpse or a toy, then it took a lot of the fun out of it. After all, the whole point of raping someone was having them struggle, scream, and beg as the fiend forced herself on them. In a way, the knowledge that a fiend was oppressing and abusing another was almost as important as genital stimulation, so not having an unwilling victim was a huge turn-off. Failing that, a willing participant was an agreeable substitute so long as they didn’t act like a dead fish. 
 
    As Kora had stated once before, she would gladly fuck anything with a pulse, and Xera’s lifeless attitude as of late was enough to disqualify her. 
 
    “If… if you’re feeling pent up,” Drea piped up, “I can always try and give you a t-titjob.” 
 
    “You what?!” asked Kora in an incredulous tone. 
 
    “It’s just practice! You know… J-just in case…” 
 
    “Nuh-uh, not happening!” 
 
    The flat denial injured the stalker’s pride. Did that meathead even realize how much courage it took for her to make such an outrageous offer? 
 
    “Why not?! My boobs are just the right shape for it and everything!” 
 
    “I’m not saying you don’t have a great pair of tits, I’m saying I’m not putting my cock anywhere near that mouth of yours. You’d probably bite it off the first chance you get!” 
 
    “So? You’d grow a new one.” 
 
    “That’s not the point! Look, I need a wet, squirming hole to satisfy me. Like that silky one between your tight ass-cheeks.” 
 
    “No way! I can’t possibly agree to something embarrassing like that!” 
 
    “Oh? Not even if the boss was the one asking?” 
 
    “Th-th-the Master? … W-well… It’s not like I’d have a choice…” she dodged the question. 
 
    “I bet you’d like it. I know your type. You’re all shy and reserved but one dick up the ass and your inner slut takes over right away!” 
 
    “Th-that’s not the case! Like, at all!” 
 
    “Stop it,” Boxxy finally stepped in. 
 
    The shapeshifter sighed inwardly. Ever since it had gotten the Soul Link Skill, the telepathic link between itself and its minions had undergone a change, an evolution of sorts. Where before it could only converse with each demon individually, right now they could all communicate with each other at the same time. Initially, this seemed like a good thing since it allowed for a more efficient exchange of information between itself and its minions. However, these ongoing, pointless arguments over who was sticking their genitals where had steadily thinned its patience. 
 
    Still, it had to agree with what Arms initially said. The cocky, know-it-all Snack hadn’t acted like herself at all as of late, which could be a problem further down the line. After all, a succubus without confidence was like a treasure chest without any actual treasure. 
 
    “Snack, tell me why you’ve been acting so strange the past week,” it commanded. 
 
    Xera didn’t want to answer that question. Even if her pride as a demoness had long ago been shattered and dragged through the mud (along with her face,) her pride as ‘Boxxy’s favorite Snack’ wouldn’t let her admit her feelings of inferiority so easily. Unfortunately for her, keeping quiet was no longer an option as the contract did not allow her to subvert a direct order. Therefore, she took this chance to pour out all of her grievances. 
 
    “It is because you no longer wish to feast on me, Master. That red buffoon tries, but my body and soul will not feel satisfied unless my one and only Master thoroughly abuses and punishes me on a regular basis. I want- no, need to be torn limb from limb, completely dominated, and absolutely ravaged in every sense of the word by my Master, or I’ll just waste away into nothingness!” 
 
    “So it was about your perversions after all?” 
 
    “Of course, Master! I am your personal hopelessly perverted slut, after all!” she proudly admitted. 
 
    Normally, the monster would instantly reject her depraved propositions, but for once it gave the matter some thought. Even if its minions were bound by contract, it was important to keep them well-motivated. That way they were more likely to go that extra step and take initiative in regards to fulfilling Boxxy’s will without being expressly ordered to do so. Fizzy was a lot like that too, which was partly why it agreed to her selfish request regarding that tiny woman named Jessie. However, that succubus had a more troublesome and inherently rebellious personality. Even Claws and Arms were straightforward by comparison. By that logic, it seemed fitting that acquiring her personal investment in Boxxy’s schemes would require some… special attention. 
 
    “Fine, I’ll add more snack time to my schedule,” it decided. 
 
    “R-REALLY?!” Xera shouted into its mind. 
 
    “Yes, really. I have been running out of ideas for shapeshifting practice anyway.” 
 
    There was quite a way to go before it reached Level 15 of the Shapeshift Skill, which was a necessary step towards its next Rank Up. Besides, Boxxy wasn’t particularly against the idea of intercourse – it just didn’t have the biological drive to partake in the exhausting act. It had no qualms about performing it on the regular if it would serve a practical purpose by motivating its familiar. That way it was more of a chore than a pointless waste of time and energy. Last but not least, it was a chance to savor Snack’s nostalgic and unique flavor every now and then. Doing so might help alleviate the issue of Ambrosia’s food being far too tasty, on top of deriving some personal enjoyment. 
 
    In short, it had something to gain and nothing to lose. It didn’t even need to set aside time for the act. Boxxy was always decent at multitasking, so it was confident it could plough Snack’s insides while focusing its attention elsewhere. In fact, given her twisted personality, the succubus would probably get off harder if she knew she was being screwed as an after-thought. 
 
    “Alright! I’m gonna get completely violated! Who’s gonna get Boxxy’d?! That’s right – this slut! Go Xera! Go Xera! Go Xera! Go Xera!” 
 
    As for the succubus, she was practically bursting with anticipation as she cheered herself on while spinning around in the air. 
 
    “I can w-w-watch, right Master?” asked Claws timidly. 
 
    “I don’t see why not.” 
 
    “Yessss! I mean, uh, I am grateful for this opportunity, my Master.” 
 
    As expected, pleasing the stalker was much simpler than dealing with Snack. After all, pandering to her voyeuristic desires required zero effort beyond saying ‘yes’ every now and then. Her drive to contribute as much as possible while being as little of a burden to Boxxy was also commendable. It was the sort of hard-working attitude that all professionals should aspire to. If only the last of the shapeshifter’s familiar was as easy to appease. 
 
    “Oh! Then can I- Actually, no, never mind.” 
 
    Kora was going to ask about joining in on the romp, but changed her mind mid-sentence. The fiend almost forgot that her Master was definitely not the submissive type, and she didn’t particularly enjoy being on the receiving end of ass-poundings. 
 
    “You sure?” inquired Boxxy. 
 
    “Yes. Very.” 
 
    “Whatever.” 
 
    “Oh-hoh-hoh-ho!” Xera laughed in an exaggerated manner. “What’s the matter, blockhead? The big bad cock-on-legs feeling intimidated? Feeling… scared?!” 
 
    “Of course not. I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Kora blatantly deflected. 
 
    “Come on. I have a feeling you’ll like being filled to the brim for a change.” 
 
    “I would not!” 
 
    “Reporting that Koralenteprix is clearly lying through her teeth while shaking in her boots,” Drea interjected. 
 
    “Why you little-! Get down here and say it to my face! I’ll show you a thing or two about being filled up!” 
 
    “You’ll have to catch me first, flatfoot!” she answered bitingly. 
 
    “I’ll pass on that as well,” Xera chirped. “I have to keep myself, mmmmm, tight and juicy for Master’s big, hard-” 
 
    “Cut the idle chatter,” Boxxy shut them up once more. “Snack, I think I see some lights to the southwest. Can you see what it is?” 
 
    The demonic trio sharpened their focus as they forged ahead through the pitch-black forest. They were headed to the Empire’s staging camp which reportedly sprang up literally overnight. One of the Republic’s guerilla units spotted it from a distance and reported its location via Comm-crystal, but the enemy’s tight perimeter kept them from getting a closer look. The Imperials were clearly hiding something, but the 2nd Legion was wary of sending their own people on such a dangerous scouting mission. Having their troops captured and interrogated was too big of a risk. That was why they footed the bill to have the Sandman uncover the invaders’ plans and, if possible, sabotage them. 
 
    “I’ve spotted the enemy camp, Master,” Xera reported. “They’re about one and a half kilometers to our left.” 
 
    The monstrous group altered its path as the succubus directed and slowed their pace to a crawl. Kora had no difficulty keeping up now, but was told to maintain the generous distance between herself and the rest. After all, Boxxy could use Stealth, Drea had the superior Stalk Skill, and Xera could rely on Invisibility and her swift wings to avoid detection. The fiend, on the other hand, had neither the Skills nor the inclination for such things. 
 
    Boxxy and its two other familiars silently approached the camp until they reached a large clearing. The base was at its center, but every pine tree in a fifty meter radius was gouged out of the ground. Not even stumps remained. What seemed to be a wide path was on the opposite side of the camp. However, upon closer inspection it was clear that it was more accurate to call it a highway. The Empire hadn’t just navigated the terrain, but had completely flattened it. While it wasn’t a paved road, the incredibly wide trail they left in their wake made it remarkably easy for land vehicles to ferry troops and supplies. 
 
    The shapeshifter’s mission had nothing to do with roads, though. Its business was with the war camp itself, but its perimeter was more secure than it anticipated. For starters, the Imperial forces had several fifteen-man units patrolling the area. Every soldier had some form of illumination on them – from simple lanterns to floating orbs of magical light. To make matters worse, all of them were on high alert, ready to spring into action at a moment’s notice despite the ungodly late hour. 
 
    Even if one were to slip past their vigilance, they’d still have to contend with the numerous ramparts, lookout towers, and wooden walls surrounding the camp itself. The Empire had no shortage of timber to work with, and had made full use of it to fortify their position. They even took precautions against long-distance observation of their base. Immediately beyond the inner perimeter was an enormous Prismatic Dome. This illusion Spell created an opaque bubble that prevented anyone on the outside from seeing in. Prismatic Domes were usually only big enough to hide a small team or maybe a single house. Creating one that stupidly big would have taken hundreds of Level 40 or higher Wizards working together through the Synchronous Chanting Skill, which was entirely within the Imperial army’s capabilities. 
 
    The Republic scouts that first saw the camp had already reported these security measures. However, the base was much closer to New Whitehall than it should have been. Either the local scouts had mistaken its relative position by twenty-seven kilometers, or the Empire had moved their base forward that much in just one day. One was unlikely and the other improbable, but both explanations were possible. Boxxy was inclined to believe the latter since the ground the patrols treaded on seemed relatively untrampled. 
 
    The shapeshifter started getting personally invested in this mission. It was deeply curious how the Empire had managed to make so much progress in so little time. The most likely explanation was that they used an enormous amount of manpower. This being the army, they certainly had plenty of strong hands available for such a task. However, forcing soldiers to flatten ground, unroot trees, and construct defenses would leave them exhausted and vulnerable to enemy attack. The Empire wasn’t stupid enough to take such a huge risk against the Republic without having some kind of secret weapon on their side. 
 
    The opportunistic scumbag that it was, Boxxy was very eager to steal said secret weapon for itself if at all possible. 
 
    First, it had to get past the security perimeter. The Prismatic Dome was hardly an obstacle in that regard. Though the wall of ever-shifting colors blocked sight and sound, people and objects could pass through it unhindered. Furthermore, the audio-visual interference worked both ways which was why the perimeter was established outside of it. It was also why Boxxy didn’t need to worry about anyone on the inside spotting its approach. In other words, it only had to think about bypassing the lookouts and patrols. 
 
    That was easier said than done. The sentry units kept a distance of at least ten meters between themselves and the tree line. If they were stupid enough to venture into the woods, Boxxy could have ambushed someone and taken their place. Unfortunately, that wasn’t the case. Any attempt to assault a patrol would be immediately spotted, resulting in a lethal response from the twelve-thousand-strong Imperial army inside the illusory bubble. Attempting to sneak past those patrols was just as likely to end badly. The area was so well-lit and had so many eyes on it that no amount of Stealth would help. 
 
    “Claws,” it called out, “can you slip inside without alerting anyone?” 
 
    However, the arachnid demon’s superior Stalk Skill was different. It not only muffled sounds better than Stealth, but also camouflaged the body to a certain extent. 
 
    “I don’t think so, Master,” the stalker replied. “I can get past the patrols, but those palisades most likely have magical alarms on them.” 
 
    “They do?” 
 
    “The Empire is quite zealous when it comes to their walls, Master. If they went so far as to put up that Prismatic Dome there’s no doubt in my mind they put up other countermeasures. Usually, it’s a combination of Detect Intruder, Alarm, and Counter-Scrying.” 
 
    “Right, of course.” 
 
    Boxxy was subtly reminded of the city of Erosa. More specifically, the anti-infiltration magic they put on their walls following the Calamity of Monotal. Anyone who tried to climb over them would trigger an audible and visible alarm. Back then it bypassed those security measures by making use of an underground tunnel, but it couldn’t use that method here. Digging took a lot of time, not to mention the Empire might have someone monitoring the ground for suspicious activity. 
 
    So if under wasn’t an option, then how about over? 
 
    “Alright, I have an idea,” Boxxy decided. “Snack – go straight up and gain as much altitude as you can. Make extra sure the enemy doesn’t spot you.” 
 
    “As you will it, so it shall be.” 
 
    Following her needlessly theatrical response, Xera cloaked herself with Invisibility and quickly ascended in a spiral pattern. 
 
    “Claws, you’re with me. Arms, rendezvous at my position.” 
 
    “Ron-day-what?” 
 
    “Just come where I am, stupid.” 
 
    “Oh! Sure, boss!” 
 
    Boxxy and Drea retreated back into the forest and met up with Kora, who easily found them thanks to their telepathic link. They proceeded a bit further into the woods until reaching a recently vacated bear den. It wasn’t so much a cave as a large hole in the ground, but it would provide sufficient cover for the upcoming operation. 
 
    “Arms, you’re the anchor. You have permission to engage the enemy should they find you, but otherwise you’re going to stay right here unless I say otherwise.” 
 
    “Ugh, guard duty again,” Kora groaned. 
 
    Leaving the disgruntled fiend at the entrance, Boxxy went inside the den followed closely by Drea. It was quite cramped and barely tall enough to let both of them stand. 
 
    “What now, Mas… ter?” 
 
    The spider-demon was taken slightly by surprise when said master began quickly and efficiently undoing its Sandman disguise. Not only did it stow away the cloak, mask, and gauntlets obscuring its figure, but it even reverted back to its base hylt creeper form. It turned its faceless, elongated head towards the suddenly embarrassed Stalker, staring at her through the yellow spheres that served as its natural eyes.  
 
    “Claws, come here and hug me.” 
 
    “… Wut?” 
 
    “Come on, tight as you can. That’s an order, not a request.” 
 
    “But- But- But- Err! I’m not q-q-q-quite ready for- Kya!” 
 
    Despite her weak protests, Drea’s body moved against her will as she walked over to where her Master waited for her. Her clawed, carapace-covered arms wrapped themselves around the creature's shoulders, putting the two of them quite literally spider-face-to-non-face. The scythe-tipped appendages on her back closed in from either side pulling their bodies even closer together while making sure they didn’t dig into Boxxy’s back. 
 
    “Alright, this is good,” Boxxy stated flatly. 
 
    It said some other things, but the stalker could no longer hear its voice, mental or otherwise. Her current situation was far more intense than anything she had been through before, so her mind almost immediately went pink and fuzzy. Even if she was an accomplished killer and an efficient assassin, she was still a total rookie when it came to matters of intimacy. At first, she assumed that the weird attraction she felt towards her Master was merely a side-effect of meeting the star of the Boxxy Show, and that it would wane with time. 
 
    However, her current circumstances made her rapidly reconsider that position. 
 
    For one thing, having their (technically) naked bodies rub against each other like this sent unexpected shivers of excitement up and down her spine. If that wasn’t enough stimulation for her, Boxxy also wrapped its gangly arms around her lower back and pressed its forehead against hers while whispering something. Drea had no idea what it said as the tight embrace alone was powerful enough to make her non-existent heart explode. In some corner of her racing mind, she managed to offer a brief thanks to Jordan for her summoning contract. There was no way an inherently shy creature like her could muster the courage to do something this daring otherwise. 
 
    Of course, this wasn’t the demon’s first physical contact with her Master. There was that one time Boxxy sampled one of her legs to test her flavor before immediately spitting it out in disgust. Its reaction at the time hurt Drea somewhat even if she knew it was coming. Her present feelings were completely removed from this past interaction. If she could compress her emotions into something halfway comprehensible, it would be in the shape of a single word: ‘Tasty.’ 
 
    “-miliar.” 
 
    Just as her head was about to fill up with pink thoughts, her ears caught a somewhat audible word from Boxxy’s true voice. Before she could ponder its meaning, she was overcome with the unmistakable feeling of her surroundings warping and twisting around her. This was then immediately followed by the sensation of falling. 
 
    “Huh? Wha-?!” 
 
    Having finally torn her attention from the monster’s featureless face, she glanced at the direction gravity was pulling them towards. Her compound eyes seemed ready to pop out of her face amidst the realization that she and Boxxy were currently plummeting towards the ground like a pair of rocks. The emotionally overloaded Stalker momentarily panicked and ended up clinging even harder to her Master without realizing it. 
 
    “Claws!” it addressed her sternly. 
 
    “Ack! Yes, Master!?” 
 
    “You’re to infiltrate the south end of the compound, I’ll go in through the north.” 
 
    “C-compound?” 
 
    The Stalker looked to the ground once more and realized that the Empire’s camp was directly beneath them. The gears in her head clicked together as she realized that Boxxy had used Transfamiliar to trade places with the group’s only flier. It also explained why the monster ordered Drea to embrace it like that. After all, even if it was possible to bring along an additional person with the Transfamiliar Spell, the passenger could lose a limb or two unless they clung very tightly to the caster. Drea was slightly disappointed when she realized that the whole ordeal was nothing but a means to an end. She really should have known better, all things considered. 
 
    Well, it wasn’t all bad. At least she had something special to think about while experimenting with fondling her breasts later. 
 
    “Information gathering is the priority,” Boxxy continued. “Do not engage in combat unless absolutely necessary.” 
 
    “Understood, Master.” 
 
    With a firm grasp on her mission and newfound determination, the stalker regretfully yet hurriedly disentangled herself from Boxxy. She ejected a large amount of white spider silk from her clawed hands and crudely weaved it between her back-mounted scythes. It was an old trick she had picked up from one of her seniors about three centuries ago. Within seconds she was gliding gracefully through the air on her improvised wings. Boxxy slipped into a more compact version of the Sandman disguise with two leathery wings of its own, achieving a similar result. 
 
    The two man-eaters gradually drifted further apart as they descended towards opposite ends of the camp. Boxxy reflexively braced itself for impact as it approached the Prismatic Dome’s roof only to fall through unhindered. This made the shapeshifter feel a bit silly. It knew that the illusory bubble could not stop its descent, but that was in theory. Actually confronting the Spell in person had filled it with a bit of anxiety. The worrisome notion that it had no idea what lay behind that magical veil certainly didn’t help its nerves, either. 
 
    Once past the Prismatic Dome, the creature was momentarily blinded. This wasn’t an effect of the Spell but a natural reaction as its senses adjusted to the ridiculously bright luminescence of the interior. Numerous torches, bonfires, and lamps lit up every corner of the camp, and the inner side of the illusory barrier reflected much of that light back at the ground. The resulting brightness was akin to four suns having a free-for-all wrestling match in the sky at high noon. 
 
    After its eyesight adjusted, the creature got a better view of the camp below. It was surprised to see that not a single one out of twelve thousand soldiers were sleeping. At least that was how it seemed given the sheer amount of people on the ground. Some were sparring, doing drills, checking their equipment, or performing some other productive act. However, more than half of the soldiers behaved as if their standing orders were to party hard. There was dancing, drinking, singing, and all around merriment wherever Boxxy looked, with almost none of the humans wearing arms or armor. 
 
    For a moment, the shapeshifter thought it had stumbled onto the wrong place. Rather than a military camp, this looked like some kind of festival. People were celebrating so much that one would think they had already won the war. However, the heraldries and banners scattered around the place were clear signs that the place belonged to the Imperial army. Even those symbols weren’t proudly on display, but hung up sporadically as if an afterthought. Boxxy might have failed to notice them altogether if it wasn’t airborne. 
 
    … Oh, crap! 
 
    The monster suddenly realized how exposed its position was. It expected the interior to be dimly lit, allowing it to covertly land in some dark corner. This wasn’t the case, and anyone could spot it if they so much as looked up. Thinking quickly, Boxxy retracted its bat-like wings and dove towards a medium-sized tent directly underneath. It deftly sliced open the canvas with a sword-hand and impacted the ground with a heavy thud right in the middle of three very confused soldiers. The unarmed and unarmored men appeared to be in the middle of a heated game of dice, so the cloaked intruder’s sudden arrival left them in stunned silence. The look of pure bewilderment on their faces lasted just long enough for Boxxy’s thick tentacles to wrap around each of their heads. 
 
    The surprised men proved their training wasn’t entirely for naught as they instinctively grasped for their swords and blindly sliced at the fleshy appendages currently suffocating them. Although they managed to inflict a few wounds, it only took a few seconds for their skulls to start creaking from the intensity of the monster’s grip. They managed to let out a few muffled screams of pain before their heads caved in and their bodies went limp. Mere moments after their struggles stopped struggling, a pair of off duty soldiers barged into the tent to see what the commotion was about. 
 
    They regretted this decision for the remaining two seconds of their lives. 
 
    Well, that could’ve gone better, Boxxy grumbled inwardly. I should probably clean the place up a bit. 
 
    The monster discretely disposed of all but one of the corpses using its gullet. The last body was used to fuel its Broken Reflection Skill. Within seconds, the shapeshifter completely took on the deceased soldier’s appearance and personality, as well as some short-term memories and final thoughts. Now wearing the skin of Generic Imperial Soldier A, the creature left the quintuple homicide scene with a spring in its step. It didn’t exactly have much to be cheerful about, but its ability had also absorbed a good amount of mirth from its victim. 
 
    “Infiltration successful,” it reported telepathically. “Claws, what about you?” 
 
    “I landed in what seems to be a pen for Monster Tamers. Had to silence the squire that spotted me, along with a few noisy mounts, but I’m otherwise undetected.” 
 
    “Can you hide the bodies?” 
 
    “Uh, no. I ate the guy, but these things are a bit big for me.” 
 
    It wasn’t that she couldn’t gobble up some horse-sized twin-tailed wolf-beasts, but doing so would take quite a bit of time. 
 
    “Hm. Try and clean up any blood and arrange the bodies so it looks like they’re sleeping.” 
 
    “I will do my best, Master.” 
 
    “Once you’re done with that, seek out the commanding officer’s tent and look for any documents, letters, maps, or any other souvenirs we can bring back to the FIB. We won’t have much time before they realize something is amiss, so hop to it.” 
 
    “At once, Master.” 
 
    “Meanwhile, I’ll work the crowd and see what I can learn. Arms, move a bit closer to the camp, but don’t enter the perimeter. I need you to be ready in case I need a strategic diversion.” 
 
    “So,” Kora considered those orders, “does that mean I should get ready to skull-fuck me some pansies?” 
 
    “Uh… sure, I guess.” 
 
    “Neat!” 
 
    “What about me, Master?” asked Xera expectantly. 
 
    “Start flying back to the city. We have a lot of ground to cover on the way back and I’d rather not leave Keira’s bunk empty for longer than I have to.” 
 
    “Of course, Master. But what about the matter of my lonely pussy?” 
 
    “I’ll handle your urges when I get the chance.” 
 
    “Mmmnhmm hmm,” she moaned merrily. “I’ll be looking forward to it then! Please don’t make me wait too long, okay?” 
 
    The succubus crawled out of the bear den she was holed up in and took flight, gliding gracefully through the night. Unlike the first trip, however, she was in a much better mood. At one point, she even began humming pleasantly out of anticipation. It wasn’t the best idea considering the covert nature of her Master’s ongoing operation, but realistically speaking she wasn’t in real danger of anyone noticing her presence from the ground. 
 
    Well, except for the hapless Imperial scout who had a drop or two of Xera’s ‘anticipation’ land on his face, but luckily he chose not to question the origin of that clear, sticky fluid. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Part Seven 
 
    The Empire’s soldiers wasted no time playing games, sharing stories, and downing drinks as they actively blew off steam before the upcoming battle. Though their bodies felt full of energy despite several days of non-stop marching and manual labor, their minds were exhausted and stressed. Field officers fully understood that entering combat in such a state inevitably lead to mistakes, most likely of the fatal variety. Thus, the ongoing lack of discipline was not only tolerated, but also encouraged. The leadership felt this forward camp was secure enough to afford an evening of entertainment to boost morale before the imminent attack on New Whitehall. 
 
    Five of the men were seated around a small campfire, heavily drunk, while one of them regaled the others with a tale of the time he lost his wedding ring. 
 
    “So when I finally woke up, I realized that the thing I locked in the cellar wasn’t an angry bear, but my pissed off wife!” 
 
    The group shared in a brief but hearty round of laughter as the man wrapped up the anecdote. 
 
    “But yeah, as I was saying,” the man continued, “that’s why you wanna be careful when marrying a Druid.” 
 
    “I always thought Druids would make great mothers, though,” chimed in one of the others. “I mean, what with their nurturing nature and soothing personalities and whatnot?” 
 
    “Oh yeah, great mothers for sure. Even better wives… so long as they’re not a feral one like mine.” 
 
    “Feral? What?” 
 
    “That’s what they call some of ‘em,” someone else in the group chimed in. “Druids what change into beasties rather than waving them pretty lights around.” 
 
    “Huh. Well, how about that? First I hear that those tree-huggers can- Wait, hold up. So, Ed’s wife was a literal bear at the time?!” 
 
    “That’s what I said, isn’t it?!” exclaimed the troubled husband. “Well, more of a half-bear thing, but close enough for my drunken ass to not tell the difference.” 
 
    “Ed, I do not envy you.” 
 
    “Eh, it’s not all bad. True, she has a bit of a temper. And her sense of humor flew south for the winter… and pretty much the rest of the year… Still! She’s the finest woman I know. Really wild in the sack, too!” 
 
    “Oy, lads! Stop that thing!” 
 
    A sudden shout from one of the soldiers got the drunkards’ attention. They turned their eyes in the direction he pointed, revealing a wagon loaded with wooden crates rolling down an inclined path between the rows of tents and shacks. It rapidly gained speed as it hurtled towards the temporary shelters with white-and-blue stripes, which stood out amidst the sea of beige canvas used by the grunts. The five men around the campfire rushed to intercept the runaway vehicle. Three of them grabbed it from the sides while the other two pushed it back from the front. It was heavy and had built up a fair bit of speed, yet the soldiers managed to stop it before it ploughed into the officers’ tents. 
 
    “Phew, that was close,” one of them stated the obvious. 
 
    “I’ll say. That took a lot more effort than I was expecting.” 
 
    “Yeah no wonder,” a third one joined in. “This thing’s so overloaded with stuff the brake’s snapped clean in half.” 
 
    He patted the side of the wagon where the lever-operated mechanism meant to keep the wheels from turning was clearly broken. 
 
    “Those idiots from logistics again? Why I ought to-” 
 
    “You ought to what, Private?!” 
 
    The men instantly formed an orderly line and snapped to attention at the sound of the familiar, commanding yell. A slightly older soldier with a large fissure-like scar on his bald head menacingly paced towards them. He looked over the stiff troops, the formerly-runaway vehicle, and the trio of extra-large tents before he turned his attention back to the men. 
 
    “Not bad, maggots,” he said in a calm but stern voice. “Good to see you’re not completely unaware of your surroundings. Now get that wagon out of here and find the one responsible for securing it. On the double!” 
 
    “Sir, yes, sir!” 
 
    While the hard-ass Sergeant organized a swift and efficient cleanup of the almost-disaster, Drea was busy rooting through the striped tents. The stalker had been the one who sabotaged the wagon as a distraction so she could slip into the officers’ quarters unnoticed. Their tents were in the middle of open, well-lit ground with people watching out for anyone wandering in or out of them. A direct approach was too risky, even for the stalker. Her solution was to discreetly and carefully prepare the over-burdened wagon, sabotage its brakes, and send it careening down hill while she clung to its undercarriage. The guards would leap to stop it, providing an opening to slip under them. 
 
    Unfortunately, it didn’t work out like that since those drunkards unexpectedly intervened. Still, the clumsy way they stopped the rogue wagon kicked up a decent amount of dust and drew a lot of attention. The nimble demon took a chance and made a dash for the tents, using her back-mounted scythes to rip through both the canvas and any enchantments it might have had. Once inside, she glued the horizontal cut shut with a bit of webbing. She was rather surprised she pulled off the maneuver in only two seconds. She wasn’t used to working with the high amount of DEX and AGI of the body Boxxy had conjured for her. The borderline-intoxicating power was, without a doubt, one of the perks of this particular contract. 
 
    Another unexpected surprise was how easy it had been for Drea to find this place. She would have to be blind in all eight eyes to not notice the armed guards, the indulgent size of the tents, or the extremely conspicuous coloration of their canvas. It was so painfully obvious that the Empire might as well have put up a massive sign that read, ‘Super important people live here! Please come and murder them!’ In retrospect, the stalker should have expected such foolishness from the conceited humans. Their obsession with pointless pageantry and needless showing off had been a mystery to her ever since she first stepped into the physical realm about five hundred years ago. Even after all those centuries, the human race still hadn’t learned that making their valuable personnel stand out so much only made it easier for assassins like Drea to do their jobs. The only thing the Empire did right was to split up the obvious targets into several enclaves of two-to-four tents each. 
 
    The stalker’s point of view was rather flawed. Unlike most professional killers, she was an immortal demon, so her capture or death was at most a minor setback. It was much easier to take bold and risky moves when one didn’t need worry about self-preservation. Even if she failed, she could merely be summoned again to have another try. In the past, Drea was contracted to several masters that kept sending her after the same high-profile target over and over. The idiots would often get upset with her continued failures, completely unaware that their own lack of power was to blame. The arachnid demoness had talent and experience, but these were meaningless when the vessel carrying them was woefully inadequate for the task at hand. 
 
    That was why working for Boxxy was so exhilarating. Rather than being constrained by her physical limits, Drea had more Attributes and Skills than she knew what to do with. More importantly, she could utilize them as she saw fit so long as she completed her objectives. Her only complaint was that none of the tasks she had been given were all that challenging. To put it bluntly, she was grossly overqualified for hunting random civilians and information gathering. 
 
    Still, she knew it couldn’t last. That chest-brained shapeshifter would surely come up with some dastardly scheme that would put Drea’s deadly skills to the test. Until then, she merely focused on finishing her current assignment with speed and precision. Unfortunately, she wasn’t having much luck with the first tent. There were no documents, maps, memos, letters, or anything else that was important or even relevant to the war effort. The only thing that stood out was the suit of armor hanging from a stand in the back. Since none of the occupant’s other belongings sparked interest, Drea decided to inspect it. The metal was an off-white color reminding her of Fizzy’s mithril hide, though it lacked the golem’s luster. Far more interesting, however, was the strong reaction she got from her Detect Magic Skill. 
 
    “Master, I think I’ve found a VIP’s quarters,” she sent a telepathic report. “There is no intel, but there is an enchanted, custom made suit of almost-mithril armor.” 
 
    “Almost-mithril?” 
 
    “It’s white, but nowhere near as shiny as Fizzy. I’m no expert, but if memory serves human smiths are partial to creating alloys rather than working with pure metal.” 
 
    “I see, so they diluted the shiny. That’s a shame. What about the enchantments? Can you tell me what they are?” 
 
    “I’ll check right now.” 
 
    Verifying the properties of magic items was typically done in one of two ways: through a Scribe’s appraisal, or by putting them on and taking note of what effects they had on the Status. Drea wasn’t a Scribe nor could she equip the gear due to the huge claws poking out of her hands, feet, and back, but she had her own way of doing things. Stalker demons like her could quite literally taste magic, and Drea’s palate was refined enough to let her differentiate between enchantments by flavor alone. 
 
    Thus, she unabashedly slobbered all over those metal plates as she licked them top-to-bottom. 
 
    “All the pieces have been bestowed increased toughness,” she announced. “The breastplate has fire resistance and Endurance enchantments. Strength and Wisdom on the right gauntlet, Agility and Intelligence on the left. There’s night vision and MP regeneration on the helmet. The leg plates improve HP regeneration and provide all-purpose magic resistance. The greaves reduce stamina consumption. All of them are quite potent.” 
 
    “So it may not be shiny, but it’s definitely tasty, huh? Hmm… Any distinguishing features on the equipment?” 
 
    “Quite a few. The helmet, greaves, shoulder pads, and gauntlets are adorned with religious decorations and engravings related to the worship of Teresa.” 
 
    Both Kora and Xera felt the urge to make a rude comment upon hearing the Goddess’s name, but they couldn’t since it would violate their orders regarding idle chatter. After all, baseless speculations regarding Teresa’s frigidness and wild theories concerning her supposed need for sexual relief were not exactly mission-critical. 
 
    “I see,” mused Boxxy. “Definitely not standard-issue Imperial gear, and only a VIP would be able to afford something ridiculous like that. It would also be highly inconvenient if their personalized equipment suddenly disappeared, wouldn’t it?” 
 
    “My thoughts exactly, Master.” 
 
    “It’s a crying shame it isn’t shiny, but I suppose I’ll collect it all the same. Prepare for transfer.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    Drea relocated herself to the tent’s quietest corner and waited for a few minutes. After receiving a brief update from Boxxy, she was once again flung through the Transfamiliar Spell’s reality warping rift, leaving her inside a large and mostly empty wine barrel. She didn’t question how or why the shapeshifter snuck in there without breaking it apart, but she wasn’t going to complain about having a secure hiding spot. After another minute, she was transported back to her previous position. The tent looked exactly like she left it aside from the missing suit of armor. 
 
    “Looks like I got my tentacles on something valuable after all,” commented Boxxy. “Keep up the good work, Claws.” 
 
    Drea happily received the cheap bit of praise before slitting open the tent’s canvas on the opposite side from where she entered. It was child’s play navigating the space between the tents since visibility was extremely limited. The only concern was leaving behind obvious trails, which was why she made sure to close up any holes in her wake with her webbing. Thankfully, the white parts of the tents’ wide stripes matched the color of her sticky thread. The patch job wouldn’t hold up to a serious visual inspection, but it wouldn’t draw undue attention from fleeting glances. 
 
    The second tent seemed more like someone’s private office rather than sleeping quarters, although the owner was currently absent. There was a simple table with a chair in front, a locked metal footlocker, a total of seven books strewn about the place, and a lit lantern hung from the canvas overhead. Atop the improvised desk was a rolled up parchment that turned out to be a map of the Rainy Woodlands around New Whitehall. The terrain on it looked a bit different from the one Boxxy showed its minions during their briefing which wasn’t strange considering the hand-drawn nature of such documents. The interesting thing about it was that someone had used fresh ink to draw a few circles and arrows with coded designations. Next to that was a stack of what appeared to be reports regarding the Republic’s activity in the region, although the dates stamped on them revealed that they were at least a month old. 
 
    The stalker contacted Boxxy and reported her findings. 
 
    “It’s not much, but it’s something,” the shapeshifter replied. “What about the books?” 
 
    “Just personal items from what I can tell.” 
 
    “Okay, but what are they?” 
 
    “Oh. Uh…” Drea stalled while she checked them again. “There’s one titled The Treachery of Twigs, volumes one, two, four, and six of Nottley’s Magical Theories, a collection of hymns worshiping Teresa, and a… well-worn copy of this year’s Summer Chest Catalogue.” 
 
    That first one was a somewhat notorious piece of propaganda that spoke about the elves’ common military strategies since the time of the old Dominion. The books on magical theory were clearly reference materials, suggesting whoever used that tent was either the studious type or a moron who needed to constantly refresh themselves on the basics of magic. Not that Boxxy was one to talk considering its knowledge on the subject was rudimentary at best. After all, it only cared about practical applications. In any event, it doubted those books were important to the war effort. The same went double for the holy scriptures, and even more so for that last one. 
 
    If it was anything like the Fall Chest Catalogue under Rowana’s bed, then the summer edition was not, as the name would imply, an archive of stylish seasonal containers available for purchase. 
 
    “Let’s take them for now, we can sort them out later,” Boxxy decided. “Grab what you can carry and bring it with you, I’ll pick it up later.” 
 
    “At once, Master.” 
 
    Drea quickly gathered up all the documents and books she could lay her claws on and bound them together with some of her sticky webbing. The resulting pure-white pouch was securely strapped to her abdomen. Wrapping books in such sticky stuff was usually a bad idea because it was impossible to clean them without risk of ripping the pages out. However, the stalker’s white spider-silk was conjured entirely through magic, so it would evaporate without a trace in due time. An hour or so, to be specific. It would be another story if she used the lavender-colored Demon Silk that her rear-mounted spinnerets produced from digested food. 
 
    After she double checked that she took everything of note from the makeshift office, Drea moved onto the third and final tent of this little enclave. This one, however, was completely different from what she expected. For one, it was much better furnished and more lavishly decorated than the other two. Animal skin rugs covered much of the ground and various ornaments and small sculptures were placed atop high-quality wooden furniture. It had a desk, a cupboard, a wardrobe full of fancy clothes, and an honest-to-goodness queen-sized bed. It was also noticeably warmer, suggesting that some magic item or another regulated the air temperature. Rather than a hastily erected canvas shelter, it looked and felt like an expensive suite at some high-class hotel. 
 
    The ornaments on display were particularly curious. The nearby desk had a gilded pen and a golden ring with a large, square-cut gem. A jewel-encrusted sword was propped up against the wardrobe, although Drea got the distinct impression it had never tasted blood and was probably ceremonial in nature. On the nightstand next to the bed stood a mithril statuette of a half-naked woman clothed in a flowing robe. The Stalker honestly surprised the figure could stand upright considering how… disproportionately top-heavy it was. 
 
    The likely owner of all this stuff that had no place on a battlefield was on the bed. Drea had the strangest feeling that his quiet snores felt almost as out of place as the rest of the extravagant surroundings. Though it was the middle of the night, this was probably the only sleeping human in the entire camp. He suddenly shifted under the silken covers before his guest could get a good look at him. Wary that he might have sensed her presence, the stalker demon quickly hid behind the wardrobe. She stood perfectly still, stifling her breaths as she watched for any more suspicious movements.  
 
    Several minutes of staring later, it became clear that he had merely turned over in his sleep and wasn’t stirring awake. Drea left her hiding spot and silently skittered over to get a closer look at his face, as she felt somehow drawn to it. She loomed over him and nearly squealed when she realized how ridiculously handsome he actually was. His perfectly sculpted facial features had a strong, universal appeal to them, especially when framed by his silky black hair and well-groomed goatee. His lips were curled into a roguish half-smile all on their own despite the fact he was asleep. Even the soft sounds of his breathing were strangely pleasing to the ear. 
 
    The man exuded charm, ruggedness, and elegance all at once just by lying there. His presence alone was so enthralling that he could probably sweep any woman, and perhaps even a man or two, off their feet with a simple ‘Hello.’ Drea, technically a female, was instantly captivated. Without realizing it, she had already climbed onto his bed and was hovering over him while on her hands and knees. She slowly lowered her head, bringing their faces closer together in one long, smooth motion. A few tense moments later, they were so close that she could feel his hot breath on her chitinous skin. She kept shortening the nearly non-existent distance between them even further as she unknowingly, unwittingly, and unerringly placed her lips on his. 
 
    Her mandibles then dug into the sides of his face, cutting deep into his immaculate flesh. The human woke up and tried to scream, but failed due to the presence of four organic blades lodged in his lungs. What pathetic noises he managed to get out were stifled as they went down the demon’s throat along with his tongue and entire lower jaw. He struggled in vain for a while longer until Drea took their intimacy to the next level. Which, in stalker terms, meant she skewered him through the heart. 
 
    The stalker lifted her head and sat atop the dead man’s midsection as she savored the taste of this irresistible meal she had stumbled upon. After licking her bloodstained lips and letting out a few silent breaths of satisfaction, she unhinged her lower jaw and took a huge bite out of his right shoulder. She chewed on her mouthful of man-meat with such delight that her mouth curved into a wide smile flanked on either side by puffed-up cheeks. 
 
    “Claws!” Boxxy shouted directly into her head. “What did you just do?!” 
 
    “Oh hey, Master!” she replied in a jovial tone. “Just ate some guy. No big deal.” 
 
    “Guy?! What guy?!” 
 
    “Dunno. He was sleeping and he looked so incredibly cute that I couldn’t help but eat. Him. Up!” 
 
    “Wait, you just killed someone who was sleeping?” 
 
    “Yup!” 
 
    “Inside one of the big tents in the camp?” 
 
    “Yup!” 
 
    “And he was good looking, with short black hair and beard?” 
 
    “Yup!” 
 
    “I see… So that’s why I got a bunch of Levels out of nowhere…” 
 
    “… Huh?” 
 
    “Never mind that, what’s the condition of his body?” 
 
    “Reporting that it is extremely delicious!” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant, idiot!” it roared angrily. “I need to know if he’s still in one piece or not!” 
 
    “Ack!” 
 
    The demon snapped out of her gluttonous trance and audibly swallowed her current mouthful. 
 
    “Uhm, w-well, the, uh, half the face is gone. So is his right arm. And shoulder. And liver. Also a third – no, half of his left leg.” 
 
    She hadn’t realized she’d taken so many bites out of him already. 
 
    “… Is the heart still there?” 
 
    “S-sort of?” 
 
    “What do you mean sort of?!” 
 
    “W-well, h-half of it is still in his chest.” 
 
    “And the other half?” 
 
    “I… may have eaten it.” 
 
    In the next moment, Drea could’ve sworn she heard the unmistakable sound of an open palm colliding with a face. 
 
    “Well, that’s unfortunate, but it’s not that big of a deal,” the monster spoke in a disappointed tone. “His corpse wasn’t going to be of much use anyway. Yeah, on second thought, absorbing it could backfire.” 
 
    Oddly enough, those words seemed to be directed at itself rather than Drea. 
 
    “… Claws?” 
 
    “Yes, Master?” 
 
    “You’re still eating the body, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Y-yeah…” 
 
    Technically speaking, although ‘stop eating the guy’ was heavily implied in Boxxy’s words, it was not explicitly stated. So, the gluttonous stalker continued sampling the delicacy in front of her while she had the chance. 
 
    “Did you eat the other half of the heart, yet?” asked Boxxy expectantly. 
 
    “Of course not, Master. I saved it for you because it’s your favorite part.” 
 
    She also made sure to slobber all over it in order to try out this ‘indirect kiss’ thing she heard about from Zolmegnara, her demonic sister. Apparently, it was kind of a big deal in the Pearly Dunes where her sibling’s contractor lived, and Dreaheath had to admit the concept definitely sounded exciting. 
 
    “Good. Leave that for me. Also some thigh meat and the stomach. Oh, and the head. Or what’s left of it.” 
 
    “Aww… But I wanted to carve the skull into a bowl and slurp out the brain.” 
 
    “Too bad. This is an order – do not touch, nibble, bite, or even lick the head of the man you just killed. I need it as intact as possible.” 
 
    “… I can still eat the neck and spine, though, right?” 
 
    “I suppose, just make it snappy. The mission’s more or less over, so we’ll be leaving in a few minutes.” 
 
    “Thanks, Master!” 
 
    “So, boss, about that distraction,” Kora butted in. “Can it still happen?” 
 
    Inquiring about her role in this operation allowed the fiend to bypass the ‘idle chatter’ ban that Boxxy placed on her earlier. 
 
    “No, that won’t be necessary.” 
 
    “Not even as a ‘farewell gift’ to the Empire? I’m sure that Bonerwood fellow wouldn’t mind if we thinned out their numbers a bit.” 
 
    “Uh, no. There’s no point to declaring our presence without good reason. That would be idiotic.” 
 
    Even if the shapeshifter’s meddling was impossible to hide at that stage, it was better that the humans found out about it later rather than sooner. Besides, tough as she was, it doubted Arms could inflict any serious damage to these troops. They were all fit, alert, well-organized, and in high spirits. A bunch of them were drunk, but soldiers usually had a lot of END making them more resistant to poisons, including the inebriating effect of alcohol. A sudden battle would absolutely sober them up. All things considered, if the fiend charged their entrenched positions by herself she would probably kill only about three or four people before she fell. 
 
    “Oh. No, I suppose not,” she said dejectedly. “I mean, both Blade-face and the Slutmeister got to enjoy themselves during this field trip, so I just thought… y’know… you’d let me smash some skulls just for shits and giggles…” 
 
    “You’ll get plenty of that in a few days, so quit your moaning,” Boxxy sternly rejected her. 
 
    “… Yes, boss. Sorry, boss.” 
 
    “Reporting that Koralenteprix is being particularly pathetic right now,” Claws chimed in. 
 
    “I swear, bug-cheeks. One of these days!” 
 
    Meanwhile, the succubus on her way back to New Whitehall was working on solving a variant of an age old philosophical conundrum. Namely, if a succubus mocked someone behind their back but nobody was around to hear her, did that make her a spiteful bitch? 
 
    Unsurprisingly, she eventually arrived at a resounding ‘Yes.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Interlude
A Moment of Calm 
 
    Silus stared blankly out of a window, his attention focused on the fragrant cup of tea in his hands. He was in his office on the fourth and final floor of New Whitehall’s city hall. Few structures were tall enough to obstruct one’s line of sight at that height, allowing the elf a clear view of the Rainy Woodlands beyond the settlement’s borders. The greenery of nature contrasted against the dull red ocean of roof tiles in a rather picturesque way. Or at least that was how it usually was. This chilly morning brought with it a heavy downpour and a thick fog. Visibility was so terrible that Silus could scarcely see the ground, let alone the beautiful horizon. A flash of lightning in the distance briefly illuminated the half-dismantled Forest Gate’s outline in the middle of the plaza outside his window. The elf took a long sip of his drink as he wondered just how much it would cost to rebuild it after the war.  
 
    “Heh. He-heh,” he chuckled dryly. 
 
    The fact that he was able to casually consider that scenario was rather amusing. Somewhere in the last few weeks, he started sincerely believing in the Republic’s ability to fight off the Empire’s invasion. This feeling wasn’t born of some baseless speculation, blind optimism, or desperate hope, but was the result of the gambit he and his superiors took in the west. With the extra supplies and manpower coming in from Fort Yimin, the eastern front actually stood a fighting chance against the Empire forces in the region. And much like the 2nd Legion’s chief strategist and intelligence officer liked to say, chances existed to be taken. 
 
    Another significant contribution to Underwood’s morale was the unexpected show of support from the Horkensaft Kingdom. From what he was told, their royal court was rather split on what, if anything, should be done about the ongoing conflict. One faction insisted on distancing themselves from the Republic to improve relations with the Lodrak Empire. Another group demanded a strictly neutral stance, while a third campaigned for supporting the northern nation. 
 
    Though divided in opinion, each of the Kingdom’s noble houses shared the same motivation – fear. Considering their track record, having the Empire as an enemy was quite a daunting thought. In less than a hundred years, they had either conquered or annexed five sovereign human nations that previously bordered them. The Empire was threatening enough to cause the south’s constantly-feuding city-states to unify under the banner of the Sovereign States Alliance. Being on the opposite end of the continent and separated by the treacherous Oculus Sea, the Horkensaft Kingdom had never had to worry about the Imperial war machine. 
 
    However, this latest conflict could change that. If the Empire pushed far enough into the Republic, they could gain enough strength to fully subjugate the elven nation within the decade. That would put them right on the Kingdom’s doorstep, and the humans’ bloody history implied that it was only a matter of time before they went after the stout-folk. The question of how to deal with that eventuality was what had split the Kingdom’s ruling class. The political landscape further complicated the matter. The stout-folk of Horkensaft enjoyed favorable and profitable relations with both the Empire and the Republic, so openly backing either side would result in significant diplomatic and economic backlash. Moral considerations further muddied the waters as it was still uncertain whether the Empire was justified in waging war over the Calamity of Monotal. 
 
    Ultimately, it was the huge upset at Fort Yimin that broke the indecisive stalemate within the Kingdom. It showed that the outnumbered and underpowered Republic was capable of punching far above its weight. The pro-Republic faction’s leader – a dwarf bearing the noble name of Sugrus Steelhead – used the siege’s outcome as leverage to swing the vote in his favor. Following his advice, King Magnus Strongarm the Fourth ruled that aiding the elves and restoring the balance of power was the best way to ensure his subjects’ safety. 
 
    That said, the King was unwilling to openly take sides in a conflict only tangentially related to his domain. Though he was wary of what the future would bring, presently his people were not under threat of war. The stout-folk of Horkensaft had always kept to themselves, so it was not in their nature to brazenly intervene in foreign matters. As such, the Kingdom could not answer the Republic’s pleas for aid. Instead, they ‘suggested’ that the elves ‘hire’ a twelve-hundred-strong regiment of ‘independent mercenaries.’ Although it seemed relatively minor and far from free, the elves gratefully accepted the token of unofficial support. After all, the Kingdom’s heavy troopers were notoriously tough, capable of turning even an open field into a fortress by simply assuming a defensive phalanx with their massive shields. 
 
    With such reliable walking cover in front of them, New Whitehall’s adventurer conscripts would surely make the invaders pay for every step they took. 
 
    *Tok tok tok* 
 
    A rapping on the door pulled Underwood’s attention away from the foggy vista and fragrant tea. He emptied the rest of his cup and placed it back on its serving tray. It occurred to him that he should really commend his adjutant on their brewing skills. It was the last idle thought he had before seating himself at his desk. The officer’s mind then turned towards his responsibilities for the day, starting with this visitor. 
 
    “Enter,” he called out. 
 
    The door opened to reveal an elven woman wearing a dark green military uniform identical to the one Silus wore except for the shoulder patches stamped with a ‘II’ rather than a ‘III.’ She looked to be in her mid-to-late twenties with lime green hair and mismatched blue and green eyes. Her figure described in two words would be ‘unfortunately flat.’ She also suffered from a condition informally referred to as ‘resting bitch face.’ 
 
    “Good morning, Primus Underwood,” she said with a salute. 
 
    “Good morning, Primus Underwood,” he returned the gesture. 
 
    Cecilia Underwood was an elf born to a different branch of the distinguished elvish family. She and Silus were second cousins, but the two had never met until the 3rd Legion sent reinforcements to New Whitehall about a week ago. They hadn’t exactly gotten off on the best foot, either. Silus’ pride was injured upon the sight of someone so much younger sharing the same military rank. Furthermore, she had a peculiar accent atypical for the Republic, so the man treated her coldly and with suspicion. 
 
    Such pitiful differences were quickly put aside, however, as there was still a war to win. Besides, even if they were equals in military rank, their duties were much too different to draw any kind of direct comparison between their abilities. Silus helped with unit assignments and intelligence gathering, whereas Cecilia’s duties involved analyzing said intelligence and providing strategic counsel to the Legate of the 2nd Legion. 
 
    “To what do I owe this visit?” the man asked. 
 
    “I believe your ‘package’ is here.” 
 
    Cecilia motioned towards someone standing in the hallway, and a Legionnaire carrying a large wooden box entered the room. Following the female officer’s instructions, he carefully placed it on the desk, saluted, then closed the door on his way out. The clearly unamused woman remained at the foot of the desk, her arms crossed. 
 
    “Is there a problem, Cecilia?” 
 
    “That’s putting it mildly, Silus. When I first heard about the ‘contact’ you made at Fort Yimin, I thought it was some kind of twisted practical joke. Seeing this ‘delivery’ for myself makes it difficult for me to think of it as anything but.” 
 
    Silus sighed and leaned back in his chair. 
 
    “Can’t blame you for your skepticism. I had much the same reaction when he first made contact with me. Well, at least your first interaction with him was through a box instead of a severed head.” 
 
    The woman raised her thin eyebrows and cocked her head meaningfully towards the wooden container in question. 
 
    “… He put someone’s head in there, didn’t he?” 
 
    Cecilia nodded and Silus sighed yet again. 
 
    “Alright, let’s get this over with.” 
 
    The elf stood from his seat and strode over to the package. He grabbed the box’s lid and lifted it in one smooth motion. Just as his colleague implied, there was indeed a human head in there. Unfortunately, she neglected to mention that it had only half of its face left since the lower jaw was torn off, making it a slightly grislier sight than expected. At the very least, the Sandman had the decency to drain the remaining blood out of it this time around, though the stench of death was hardly appreciated. Even so, Silus wasn’t exactly the squeamish type. As a Rogue in service to the Republic’s Foreign Intelligence Bureau – or FIB for short – his past duties often involved getting his hands dirty. One could even argue doing this was still very much in his job description, albeit in a slightly more figurative sense. 
 
    However, while this was hardly the first severed head he had seen, something seemed familiar about it. Even with the lower jaw missing, he couldn’t help but feel like he’d seen this man before. He couldn’t quite put his finger on it until he read the note glued to the lid’s underside. 
 
    INVOICE 
 
    From: Sandman Assassinations Inc.
To: Primus Silus Underwood, 3rd Republic Legion, New Whitehall City Hall 
 
    Invoice #000006
For services rendered:
Imperial soldiers x 13 – 100 GP
Imperial documents x 12 – 400 GP
Charlton family signet ring x 1 – 1,200 GP
VIP night service x 1 – 2,500 GP
Next-day delivery – 300 GP
Subtotal: 10,500 GP
Boxing tax: 5%
Total: 11,025 GP 
 
    We appreciate your patronage and look forward to doing business with you again in due course. 
 
    “No…” he muttered as he glanced between the invoice and the black-haired head on his desk. “No. No no no! NO! They dragged him into this? Why?!” 
 
    “What’s wrong, Silus?” 
 
    Cecilia’s cousin addressed her concern by pointing at the boxed head with a quivering lip. 
 
    “This… This is… I- I thought I was imagining it at first, but…” 
 
    “Spit it out already!” 
 
    “That’s J.C. in there!” 
 
    “… Who?” 
 
    “Jonas Charlton! The Jonas Charlton!” 
 
    “Again, who?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m not surprised you don’t know him,” he said in a sarcastic tone. “It’s not like he’s the greatest Bard of our time or anything!” 
 
    “First of all, don’t get smart with me,” she warned him. “Secondly, why should we care about some dead Bard?” 
 
    “No, sorry, you’re right.” the upset man backed off. “That’s the natural reaction, isn’t it?” 
 
    There was a brief moment of silence while Silus reigned in his anger. 
 
    “That wasn’t a rhetorical question, by the way,” Cecilia spoke up. “Why is this Jonas Charlton so important?” 
 
    “Right. If you’re asking that, then you haven’t seen him- haven’t heard him. The man’s angelic voice floats such melodious and heavenly tunes that he could make even heartless demons weep. The sun rises every day just to hear his melodies. We’re talking about a man that could make thousands of people dance in joy just by banging a pair of rocks together.” 
 
    Cecilia took a few discrete steps away from Silus as he raved about the deceased performer. 
 
    “And yet here he is. On my desk. Dead as a doornail.” 
 
    He hung his head and leaned heavily against the wall, seemingly exhausted. 
 
    “Have I mentioned how much I fucking hate this war?” he mumbled to someone who wasn’t there. 
 
    After calming down and finding someone to take care of the late Bard’s remains, the two Underwoods began sorting through the box’s other contents. Although Charlton’s head was definitely the most prominent object, it wasn’t the only thing in the package. There were a couple of brown paper packages bound together by string, supposedly the Imperial documents mentioned in the grim invoice. At the bottom of the box was the promised signet ring representing the noble title bestowed upon him by the Emperor in recognition of his exquisite talents. 
 
    Boxxy had been rather reluctant to part with that particular piece of jewelry. Not only was it sufficiently shiny, but it also appealed to its rapidly developing collector’s spirit. However, it judged that proving the identity of the head’s owner was more important. That sacrifice wouldn’t have been necessary if Drea hadn’t eaten half of his face. Jonas Charlton was so popular that one in three people could easily identify him solely by his ridiculously handsome features. Even Boxxy had heard of him through Rowana, though the monster never expected to find him anywhere near the front lines. After all, Bards were artists, not fighters. 
 
    Silus shared that opinion, which was why he wasted no time in poring through the captured documents alongside Cecilia. Unfortunately, they learned next to nothing about the Empire’s plan for the attack on New Whitehall. Cecilia’s team would probably glean something by comparing the scribbled-on map to the rest of the information they had gathered, but this was the extent of those documents’ value. The most important piece of intelligence was the Sandman’s report, which outlined the results of his mission and the steps he took to achieve them. 
 
    The mercenary was given three key objectives for last night’s covert operation. The first was to infiltrate the enemy stronghold by any means necessary. The hood-for-hire clearly accomplished this given the apparent legitimacy of the pilfered documents. He refused to divulge exactly how he had penetrated that perimeter other than noting it was done via ‘covert aerial insertion.’ That was enough for Silus, though. The Sandman claimed he could do it and delivered on his word, which was all the elf needed to know.  
 
    The mission’s second objective was to discover the means through which the Empire had mobilized so rapidly and, if possible, eliminate the cause. This was where Jonas Charlton entered the picture. According to information gathered from interrogated Imperial foot soldiers, the Bard in question was actually an Ultimate Skill user, which was a surprise to Silus. The elf didn’t doubt the talented singer would reach the peak of his craft eventually, but had no idea that he had already done so. Silus imagined it must have been a very recent development, so news of it hadn’t crossed the border quite yet. After all, Jonas Charlton had been far too much of a showoff to keep quiet about becoming the youngest Level 100 Bard in recorded history. 
 
    His Ultimate Skill was something called the Song That Never Ends. It was a powerful tune that gave anyone and everyone within earshot nearly limitless stamina while also preventing and curing hangovers. That secondary effect implied the ability was best utilized for celebratory purposes, but its military applications were plainly obvious. The Skill reportedly had a few downsides. First, unlike a certain dwarf’s Tempest of Rage, it bestowed its effects upon all targets within range regardless of allegiance. The other drawbacks were that it had no effect on the user and that performing it was extremely exhausting. Barring occasional bathroom and snack breaks, a Level 100 Bard could easily perform non-stop for seventy hours straight. However, Charlton hadn’t been able to maintain the Song That Never Ends for more than a fifth of that before he slipped into an exhausted coma. 
 
    That certainly explained how and why the Empire covered so much ground in so little time. The Bard’s energizing performances were spaced out in such a way that the soldiers needed no sleep and barely any rest. The only one that needed such things were Charlton himself, but the grunts kept working even without the Song. Even if they were pushed to the point of collapsing from exhaustion during ‘off-hours,’ they would fully recover after only a few minutes of the tune. The only negative side effects were the accumulated mental strain of working so many consecutive hours and the increased consumption of food and drink. The party-like atmosphere the Sandman encountered was the result of the invading officers’ attempts to alleviate those issues. This information confirmed that the Bard’s Rank Up and his joining the war effort were very recent developments. 
 
    Silus’ initial outrage over the prodigal singer’s untimely demise had all but evaporated by the time he reached that part of the report. The grieving fan inside him gave way to the cold, pragmatic logic of an officer in the military. Indeed, though it was regrettable and unfortunate, the prodigal singer’s untimely demise was necessary. The Sandman deserved no blame for it, either. He flawlessly carried out the duty given to him and eliminated an enemy of the Republic, which was undeniably a good thing. If any fault was found in the tragic series of events, it rested with the impatient fool that placed Charlton in that camp. Whether it was the Bard, the Emperor, or someone else entirely was unclear, but one thing was certain. 
 
    Once this war was over, Silus would take some of those vacation days he had coming and get to the bottom of it all. 
 
    The shady mercenary’s report finished with details surrounding his third and final objective. Namely, the gathering of any and all information regarding the status and movements of the invading army, especially the three VIPs purportedly attached to it. The previous section revealed that the number of noteworthy individuals deployed to New Whitehall had actually been four, at least until the Sandman had… corrected that miscalculation. 
 
    The first person of interest he was told to look out for was one Bernard Samson. Although not quite Level 100, the young man was still a significant threat. He was the Hero of the Hammer, chosen by Teresa herself. As the mortal representative of the Goddess of Truth and Justice, Samson wielded a fearsome power called Judgment From Above. When invoked, this Hero Skill turned the user’s conviction into a burst of power capable of smiting down even the greatest of evils. The more malicious and corrupt the target, the more effective the ability was. 
 
    As with all powerful Skills, this one had a certain fault. Namely, that ‘good’ and ‘evil’ were rather subjective. For example, a merchant had every right to demand justice should someone steal from him, but a thief would feel vindicated in his unlawful actions if they allowed his otherwise innocent family to survive. The world was not black and white, but various shades of gray that constantly shifted in accordance with one’s point of view. Therefore, if the Hero of the Hammer did not honestly believe he was doing the right thing, his trump card would waver as well. 
 
    Unfortunately, there was no chance of that happening in this war. The Empire repeatedly and systematically blamed the Republic for the Calamity of Monotal, which happened to be the Hero’s hometown. Young Samson would no doubt want to exact vengeance upon the villains that reduced so many of his loved ones to ash and dust. Furthermore, Republic spies reported he was in frequent contact with members and associates of the Gilded Hand. The FIB knew just how ruthless Spymaster Edward Allen and his organization were. They undoubtedly did everything in their power to further twist and taint the Hero’s broken heart just to turn him into a weapon against the Republic. 
 
    The Sandman’s report somewhat confirmed those speculations. It revealed the tragic Hero had received substantial favor in the form of a heavily enchanted suit of armor. The mercenary stated that capturing the equipment had proven too risky, as had attacking Samson himself. He was only able to sabotage the Hero by destroying his gifted gear. As usual, the report was woefully lacking in terms of the author’s means and methods. Though Silus understood that a man in the Sandman’s position would hesitate to reveal his secrets, he couldn’t help but grow steadily frustrated with the systematic ambiguity. No matter how effective, an unknown asset was both inherently dangerous and difficult to utilize. 
 
    Moving on, the enigmatic Warlock confirmed the status of the second VIP on the Republic’s watch list. The angelic Monk that had identified herself as Zone during the siege of Fort Yimin had indeed been reassigned to the eastern front. Though she hadn’t been present at the camp, the Sandman pointed to one of the personal correspondences included in the package, the one addressed to ‘J.J.’ Looking at the seemingly innocent letter again, Cecilia confirmed that it might have been written in a code that she would have her people try to crack. 
 
    The third and final VIP the Republic had expected in the east was a total unknown. The FIB had intercepted some information about the individual’s movements, but nothing regarding their identity or abilities. The only thing they were certain of was that he would be part of the assault on New Whitehall. Thankfully, the Sandman included a suspiciously detailed sketch of the mystery VIP depicting a human male in his late forties with some severe scarring on his bald head. His equipment suggested he was a magic user, but there was no information about his Job or Levels. However, the palm-print insignia on his robes clearly marked him as an agent of the Gilded Hand. This worried Silus, as it was unusual for that organization to flaunt their power so brazenly. Then again, perhaps it wasn’t all that strange considering their suspected involvement with Bernard Samson. Whatever the case, if that was another of the Spymaster’s hand-picked cadre of elites, then he was sure to be extremely troublesome. 
 
    Another point of worry was how the Sandman had acquired this visual record even though the target was supposedly absent from the Imperial camp last night. 
 
    “Used mind magic to harvest relevant information from the minds of suspected eyewitnesses,” he quoted the report. “Fuck. I knew he was a Warlock, but he should have been a Demonologist, not an Oppressor.” 
 
    The latter was the unofficial term for Warlocks that specialized in Skills and Spells capable of tapping into others’ thoughts, feelings, and memories. Additionally, this path typically delved into the gruesome realm of blood magic, which was used primarily to inflict debilitating afflictions that sapped the victim’s vitality while bolstering the Warlock’s. With these two sinister schools of magic at their disposal, an Oppressor would mentally and physically cripple their enemies, rendering them unable to resist whatever cruel fate awaited. 
 
    Given the Sandman’s vicious behavior, Silus could scarcely imagine what sort of torture the subjects of his ‘information harvesting’ had been subjected to. 
 
    “You’re reading too much into it,” Cecilia dismissed his concerns. “There’s demons that can do that stuff too, you know. And maybe some rituals, or magic items.” 
 
    In reality, Boxxy simply used its Broken Reflection to slurp up some dead guys’ brains, but it couldn’t admit that while maintaining its secondary Facade. 
 
    “… You’re right. I shouldn’t dwell on it,” Silus purged his unpleasant thoughts. “What about the Empire’s Spymaster? He seems to be rather involved in this one. Anything on his movements?” 
 
    “Nothing, as per usual,” Cecilia shrugged. “We have no way of knowing that monster’s whereabouts unless he wished us to know. But, judging from the movements of his lackeys, he seems to have taken an unhealthy interest in dungeons, regardless of which side of the border they’re on.” 
 
    “Dungeons, you say? What could they offer to a man like him?” 
 
    The female officer briefly pondered whether it was alright to share her speculations, but decided it couldn’t hurt. 
 
    “Probably has something to do with Tol-Saroth,” she declared. “Sealed records regarding the sage’s research contained references to a stolen dungeon core he used in his experiments.” 
 
    “Huh. Are dungeon cores a thing that can be stolen in the first place?” 
 
    “Judging from how at least two of the smaller dungeons on our soil no longer have theirs, I’d say that’s a yes.” 
 
    “Alright,” he nodded as the news sunk in. “I still don’t see what the Empire would want with them. They only spew out monsters that can’t wander too far, so it can’t be for their usual function. Perhaps trying to mimic something Tol-Saroth did?” 
 
    Silus held his fist to his lips as the gears in his head started churning away at high speed. 
 
    “Tol-Saroth… Dungeon cores… Monotal was near a dungeon… The Calamity? Surely the Empire aren’t trying to weaponize that, right?” 
 
    “Of course, they are,” shot back Cecilia. “So what if thousands of their countrymen died? You think that’s going to stop those hypocrites from using it against us? Or the rest of the continent, for that matter?” 
 
    “I see… Then, could it be that the whole Monotal incident was their doing?” 
 
    “That’s my current hypothesis. That region used to be secluded, low profile, and sparsely populated. Hardly the worst place to conduct experiments on dungeons if I do say so myself. However, I doubt they’d willingly bomb their own people – they’re not that stupid. An accident or misfire is the most plausible explanation.” 
 
    “And of course the Empire would never own up to their fuck-ups,” Silus carried on, “so they used the Hero’s testimony as leverage to paint the Republic responsible for the disaster. After all, nobody would doubt the words of the one chosen by the bloody Goddess of Truth and Justice, especially after that miraculous resurrection.” 
 
    “And bingo-bango, they suddenly have ‘just cause’ to attack us,” Cecilia smiled humorlessly. 
 
    “I must say, this is quite the theory. It makes sense, but it’s more than a little far-fetched. Surely if the Empire was conducting any large-scale dungeon core research, the FIB would catch wind of it.” 
 
    The Gilded Hand might have been masters at the game of international espionage, but the rest of their nation, to put it nicely, lacked in the subtlety department. Otherwise, the Republic wouldn’t have known anything about the movements of the invading army’s VIPs. At the same time, this apparent dungeon core theft was more than a little suspicious. 
 
    “It is out there, yes,” his cousin agreed. “We’ve also found no hard evidence to either confirm or deny it. In my personal opinion, however, there is a non-zero chance that this scenario is frighteningly close to the truth.” 
 
    “Heh. A ‘non-zero’ chance, is it?” 
 
    “What? Did I say something strange?” 
 
    “Kind of. It’s just that, prior to the war’s outbreak, a friend told me he heard there was a ‘non-zero chance’ of the Sandman aiding our cause.” 
 
    The elven woman closed her mismatched eyes for a few seconds as she sorted through her memory. 
 
    “Ah, you would be referring to Milo Faehorn, yes?” 
 
    “Indeed. Did you know him?” 
 
    “Yes. I did. Professionally and personally. I can’t exactly take credit for predicting the Sandman’s involvement as I wasn’t being entirely serious at the time.” 
 
    “That still means you were at least partly serious, no? Actually, you seemed rather well-informed on Warlocks and demons and whatnot.” 
 
    “What is your point, cousin?” 
 
    “Isn’t it odd for a military strategist to spend time researching some random vigilante when there’s a war on the horizon?” 
 
    “… I admit,” she hesitated for a second, “I may have had a mild obsession with the Sandman back then. At least with the idea behind him. A vigilante with a mysterious past working outside the law in order to enforce it. It’s quite the romantic notion, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Heh. I guess you weren’t thrilled to find out he’s just another common killer.” 
 
    “No, I really wasn’t. Although I would hardly call him ‘common.’ Tell me, Silus, what do you think of him?” 
 
    “What, me?” he scoffed. “You know more about him than me by the sound of it.” 
 
    “Don’t play dumb with me, cousin. You’ve had the most interaction with him. Not to mention you’re a ‘people person’ to begin with. I’m sure you’ve already profiled him.” 
 
    Silus was unsure whether he should share his professional opinion of the shady mercenary since it was technically confidential information. Then again, Cecilia shared her thoughts regarding the Spymaster’s potential schemes, so he decided to return the favor. 
 
    “I have noticed certain behavioral patterns, yes.” 
 
    “And those would be?” 
 
    “For one thing, his primary goal is to make money without antagonizing the government or the populace. That’s why he offers his services in exchange for coin rather than resorting to thievery and robbery. A man of his skills would surely make a fortune in no time at all if he turned to crime. In fact, I suspect he already has, given how many underground organizations he’s dismantled. A man like that wouldn’t hesitate to break the law if it meant he could quietly amass enough wealth to make a dragon jealous.” 
 
    “Yet you seem to hold this suspected master criminal in rather high regard.” 
 
    “I respect how professional he is. So far he’s carried out every job we’ve given him to tremendous effect. Though he seems expensive on paper, I think he’s actually underselling himself in order to maintain a positive relationship with the government.” 
 
    “Repeat business is good business, huh?” 
 
    “Precisely. Which leads me to the second point – he is a shrewd and highly intelligent individual. Extremely resourceful and with a superhuman amount of foresight. It’s as if he sees a completely different world from the one you and I live in.” 
 
    “Ugh,” groaned Cecilia. “He’s not one of those people, is he?” 
 
    “No, definitely not. His origins are definitely unique given his size and the little we’ve seen of his appearance, but I seriously doubt he’s from another world. Those realm-hoppers are all weak-willed, idealistic fools. Even if they gain enough power to rival the Sandman’s, they wouldn’t wield it with the same ruthless conviction. You’d never catch our masked mercenary pulling his punches in a fight. And boy, can he bloody fight.” 
 
    “Is he really that strong?” 
 
    “He’s personally taken down about a thousand enemy soldiers and one VIP. Well, two VIPs now, I suppose.” 
 
    “I know, I’ve read the reports, but I doubt they paint the whole picture. I want your opinion.” 
 
    “Ah… Well, from what little I’ve seen… I guess he’s a lot like Hilda, only with more magic and less screaming. Or, more screaming, if you count the sheer panic his presence instils in the enemy.” 
 
    “Damn. Are you sure he’s not a Ranker himself?” 
 
    “No idea. Frankly, I’m just glad he’s on our side,” Silus lamented. 
 
    “But for how long?” Cecilia asked the unpleasant question. “He’s a mercenary. Surely the Empire will buy him off if the chance presents itself.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t count on it. He’s not only a professional, but also a real stickler when it comes to deals or contracts. That’s probably how he’s able to keep three demonic familiars in line. Or perhaps because of it? Either way, I don’t see him breaking off an arrangement he’s agreed to. Especially the rather lucrative deals we’ve been giving him.” 
 
    “Interesting. Aren’t those traits commonly associated with the Hero of Death?” 
 
    “That was my initial thought as well. His behavior fits in almost perfectly with that long line of master assassins, but the current heir to the title is staying as far away from this conflict as possible. There’s no way our Sandman is the current ‘Reaper,’ but I wouldn’t be surprised if he became one in the future.” 
 
    “I like how you just assumed a God can only appoint a single Hero at a time.” 
 
    “Come off it, Cecilia. Even you have to admit that a God having multiple Heroes is impossible.” 
 
    The lime-haired woman cracked a mischievous smile at that word. 
 
    “Not impossible. Improbable. While I do not presume to know or understand the wills of the divines, the only thing we know for sure is that only the worthy are chosen as Heroes. Just because they appear decades or centuries apart doesn’t mean there can’t be more than one ‘worthy’ individual at any given time.” 
 
    “Look, your conspiracy theories aside, this is the God of Death we’re talking about. It’s not exactly a secret that his Hero is chosen and trained by their predecessor, not Mortimer himself. Even if your outrageous theory is true there’s no way that- Why are we even discussing this?” 
 
    “… Apologies, cousin, I got carried away again. I guess I’m not quite as done with this Sandman as I thought.” 
 
    “It’s quite alright. I’m also guilty of chasing after patterns that might not exist, but we can’t afford to waste our time on such distractions. Even if the Empire’s advance has slowed and the Sandman’s disturbances caused confusion, they’re still within marching distance of our position. We need to keep planning and preparing for anything they can throw at us.” 
 
    “I think we’ve done all that we can, though. The only matter left unsettled is to assist the gnomish Artificer corps with the placement of their landmines. After that all we can do is sit and watch how the battle unfolds.” 
 
    Silus winced when Cecilia unintentionally reminded him of Jessiwick Wobblebang’s situation. Decanus Morgana had been in his office just the day before trying to coax him to send her away just before the Forest Gate shut down. Apparently, the redhead bonded with her fellow bomb fanatic and wanted her safe. Unfortunately, Miss Wobblebang’s team hadn’t finished deploying the explosive traps. Silus sympathized with Keira’s plight. She didn’t want to risk losing another friend to this blasted war, but his hands were tied. The most he could do was push forward the last-minute proposal to rig the mines behind the wall rather than in front. 
 
    For what it was worth, Silus agreed with the catgirl’s assessment that it seemed like a better use of those bombs than trying to keep the Empire off of the glorified stone fence. 
 
    “Yeah, about that,” he recalled another unpleasant thought. “I can’t help but feel like something horrible is going to happen out there.” 
 
    “Odd. I had you pegged as someone who doesn’t believe in things like hunches and gut feelings,” Cecilia casually remarked. 
 
    “Normally you would be right, but I can’t help myself considering the… religious beliefs of certain people. At first I disregarded the rumors about followers of the Goddess of Probability being heralds of incomprehensible bullshit as baseless hearsay and superstition. But as I look back on what transpired at Fort Yimin, it’s hard for me to deny that there might be some truth to that notion.” 
 
    It was somewhat of an unwritten law that, whether by fate, divine guidance, pure coincidence, or all of the above, no major event unfolded without a Paladin, Priest, or Monk of Chaos nearby. It was one of those trends throughout history that was impossible to ignore once noticed. Whether it was a nation sinking beneath the sea, a new Job’s discovery, or unearthing signs that humans had descended from trolls – no world-changing event took place without at least one of Kyle’s followers around. Compared to past examples, a quintuplet of immature dryads awaking from their centuries-long slumber to defend an elven fort was relatively tame. 
 
    “I mean sure,” Silus continued ranting, “we lucked out with the dryads back then, but that was with just the Fizzlesprocket girl. You’ll have to forgive me if I can’t help but wonder whether the ground would split open and swallow us whole when two of that maniac’s flock are present.” 
 
    The elf rubbed his face in exasperation before throwing a sideways glance towards the pleasantly smiling Cecilia. 
 
    “No offense.” 
 
    “None taken,” she graciously replied. “If I let a few stray comments get to me, then there’s no way I would be able to call myself High Priestess of the Sisterhood of the Receding Waffle.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. Out of curiosity, ‘High Priestess,’ just how large is your following?” 
 
    If this Sisterhood of the Receding Waffle was anything like Fizzy’s Order of the Gilded Chest, it probably consisted only of Cecilia. 
 
    “Just me and Mister Bosco.” 
 
    “Who’s Mister Bosco?” 
 
    “My stuffed bear.” 
 
    “I see, a stuffed bear. Huh. I never would’ve guessed. Wait, he’s not a sentient golem is he? I don’t think I can handle another one.” 
 
    “No, of course not. There’s no way, right? At least, I don’t think there is… Then again… that would explain why my lacy unmentionables keep disappearing. Curious indeed… I must investigate this further. Cousin, you will assist me, yes? I believe you’re more familiar with stake-outs than I am.” 
 
    Silus stared up at the ceiling as he seriously reconsidered his stance on what was ‘too early’ to start drinking. 
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 Part One 
 
    *Haaaaa-HOOOOOOOOOOM Haaa-HOOOOM HA-HOOOOOOOM* 
 
    A deep, loud tone resounded through the Rainy Woodlands, followed swiftly by several identical notes. 
 
    [The Echoes of War have filled you with courage. Glory to the Empire!]
[Increases resistance to mental status effects by 20% for 60 minutes.] 
 
    Private Cohen Thomson tightened the grip on his spear and clenched his shield-bearing hand into a fist. Behind him, a group of Priests finished their rather long mantra. Thomson hadn’t paid attention to what they were chanting in unison back there, but he didn’t need to. The radiant glow that enveloped him and his entire unit, combined with the familiar warmth of holy magic, told him everything he needed to know. The mental notifications helped too, of course. 
 
    [You are now under the effects of Greater Blessing of the Sun.]
[Maximum HP +300. Healing received increased by 20%.]
[The effect will last for 60 minutes or until it is overridden by another Blessing.] 
 
    Thomson cast a gaze up at the noon sky in a moment of bewilderment. How in the world were they receiving energy from the sun if it was hidden by so many thick clouds? Stranger still, how could the Priests borrow power from the Sun God Solus even though they were all supposed to be Apostles of Justice in service to Teresa? He momentarily dredged up a memory of a theology lecture from his basic training, and how it said something about the sun not picking favorites. Such idle thoughts were instantly forgotten when the Private saw his commanding officer making a move. 
 
    “Company! Forward!” 
 
    The Sergeant, an old war dog named Smith, raised his sword and his voice. All one hundred and twenty men in his unit, including Thomson, began to move. The Private passed through the forest undergrowth at the head of the formation while a column of his comrades followed close behind. With horns blaring behind him and the Rainy Woodlands rapidly thinning out in front, he and his fellow soldiers soon emerged onto a grassy, uneven clearing. For the second time in a few days, Thomson found himself unusually happy to see an area so utterly devoid of blasted trees. 
 
    “Form ranks! Form ranks!” 
 
    Following the commanding officer’s instructions, he and his comrades quickly rebuilt their rectangular formation just outside the cover of the forest. To his left and right, Private could see more and more Imperial companies emerging from the woods with a steady gait. There was no doubt more units would follow from behind. Some three hundred or so meters in front of him stood a wall that, by all means, shouldn’t have been there. He was neither an officer nor a strategist and had trouble reading maps to boot, but he distinctly remembered hearing that the city lacked defensive fortifications. That was why the familiar sight of siege equipment was absent during their long march in the first place. 
 
    Leave it to those crafty twigs to build all that in less than a month, he couldn’t help but admire their resourcefulness. Almost makes me sorry we’ll be tearing it down. 
 
    He reached up to his forehead and lowered the visor on his helmet. 
 
    Almost. 
 
    The Sergeant began reciting a little speech in a loud, clear voice, but Thomson didn’t really hear any of the words. He was sure that guy was being all inspirational and stuff, but such gestures did little to raise his fighting spirit. After all, how could a mere man compare to the divine voice of Jonas Charlton? He was sure he could charge that little fence and tear it down with his bare hands if only he had the chance to hear that indescribable song once more. 
 
    Unfortunately, he was one of the few people around who knew this would never happen. Private Thomson had the misfortune of being among the people to discover the gruesome scene of Charlton’s alleged murder. He scoffed at that word. ‘Alleged.’ Apparently, the lack of a body led some to believe the Bard was still alive. Worse still, they called him a traitor who had faked his death and abandoned his post – a theory based solely on the absence of Charlton’s personal belongings. However, they could only say such things because they hadn’t seen what Thomson had. The savagely ripped up bedding and the ridiculous amount of blood left no doubt in the grunt’s mind that the Empire lost a national treasure that night. 
 
    Regardless of the facts, the ones in charge ordered everyone involved to keep their mouths shut under threat of dishonorable discharge. Deep down, Thomson thought his superiors were the dishonorable ones for trying to hide it, but he kept his mouth shut. There was also the matter of exactly who killed the genius performer and how. Well, the first part seemed rather obvious. Surely the damned elves behind that wall were responsible. Sabotage and terrorism were old hat for those filthy twigs operated. 
 
    How they pulled it off was a complete mystery to Thomson, but he honestly didn’t care. He was a simple footman, and this unpleasant business was beyond his pay grade. He only cared that a talented Imperial citizen had been gruesomely murdered, and that he would make those responsible pay. That was all the motivation he needed. He was itching for a fight so much that there was nothing his commander could say that would rouse him further. 
 
    “-and so it falls to us!” the Sergeant wrapped up his speech. “We shall show those cowards what it means to threaten our way of life! For truth, justice, and the Emperor!” 
 
    “Ooorah!” 
 
    “For the glory of the Emperor! All hail!” 
 
    “Hail! Hail! Hail!” 
 
    If their cheers were any indication, the rest of the unit ate up those words up like mad. Similar ovations came in in from the surrounding units. Things were getting so heated that the soldiers could scarcely even feel the chilly weather. Up in the distance, Thomson could barely make out the enemy forming their own defensive lines along that wall, the gatehouses, and the turrets. 
 
    *HAAAAUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUU* 
 
    A tense few moments later, a war horn much louder than the previous ones washed over the Imperial soldiers. Unlike those morale-fortifying magic items dubbed Echoes of War, this was nothing more than a simple instrument whose primary function was that of a signal. 
 
    “Advaaaance!” came the command. 
 
    “Oorah!” responded the soldiers. 
 
    Thus begun their march. For some, it would be their first. For many, it would be their last. Yet none of them showed a single sign of hesitation as they strode forward, shoulder to shoulder with their comrades-in-arms. Their greaves sank into the muddy ground still wet from yesterday’s downpour. The nearly pure-white wall gradually became taller with every step. Slowly but surely, the three hundred meters between the two armies grew smaller as the Empire closed in from the south. The Republic made their move when the front-most row of humans separated from the forest’s cover around the two-hundred fifty meter mark. 
 
    Sergeant Smith reacted immediately upon seeing suspicious movements atop the wall. 
 
    “Porcupine!” 
 
    That single word from the commanding officer caused his men to spring into action. Ranks were tightened and shields raised as the eighty Warriors and Paladins of Thomson’s vanguard unit assumed a defensive formation. In the blink of an eye, the ten loose rows became a steel box as their overlapping rectangular shields hid them almost completely from view, providing physical cover for themselves as well as the magical support troops between them. The numerous spears poking through the gaps in the shields created a shape resembling the composition’s namesake. 
 
    Thomson peeked through the gaps in the formations and spotted numerous flashes of red light coming from the top of the enemy ramparts. A sea of arrows that rose up in the air, threatening to blot out what little sunlight poked through the clouds. 
 
    “Brace!” 
 
    The entire unit hunkered down behind their shields, with the magic users taking cover in the gaps between the heavily armored soldiers. However, the latter did not deploy any defensive magic because the order to do so had not been issued. As someone who had taken part in assaulting a series of smaller Republic fortifications along the border, the Sergeant knew full well that the incoming projectiles were a threat. However, they were not dangerous enough to expend MP. The true battle would begin once his unit was thirty to fifty meters from the wall, since that was the effective range for most offensive Spells. It was important to preserve his Casters’ energy for that magical exchange. Therefore, all the Imperials had to do at this stage was to close the gap while receiving the elves’ ‘hospitality.’ 
 
    Just as expected, the first volley of steel-tipped projectiles crashed against the porcupine formation doing little-to-no-damage. Some arrows embedded themselves in the metal shields and a few others broke through some of the gaps, but the majority of them were deflected without issue. Mere seconds later came the second volley. The third and fourth followed soon after as the Republic Legions’ vaunted Scouting corps pelted the Imperial soldiers in a literal hail of arrows. 
 
    “Company! Forward!” 
 
    Moving as one, Thomson and his fellow soldiers rose from their semi-kneeling position and started walking forward with a steady, practiced pace without breaking formation. For the next two hundred meters their world would consist of nothing but the sight of their comrades’ backs and the sounds of arrows banging on the shields overhead. However, their lateral movement created gaps in their defenses, allowing more and more arrows to find their way through. Some of the errant shots got lucky and struck a lightly armored magic user while others bounced off the vanguards’ steel plating. Healing Spells were thrown about as the unit endured the onslaught. Even if their attacks appeared lackluster to a layman, the enemy Rangers weren’t to be taken lightly as they turned the advancing porcupine into a pincushion. 
 
    Private Thomson, being at the front of the formation, was extremely aware of this. Numerous pointed dents were visible on the inner side of his shield, which steadily grew heavier. It was impossible to tell whether that was due to all the impacts his left arm bore or the combined weight of the arrowheads lodged in it. He couldn’t tell how far he’d walked either and it wasn’t worth the risk peeking out from behind his shield. 
 
    It was a lesson the man to his left had learned the hard way, as an arrow had struck him just as he did so. It flew through an open space barely a few centimeters wide, pierced his helmet, and struck his forehead. If the armor didn’t lessen the impact, that shot would’ve bore clean through his skull instead of merely leaving him with a head wound. The injured man promptly received healing from the Paladin behind him and kept pushing forward while groaning about the ‘lucky shot.’ 
 
    Thomson didn’t believe it was a lucky shot at all. His skirmishes with those twigs leading up to this point were indicative of their skill with the bow and arrow. Indeed, judging by the impacts transmitted to his shield-bearing arm, the twigs were aiming almost exclusively at the edges of his shield at around eye level. The power behind each shot was no joke either. The barrage would have shredded the sheet of metal on the Private’s left forearm if it wasn’t magically fortified. The man therefore kept his head firmly hidden from view, trusting in his Sergeant to lead him to the enemy. 
 
    Just then, there was a brief, unnatural pause in the near-constant barrage. The momentary lapse of incoming projectiles caused the unit to pick up the pace for several steps before they were stopped dead in their tracks by the Sergeant. 
 
    “Braaaace!” 
 
    The unit hunkered down as one, much like when they first assumed their formation. The soldiers at the edges firmly planted their shields in the soft mud while those in the middle tightened the ‘ceiling’ as best they could. 
 
    *DODODODODONNN* 
 
    A series of explosions rang out all around the Private as the Republic’s newly-developed Boom-tubes augmented by their Rangers’ Multishot peppered the Imperial forces. Various shock waves rattled Thomson’s bones and metal fragments pinged fiercely off his shield while a burst of heat and flame overwhelmed his senses. Countless jagged shards found their way through the cracks in the formation. Most bounced harmlessly off of plate armor, but some inevitably pierced what little exposed flesh there was to find. 
 
    “Group heal! Group heal!” 
 
    The Sergeant ordered for large-scale healing magic as soon as the explosive onslaught let up. The unit’s Priests began working their magic just as the rain of standard arrows resumed. Thomson shared a few sideways glances with his comrades, silently confirming what all of them wanted to ask: what the flying fuck just hit them? The Empire trained its soldiers with an emphasis on obedience and discipline. The downside of that approach was that unexpected adversity had a far more pronounced effect on their morale. The upside, however, was that soldiers could overcome their fears and doubts by simply trusting in their commanding officer. 
 
    “Forward, men! Double time!” 
 
    Thomson’s unit uprooted from their position and moved towards the enemy at a significantly faster pace than before. It was risky as the added bobbing and weaving loosened their formation more than usual, but the Sergeant couldn’t afford his men pinned so far away from the wall. He didn’t know what those munitions were and was inwardly relieved he made that judgment call when he spotted the enemy behaving oddly. His shield withstood a direct hit from several of those projectiles and was currently in a state best described as mangled. He didn’t know if the enemy had more of those, nor could he tell how many his squad could take before they were ripped to shreds. So, he made the decision to quicken their advance while keeping a trained eye on the enemy. 
 
    Sure enough, he noticed another break in the arrow onslaught followed by a volley of unnaturally thick projectiles. 
 
    “Brace!” 
 
    *DODODODODONNN* 
 
    “Hold! Hold! Hold! … Forward!” 
 
    After getting the timing down, the Sergeant led his men through a number of stop-and-go motions as they were pelted with explosives. After four thunderous volleys and thirteen casualties, the enemy finally seemed to run out. The elves tried to pull a few feints by pretending to take extra time to reload in order to make the attacking side halt their advance. This stalling tactic worked once or twice, but the Imperial soldiers caught onto it pretty fast. 
 
    This was all the defenders could achieve with the limited number of Boom-tubes they had on hand. Ideally, they would have pelted the enemy with nothing but explosive projectiles, suppressing their advance to a crawl. The Empire would have to choose between deploying large-scale defensive magic early or persevering through sheer grit. Either way would have gradually exhausted their fighting power long before they got close enough to the wall to actually do any serious damage. 
 
    Unfortunately, the manufacture of Boom-tubes required skilled labor and special materials. They were impossible to mass-produce, especially on such short notice. The explosive-tipped arrows’ design and the idea of using the Multishot Martial Art to conjure copies mid-flight were barely a few weeks old. Admittedly, the duplicated material would disappear mere seconds after impact, but the damage caused would not. The Republic defenders wouldn’t have any Boom-tubes at all if a certain high elf Ranger hadn’t officially requisitioned them shortly before his death. Some senior officers within the 2nd and 3rd Legion naturally had some reservations about these newfangled projectiles, but they trusted Milo Faehorn on matters of ranged combat. 
 
    Indeed, it was hard to dispute the merits of this ‘saturation bombing’ idea when one witnessed the tremendous psychological and physiological effect it had on the enemy. Even if it was short lived, the innovative assault certainly didn’t feel that way to Private Thomson. The man’s shield arm creaked, sweat poured from his forehead, and his breath was ragged and uneven. The explosive barrage blew away a quarter of his shield, allowing an arrow to lodge itself in his shoulder. He had otherwise lost count of the number of wounds and healing spells he had received. 
 
    Under such duress, the simple grunt’s head was filled with distractions and doubts. The wall was supposed to be only three hundred meters away, right? So how come he felt like he had just run a marathon through the desert? Why was he even out here in the first place? Was he looking for glory? Was it just because it was his duty? Did such things matter in the slightest? 
 
    “Steady men! We’re almost upon them!” 
 
    The Sergeant’s loud, powerful voice snapped Thomson out of his stupor. The same voice he cursed and dreaded during basic training was now his sole sliver of hope, and he clung to it like a drowning man to a piece of flotsam. All of a sudden, his awareness of the battlefield expanded. He saw bizarre lights flickering in the distance out of the corner of his eye and heard the sounds of yelling and clanging as units elsewhere engaged in mid-ranged magical combat. 
 
    The lowly Private steeled himself as his unit began the deadliest portion of the assault. 
 
    “Alright, people, this is it!” the Sergeant rallied his men. “I want bubbles, buffs, and legs on my mark! We move in three! Two! One! Now!” 
 
    The unit flew into action like a well-oiled machine. First came the ‘bubbles’ – various defensive barriers to ward off both magical and physical attacks. A series of bolstering and healing effects enveloped the troops, the last of which was Step of Wind. This Primal Spell provided a sizable but very short-lived burst of speed to everyone around the Caster. Having received their ‘legs,’ the shield-bearers broke the porcupine formation, charging forward in a blind rush that relied entirely on the magic users for cover. 
 
    Thomson’s nostrils suddenly filled with the familiar stench of war. The unnatural lightness in his step pushed him forward despite any exhaustion or mental strain he was enduring. He wasn’t sure how far they were from the wall by now, but judging from the shards of ice, bolts of lightning, and plumes of flames flying at them, they were most definitely closer. 
 
    “Incoming topside!” 
 
    The Private threw his gaze skyward. A house-sized Meteor Spell – the biggest one he’d ever seen – hurtled straight towards him and his unit. His mind went blank, but his thoroughly drilled body reacted accordingly. He crouched down to one knee attempting to cover himself with his battered shield. In hindsight, not the best decision, but it was the only thing he could do in the spur of the moment. He wasn’t fast enough to run out of that thing’s blast radius before it fell, so his only option was to hunker down and hope for the best. 
 
    “Mind Hand!” 
 
    Suddenly, the gigantic Meteor was engulfed by a dense purple miasma and instantly changed course. It did a sharp upward turn and flew high into the air, towards a man draped in an ashen robe with a blue tabard covering his chest. His arms were stretched out and palms spread as if he would catch the incoming molten boulder like a kickball. He swung his hands sideways and the Spell followed their motion. It did a splendid half-circle as he spun it around and flung it towards the enemy wall. 
 
    “De-spell!” 
 
    A wave of anti-magic crashed against the redirected Meteor, and it evaporated into sparks and ash. Thomson and the rest of the foot soldiers were caught up in that effect as they lost all the strengthening effects of magic. The one who unleashed said De-spell was a female elven Wizard flying under her own power. She wore a set of deep red robes under a lavender coat that had the Republic’s black-on-gray flag proudly stamped on its back and chest. The pure-white metallic bracers on her forearms were nearly identical to those of the flying human leering at her. 
 
    “Imiryl!” he shouted with a joyful tone. “So good to see you haven’t kicked the bucket yet!” 
 
    “Do I know you?” shot back the high elf Wizard while power gathered in her hands.  
 
    “Don’t you worry! I’ll make you remember, bitch!” 
 
    “I’m not in the business of paying attention to insects!” 
 
    The high elf clapped her hands as the human threw his own in front of him. 
 
    “Thunder Lance!” 
 
    “Mana Void!” 
 
    Imiryl shot out a blinding bolt of lightning, but it was deftly ‘caught’ by her opponent inside a small, invisible bubble. The bright-purple colored sparks lingered around for a few moments inside that confined space before they died away into nothingness. The hooded man swung his hand through the air in a sweeping motion. A gigantic impact threw Imiryl to the side as if an invisible boulder crashed into her. However, whatever the attack was, it did little damage to her Mana Shield and merely pushed her around. Rather than waste time on this peculiar foe, Imiryl flew off and found another Imperial unit to harass. 
 
    “Oy!” shouted the hooded man. “Come back here so I can properly sock you in the cunt!” 
 
    He was raring to chase after her before noticing something below. 
 
    “Huh? Woah there!” 
 
    The Republic defenders atop the wall targeted him with arrows, spells, knives, axes, and anything else that could be thrown upwards. He waved his hands in a few grand circles, and all the projectiles aimed at him to alter their trajectory and orbit around him. He pointed at the elves atop the walls as if instructing the various projectiles flying around him to return to their owners. This was precisely what they did, prompting his targets to evade or block them as best they could. Without a care for the results of his counter-attack, the hooded man looked down at the regrouping Imperial squad that the high elf had nearly annihilated. He gave a heavy sigh as if to say ‘what a pain’ and decided he might as well lend them a hand. 
 
    Literally. 
 
    The man called Hook was, at that point in time, the highest Level Psionic on the continent. That wasn’t saying much given the Job’s rarity, but his power was the real deal. Hook demonstrated it by raising his open palm above his head before swinging it downward in a grand, sweeping motion. A massive invisible force perfectly mimicked the gesture, albeit at a significantly lower elevation and on a much larger scale. It smashed into the wall from above, flattening dozens of defenders and instantly killing most of them. The fortification itself nearly buckled, but it remained remarkably intact as a testament to the dwarven architecture and elven ingenuity that went into its construction. 
 
    Hook was a bit irked that he hadn’t blown off the wall, but he was nevertheless pleased with the damage he caused. He flew off into the distance, eager to settle his grudge against that snarky bitch. Though she did not remember it, Imiryl was responsible for Hook’s capture and subsequent imprisonment decades ago. He would have been left to rot there if the Gilded Hand hadn’t recognized his talents. He only had to play along with their schemes, and they’d give him both his freedom and the means through which he’d get payback on that pointy-eared bitch. Therefore, it was rather fortunate for Hook that the military ‘changed their mind’ about allowing him to ‘focus on eliminating the enemy VIP’ while planning the attack. 
 
    Back on the ground, Private Thomson had no idea about any of that and was simply thankful for the aid. Thanks to the allied VIP’s interference, his unit was able to reach the five-meter-tall wall with minimal further resistance. 
 
    “Shams and Duds, I want a ramp, now!” barked the ever-vigilant Sergeant. “The rest of you, wake the fuck up! Don’t just stand there gawking at the sky and provide cover! Let the big boys fight it out among themselves, we got our own job to do!” 
 
    The Shamans and Druids in the unit spread out and began a synchronous chant while the others quickly established a perimeter. The Republic forces tried to fill the gap in their defenses and to put a stop to what the humans were doing. However, the second wave of Imperial troops were already in range and doing everything in their power to keep the defenders pinned down. Thomson could do little but hover over a crouching brown-haired Druid while the man channeled as much of his magic as he could into the drenched soil. 
 
    “Mudslide!” 
 
    The wet ground churned and groaned as a large mound of mud rose up. It flowed between the Caster group like a miniature tidal wave and crashed against the stone wall. A quick serving of fire magic courtesy of an allied Pyromancers quickly dried up and solidified the dirt, creating a solid ramp that went up to a height of about one and a half meters. It was far too short to allow anyone to climb over the wall, but it was the first step. The Shamans and Druids had to perform this Spell four or five more times before the foot soldiers could scale the fortifications. They could have done it in one go if they had more people, but there were only four of the nature-benders left in the entire unit. 
 
    There was a sudden, loud crash several meters to the side of them. Thomson instinctively shifted his stance to shield his comrade from whatever caused the disturbance. He was surprised to see someone clad-head-to-toe in an elaborately decorated set of silver-colored armor had slammed into the wall with enough force to make a visible dent in it. The man peeled himself off of the stone surface and fell down to the ground, landing in the mud on all fours. He rose immediately to his feet in one smooth motion while grabbing hold of the large, two-handed warhammer he’d dropped during his fall. He glanced down at the boot-shaped dent on his chestplate and then looked up at the winged, black-haired angel staring him down with a cold glare. 
 
    “Alright, Jennifer,” he mumbled under his breath. “Hard way it is then!” 
 
    Lichter demonstrated his Level 100 Paladin Job by unfurling his own set of angelic wings before bolting upwards to meet his former teammate in single combat. He should’ve known talking to her wouldn’t accomplish anything. Hilda had already made it abundantly clear the woman who now called herself Zone was not only the enemy, but also the one who killed Faehorn. And yet the old Paladin couldn’t help himself and tried to reach out to her with words rather than force. 
 
    It was a mistake he would not make a second time. 
 
    The Imperial troops had no desire to stand in the way of the second enemy VIP to grace them with their presence, mostly because they wouldn’t do much. Leaving that Paladin to their own Ranker was the right call. If nothing else, they had to be ready for the improvised ramp’s completion in about half a minute. Their job was to charge up and over that wall before enemy had a chance to undermine the foothold. Time was of the essence, especially since they didn’t know whether that terrifying high elf Wizard would come back and finish what she started. 
 
    “Heads up, men! We have backup! Get that ramp up even if it’s the last thing you do!” 
 
    Sergeant Smith’s unit quickly cheered as their allies approached. Judging from the markings on the leader’s armor and helmet, this infantry company was headed by a 2nd Lieutenant. They were clearly raring to make use of the nearly finished ramp. However, the honor of being the first over the wall belonged to Thomson and the rest of the vanguard unit. 
 
    “Alright, we have our way in!” his commander bellowed. “Go! Go! Go! Break those twigs!” 
 
    Dozens of Imperial soldiers began scaling the dried-up, hard-packed slope of dirt and climbed onto the top of the stone wall. The invading infantry split and flooded the narrow fortification as they tried to push the enemy off of it. The 2nd Legion’s Scouting corps rapidly abandoned the high ground and fell back from the fortifications. The invaders poured in from only one spot, so they focused their ranged attacks on that chokepoint while silver-plated heavy infantry attempted to box in the Imperials. 
 
    Private Cohen Thomson managed to slip through after impaling an enemy archer with his spear and was currently fighting an elf knight. The two crossed spears and traded blows as the battle raged around, below, and above them. Thomson felt like he was gaining the upper hand when the elf suddenly received a blast of ice to the side of his face, causing him to stagger. The human seized that chance and lunged forward, piercing his opponent through the neck. The Private received a notification signifying he’d reached Level 39 of his Warrior Job, but he really couldn’t afford to pay attention as he charged forward towards the next one. 
 
    The humans and the elves fought each other fiercely, but the Empire was clearly taking control of the wall. It wasn’t just Thomson’s section. There were numerous breaches within the Republic’s line, which rapidly fell into chaos. Seemingly routed, the defending troops in the area were given the order to fall back. Ranged and melee infantry alike retreated into the city with all due haste, their boots clattering loudly against the cobblestone pavement. 
 
    The Imperial army tried to give chase, but their vanguard forces were far less nimble when leaping from the fortifications and stumbled or fell en masse. The defenders clearly anticipated that they wouldn’t hold their position for long and were prepared to disengage. That was only natural, but Private Thomson noticed something odd as he regained his footing. There, at the edge of the open area between the walls and the nearby buildings, was a chest-high metal post poking out of the muddy soil. A weird iron box the size and shape of a brick was attached to it. A Republic soldier bearing a fancy helmet ran up to that odd container and did… something. Thomson couldn’t tell due to the distance and angle, but the elf had inserted a key and pushed a plunger. 
 
    “Forward men!” 
 
    The private’s training took over as his Sergeant’s voice hit him like a bolt of lightning. 
 
    “Circle around and pincer the enemy still on the wall! Watch the buildings and give the twigs no quarter!” 
 
    His momentary hesitation evaporated as he and his fellow soldiers moved forward and spread across the other side of the wall. He felt his left foot sink a tiny bit deeper into the mud than it should have. This was accompanied by a barely audible click, followed by the momentary sensation of something erupting from below. 
 
    [Your body is enveloped by flames. HP -342.]
[Your body suffers internal damage from a shockwave. HP -184.]
[Proficiency level increased. Toughness is now Level 9. END +4.]
[You have been pierced by numerous sharp objects. HP -1,264.]
[Proficiency level increased. Toughness is now Level 10. END +4.]
[You have died.] 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Part Two 
 
    Humans clashed against dwarves, each side giving a rallying cry of their own. Shield clanged against shield and spears tangled together as the Imperial troops and dwarven ‘mercenaries’ fought in the middle of the street. Like two tidal waves of steel trapped in a small canal, they slammed into one another with all their might, neither willing to back down a single step. The housing on either side of the road was reduced to smoldering ruins that were still alit with magical fire despite the freezing rain pouring down from overhead. The only ground given or taken came down to footing as both sides gradually sunk into the muddy road. 
 
    “Bash ‘n’ bolt!” came out a deep yell. 
 
    The dwarven front line suddenly unleashed a unified Shield Bash Martial Art, blowing back the Imperial troops and breaking their defensive posture despite the height difference. What followed was a small volley of steel-tipped bolts released from the crossbowmen in the rear. They flew low over the objectively shorter soldiers’ heads and poised to strike the Imperial troops dead-on. 
 
    “Braaace!” 
 
    The humans, not willing to suffer any more blasted projectiles, took cover behind their shields, be they metal or magic. The ones in the rear defended successfully while those at the very front were still off-balance and took a few hits. However, these projectiles didn’t have a Ranger’s Skills and Attributes behind them. Even if crossbows were more powerful than bows, the damage the dwarves inflicted was far less fatal than that ungodly hail of arrows and explosions the Imperials suffered through at the start of the battle. 
 
    “RRRAAARRGH!” 
 
    The dwarven phalanx, not willing to let the enemy rebuild their formation, surged forward and once again clashed against them. At that time, a unit of thirty or so Imperial Wizards flew in dangerously low over the wrecked houses. They unleashed a barrage of fire Spells onto the dwarves, cooking several of them in their armor. The flyboys prepared for another salvo to finish them off, but were then struck by Imiryl’s Triple Chain Lightning as she was passing by. Arcs of blue-tinged electricity bounced between them, and at least a third of the humans fell to the ground as charred corpses. 
 
    Imiryl did not stop to confirm the damage, nor did she fly back around to finish the job. The man codenamed Hook was still on her tail, and she couldn’t afford to deal with him. The high elf had been warned to expect a Caster VIP from the Gilded Hand, so she knew he was formidable. However, this was her first time tangling with a Psionic, and she wasn’t prepared for his absurd amount of defense. Every Spell the Wizard flung at him was either nullified, redirected, dodged, or otherwise avoided. Imiryl even attempted to get into melee range for a point blank Paralyzing Shock, but the cocky human threw her back with a flick of his wrist when she got close. The high elf felt confident she could get through his absurdly dense defenses eventually, but her allies didn’t have that kind of time. 
 
    The solution was simple. Rather than trying to beat down this one guy that wasn’t even a Ranker, Imiryl instead focused on doing fly-bys on the Imperial lines while keeping her distance from the Psionic. During their bouts, she had discovered the output of the human’s Force Magic fell significantly the farther away his target was. The most he could do at maximum range was to disturb her flight path or interrupt her incantations, but the actual damage he inflicted was minimal. The man could also wield Domination Magic, but the clarity of mind and magical defenses of a Level 100 Wizard were more than enough to repel his psychic attacks. 
 
    However, despite being incapable of anything more than hampering Imiryl, Hook refused to give up. In his mind, ‘she cannot defeat me’ was the same as ‘I can beat her,’ so he dogged her relentlessly. It wasn’t as if he was stubbornly wasting his time, though. One of them had to run out of MP eventually, and he wasn’t the one throwing lightning bolts around. Hook was, of course, aware of the monumental amount of MP a Level 100 Wizard had at their disposal, so he was in it for the long haul. And when that snooty bitch finally ran out of energy, she would be powerless to stop him from torturing her to his heart’s content. 
 
    Unfortunately for the Psionic, his superiors did not share his… enthusiasm. 
 
    “Operative Hook!” 
 
    A voice blared in his head. It came through the telepathic link Hook was maintaining between himself, his commanding officer, and the other VIPs. 
 
    “What is it?!” he responded without trying to hide his irritation. 
 
    “We have sightings of the Tempest of Rage in the eastern side of town! Disengage from your current target and go put a stop to that monster’s rampage! She’s mowing down our men like they’re weeds!” 
 
    Hook really didn’t like that order. He wanted to make that haughty bitch pay for costing him his left arm and leg during their confrontation years ago. Just thinking about that day made his magically restored limbs ache with the phantom pain of having them burnt off his body. He wanted to catch that cunt and put her through much the same, mostly for his own satisfaction. 
 
    “Weeds are notoriously tough survivors, Major,” he replied defiantly. “I’m sure they’ll be fine without-” 
 
    “Do it now, you cocky piece of shit!” 
 
    The Psionic disliked that stuck-up officer’s tone, too. Did he realize the man he talked down to could turn him into a drooling vegetable even from this distance? No, he definitely knew, yet still did not hesitate to boss the Gilded Hand around. Hook somewhat respected that the Major had balls befitting his rank, and rank was pretty much everything in the Imperial army. The Psionic was in danger of getting court-marshalled if he further disobeyed orders, which would cost him his cushy job and fat paycheck. Last but not least, he’d piss off Edward, and that was a thought far more unpleasant than letting that twiggy bitch ‘off the hook,’ as it were. 
 
    “Understood, sir,” he replied spitefully. “Disengaging and acquiring new target.” 
 
    Hook made an abrupt ninety-degree turn as he broke off his aerial pursuit and headed towards the location given by his handler. Flying through the open air naturally made him a target, as arrows and Spells launched from the ground flew at him as he passed by. Of course, such disorganized and spontaneous anti-air measures had no hope of hitting him at his speed. Even if they did, they’d just bounce off his Force Field. In fact, given how even Imiryl had given up on attacking him, his invisible barrier saw far more work as an umbrella than a form of defense.  
 
    It wasn’t all bad, though, since Hook hated getting his threads wet. 
 
    As for the ground battle, it had more or less descended into chaos ever since the wall was breached three hours ago. The elves had the advantage in numbers and knowledge of the terrain, but the Imperial war machine was still going strong. The humans’ superior equipment and tactics regarding urban combat allowed them to push into the city despite repeated ambushes. Explosive traps were a huge problem, too. Only elves would be crazy enough to rig their own positions to blow up, Hook thought. Surely they had some kind of trick to make sure they didn’t accidentally blast themselves to bits, but it was currently unknown to the Empire. 
 
    Ultimately, all the petty shenanigans did was slow down the invaders without fully blunting their advance. The unstoppable one-dwarf army called Hilda was the only exception. Her position wasn’t difficult to locate since all Hook had to do was follow the screaming and yelling that was clearly audible over the rest of the battle. Once he closed in, the Psionic rapidly descended towards a small alley where a gruesome massacre had unfolded. Enough body parts to glue together thirty Imperial soldiers were strewn all over the place. The rain did its best to wash the blood from the walls, creating huge puddles of red water in the process. 
 
    Standing right in the middle of that filth was a lone dwarven Berserker. Her dented and scratched up armor was so thick with blood and viscera that she looked as if she’d crashed through fifteen butcher shops in a row. Which might have been the case given the dwarf-shaped holes in the surrounding buildings. Hilda’s grip was tightened around the shaft of an impractically massive axe, its saw-toothed edge glowing ominously with a crimson light. The dwarf appeared to be leaning on her weapon, trying to catch her breath. Additionally, it seemed as though some of the blood stuck to her was her own. 
 
    It was difficult to tell her exact condition since that helmet completely encased her head and face. However, given how she had yet to notice her visitor, Hook guessed she wasn’t doing too great. Feeling confident, he decided to give her a little greeting. 
 
    “Ground Coffin!” 
 
    The ground Hilda stood on suddenly split apart. Two slabs of road rose up and smashed into her from either side as if someone had dramatically closed a book made of cobblestone. If an ordinary soldier had been hit by that, then nearly every bone in their body would have broken in an instant. 
 
    “Bloody cunting cock-maggots!” 
 
    But, this being Hilda, she broke out of the ‘coffin’ while cursing her lungs out seemingly none the worse for wear. 
 
    “Alright!” she shouted. “What suicidal twatface just signed their death warrant, eh?!”  
 
    Her furious, searching gaze instantly locked onto the Psionic floating some fifteen meters above her.  
 
    “Was it ye up there, ye slimy pooftah?!” 
 
    Without even waiting for the answer, the fuming Berserker grabbed a loose cobblestone from the ground and threw it straight at the Psionic’s head. It smashed against his Force Field with enough energy to turn the piece of pavement into a cloud of dust upon impact. However, it didn’t even make Hook flinch, which only upped the intensity on Hilda’s unyielding fury even further. 
 
    “C’mere, ye pajama-wearin’ pansy!” she taunted. “What? Think just cuz yer up in th’ air yer better ‘n me?! I’ll fuckin’ wreck ye, mate!” 
 
    “Quite. Mind Crush!” 
 
    After finally obtaining a suitable target for his prided Domination Magic, Hook wasted little time putting it to good use. Hilda dropped her oversized axe and fell to the ground writhing as the human’s mental assault attempted to completely shatter her psyche. The strain it put on her was completely unexpected and unlike anything else she’d experienced. It was as if someone was trying to rip her brain out of her skull through her ears and nose, pulling on it in every direction.  
 
    The dwarf’s extremely volatile nature as a Berserker made her a force to be reckoned with on the battlefield, but that was only at a physical level. The Job required a volatile state of mind which actively worked against her when it came to mental attacks. Indeed, for all her martial might and force of will, she was ultimately nothing more than a loudmouthed toddler before Hook. The sadistic Psionic fully anticipated this. His earlier irritation at being ordered to give up on Imiryl disappeared as he reveled in the dwarf’s roars of pain and impotent rage. He really enjoyed easy wins like this. Honestly, was this supposed to be a Level 100 adventurer? Was she seriously that unprepared for such an obvious counter? 
 
    In the next instant he realized that no, she wasn’t. He broke off his assault on her mind and dodged rapidly to the side as a stalker demon tore through the air he occupied a moment ago. Her primary claws missed her mark, but her back-mounted scythes still managed to clip the Psionic’s Force Field. Normally, they would have bounced off, but their anti-magical properties allowed them to rip through and ‘pop’ the invisible bubble. 
 
    Hook had been lured into a trap specifically meant for him. Once the Republic learned of his powerful Domination Magic, they concluded that it would be only a matter of time before he was sent to deal with Hilda. So, the Berserker was told to make herself a very obvious and loud target, to which she readily agreed. She was, after all, particularly good at that sort of thing. The dwarf served as bait to lure in and distract the Psionic, giving the Sandman’s loyal minion a chance to strike. The vigilante had expressed his unwillingness to personally confront Hook, but promised to intervene should the opportunity present itself. 
 
    In other words, Boxxy really didn’t want to face a powerful enemy unless it was certain of its victory. 
 
    So far, both parties had done their part perfectly. Hilda was a good little loudmouth and forced the Empire to send Hook. When the target took the bait, Drea launched herself at him using an improvised, man-sized slingshot made from springy spider-thread. She had limited experience facing Psionics, so she relied on her usual anti-caster strategy. Namely, to gut the son of a bitch before he knew she was even there. 
 
    However, this particular human proved much tougher prey. He detected Drea’s presence through a Skill called Psychic Screen. It allowed him to sense the presence of any and all sentient beings within its range, especially those harboring malicious intent towards him. It wasn’t as foolproof as a certain shapeshifter’s MLG, but it was still a powerful anti-assassination tool. He knew a demon was skulking about, but she had come flying at him with great speed and at an awkward angle that nearly caught him anyway. 
 
    ‘Nearly’ being the operative word. 
 
    Having failed in her initial ambush, Drea landed on one of the tiled rooftops and immediately turned around to stare at her target face-to-face. This sort of direct confrontation with her lunch wasn’t to her liking, which she displayed by hissing loudly while clacking her mandibles and claws together in irritation. Hook immediately swung his favorite Mind Hand down on top of her, but the nimble demon dodged it by bolting off to the side. She immediately countered by shooting a stream of white webbing from her left claw-hand, which latched onto Hook’s right foot. 
 
    “Shit, my Force Field!” 
 
    Having his fun suddenly interrupted like that made the Psionic lash out at the annoying arachnid instead of rebuilding his defenses. The light-bodied demon began rapidly climbing up the web line, clearly intent on ripping him apart. Hook would obviously have none of that and used a stunning Mind Blast Spell on her. Even if demons were highly resistant to mental attacks, they weren’t completely immune to them. Indeed, the mental jolt he unleashed was powerful enough to stop the stalker’s upward advance for a second, which was all he needed. In the next instant, his Mind Hand wrapped tightly around the demon, breaking and mangling her nimble limbs in its mystical grip. Rather than killing her on the spot, Hook made a throwing motion with his entire upper body, catapulting Drea into the distance. It was a one-way express ticket to the middle of the Rainy Woodlands. 
 
    Just then, he felt a tug at his leg. Looking down in a panic, he realized the thick thread that spider-girl hit him with was still there, and Hilda had caught the dangling rope with both hands. One could practically hear the mad, evil grin spreading underneath her helmet. 
 
    “Get over here!” 
 
    The dwarven Berserker pulled on the thread with all her might. The enormous weight of her armor kept her feet firmly planted on the ground while the ridiculous strength in her arms overpowered whatever magic kept her opponent afloat. Hook slammed face-first into the cobblestone road some six meters away from the dwarf, sending mud, water, and rocks flying everywhere. The human had deployed a Force Field in an attempt to cushion his dwarf-assisted fall. His hastily-constructed barrier couldn’t absorb the force of the impact and shattered. The Psionic’s body smashed against the cobblestone ground hard enough to leave him reeling and dazed. 
 
    Rather than pick up her axe and try to close the distance between them, Hilda chose to not give her opponent a chance to regain his concentration.  
 
    “C’mon, boyo! Let’s meet the neighbors!” 
 
    She tightened her grip on the rope-like thread and twisted her entire body around as she swung Hook sideways, sending him crashing through a nearby wall. He didn’t manage to bring his defenses up at all this time around, meaning the man took the full brunt of that impact. Hilda readjusted her grip on the sticky thread and spun in the opposite direction to fling him into the house on the opposite side of the alley. It wasn’t until the third time that Hook was ‘introduced to the neighborhood’ that the silken rope snapped from the strain. Finally freed from his role as Hilda’s ragdoll, the Psionic was allowed the precious few seconds he needed to regain his wits and reassess his situation.  
 
    His arm was broken, he was bleeding externally, possibly internally, and the contents of his smashed-up potion vials were leaking from his gear. To make matters worse, his Psychic Screen detected a number of smaller presences coming towards him, accompanied by a particularly gruesome one unlike anything else he’d felt before. He decided this was enough ‘paycheck earning’ for the moment and chanted a Flight Spell through gritted teeth. He bolted straight up into the air and soared back toward Imperial lines to recuperate while he had the chance. 
 
    Hilda bent over, collapsed to her knees, and panted heavily with only the raindrops on her helmet and the puddles of Imperial blood under her feet for company. She had been fighting literally non-stop ever since the humans cleared the wall, so her exhaustion wasn’t merely an act to draw that bastard in. He was much more powerful than Imiryl had let on, so she felt she would have definitely bit the big one if the Sandman’s bodyguard hadn’t left her a lifeline like that. 
 
    “Heh. Guess that’s… Huff… two I owe that creepy bastard. Heh-heh.” 
 
    The dwarf couldn’t help but chuckle between gasping breaths. First he bailed her out at Fort Yimin, and now this. The Sandman was no Milo Faehorn, but she’d end up just as indebted to him if things kept turning out this way. 
 
    “Miss Hilda!” 
 
    The dwarf shifted her gaze to the side, and her body reflexively tensed up at that strangely squeaky voice. The intensifying rain coupled with her blurry vision made it hard to make out shapes and colors, so she wasn’t sure if the two dozen or so blobs approaching her were allies or enemies. At least not until a random lightning strike illuminated the group, revealing the one in the lead had a full head of crimson hair topped by two triangular ears. As they got closer, she also realized that the growing white spot in her vision wasn’t the infamous light at the end of the tunnel, but a mithril golem. 
 
    “Oh, if it isn’t the Merry Popper?” she relaxed her guard. “I forgot you and your trophy wife were around for a second there!” 
 
    “Miss Hilda! This is not the time for that!” complained Keira as she and the rest of her squad gathered around her. “Are you alright?! Where’s the enemy?!” 
 
    “Ran off with his tail between his leg. He got me good, but the tall creep’s pet helped me give as good as I got. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I really need to lie down for a moment…” 
 
    *CLUNK* 
 
    That bare-bones explanation was all the dwarf could manage before she fell backwards onto the wet ground, her ruptured mind no longer able to cling to consciousness. 
 
    Seeing that unstoppable force called Hilda suddenly keel over like that momentarily stunned the Republic troops, Keira included. Unlike the soldiers under her command, however, the redhead’s reaction wasn’t due to shock, surprise or disbelief, but a sign of the monster underneath weighing its options. It would be frightfully easy to finish off the Berserker in her current state and dispose of the witnesses. The rain would provide plenty of cover, and it could blame all their deaths on the failed ambush. Not to mention that Fizzy would be there to corroborate her story, so there would be no danger to Boxxy’s Facade. 
 
    The upsides to doing so would basically boil down to gaining some Levels for the kill. Probably not too many, seeing as someone else had already done most of the work. Other than that, it had a chance to absorb an absurd amount of Attributes or some high-tier Skill from her corpse. That was all quite tempting, but it could get plenty of those things if it just feasted on the nearby army. What it couldn’t get from the humans was the dwarf’s connections. Hilda knew people. Lots of people. And by being her friend and student, Keira could gain access to those people, not to mention the Berserker herself could be a useful ally. Last but not least, her death would mean the Sandman’s mission had failed, which would reflect poorly on his reputation and lead to fewer, less-profitable contracts. 
 
    Having concluded that Hilda had more value alive than dead, Keira suddenly raised her voice. 
 
    “Well, don’t just stand there!” she shouted at the others. “I want Fizzy, Jax, and Sparrow to heal her wounds. We’re still in a war zone, so we’ll need some cover. You four – check that house and secure it. I also want eyes on the rooftops. That means you, Mikey! Sarya, too. Let me know the instant you spot enemy movement! Once the VIP is treated we’ll move her inside and consult with command! Until then, Syme, I want you to check the human corpses for an officer and see if they have anything of value on them. And I mean documents or maps. If I see you pulling out any more golden fillings, I’ll ram them down your throat!” 
 
    Shouts of ‘Yes, ma’am!’ and ‘Right away, ma’am!’ rose up from the gathered soldiers and conscripts as they scrambled to complete their assigned orders. Of course, a good number of them held initial reservations about a young girl ordering them around. Even if they knew better than to judge a book by its cover, it was still hard to accept a happy-go-lucky kid like that as their commanding officer. Indeed, many of them believed her to be little more than a mascot, despite Fizzy’s assurances to the contrary. It also didn’t help that the previous commander was killed in action at the start of the battle, leaving Keira in charge as the most senior in rank. 
 
    However, even though a third of the unit was already dead, not a single man or woman who remained had any doubts as to the young girl’s ability to lead. 
 
    Keira’s sound judgment and thorough understanding of her enemy had seen them through seven separate victories against Imperial units in this battle so far. She wasn’t a master strategist, but she wielded the troops at her disposal as if they were extensions of her own body. She knew the right moment to press the attack, didn’t hesitate to pull her men back to regroup when the need arose, and avoided engaging the enemy if there was no chance of victory.  
 
    That said, compared to the bigger picture her accomplishments were so negligible and small-scale they did nothing to change the course of the battle for New Whitehall. Nothing would have changed even if she had gotten her unit wiped out almost immediately. However, this wasn’t how the people doing the actual fighting felt. Decanus Keira Morgana’s concise orders, caring personality, and unrelenting covering fire had elevated the young girl from a perceived burden to a shining beacon. In the eyes of her troops, she was a guiding light that would see them safely through the unrelenting storm called war. 
 
    Thus, not a single one of them batted an eye when she told them their unit would be taking part in an operation to entrap and kill an enemy VIP. Their morale raised even further when they were told the famous Hilda and the infamous Sandman would be taking point. Adding Fizzy’s guardian-angel-like presence and Keira’s infallible command made them exclaim that the Goddess of Victory had blessed them with her presence. 
 
    The Decanus then promptly called them idiots, reminded them that such a deity didn’t exist, and drove home the point that pointless bravado would only get them killed. Their role was strictly to provide support and backup in case Imperial foot soldiers showed up. If the enemy was powerful enough to overcome both Hilda and ‘Mr. S,’ then there would be no way the rest of them stood a chance. Watching the brief-yet-intense confrontation from afar proved that Keira’s judgment was, as usual, right on the money. 
 
    The Republic troops found themselves taking refuge in a leaky, half-destroyed house as the battle raged on in other parts of the city. They were huddled around the unconscious but otherwise healthy Hilda while Keira reported their status to Silus Underwood via Comm-crystal. 
 
    “I see,” he said after hearing all the necessary details. “It’s unfortunate he escaped, but we now have a better grasp of his abilities. For now, transport the VIP back to camp. Imperial forces seem to be falling back for the moment, so your way should be-” 
 
    The blue-tinged image of the elven intelligence officer suddenly went silent and turned his head to the side. 
 
    “What?!” he yelled in shock to someone out-of-sight. “Since when?! … Shit, they got us!” 
 
    He turned his attention to the catgirl on the line. 
 
    “Belay that, Decanus! Your new orders are to take shelter immediately! Go underg͘͝ŕò̸͏u̵ń͘҉d̢͘, fortify your p͟o̸s҉i̸͢ti͟͠͏o͢҉n and protect the VIP until y̢o̷u̢ ̵̨r̶͜e̸ce͏̶͞i̧v͏e̴ further-!” 
 
    The signal suddenly grew distorted before abruptly cutting off. 
 
    “You heard the man!” Keira shouted before any potential unease could set in. “Something big’s coming and we gotta be ready! Get the VIP into the basement and shore it up with magic! I want-” 
 
    “Decanus! Ma’am!” 
 
    One of the unit’s scouts – a human Rogue – suddenly poked his head through a hole in the ceiling and interrupted the redhead’s usual barrage of orders. 
 
    “What is it, Mikey? Enemy movement?” 
 
    “No, ma’am!” his voice was panicked. “I spotted something strange, but have no idea what it is! I think you should take a look at it!” 
 
    “I have a bad feeling about this… Alright, I’m going topside to check it out! Syme – you’re in charge until I get back.” 
 
    The catgirl turned around and tossed the Comm-crystal to one of the elven soldiers. 
 
    “On it, ma’am!” he saluted, then directed the others to the basement. 
 
    Keira nimbly climbed into the hole that the scout was poking out of, and the two of them soon arrived atop the half-destroyed slanted roof. They carefully crawled over the slippery red tiles and peaked their heads over the roof’s apex. 
 
    “Up there, ma’am. In the northeast.” 
 
    Following the Rogue’s finger, Keira easily located the anomaly he mentioned  
 
    The sky was… blue? 
 
    The depressingly gray layer of clouds had been dumping freezing rain over New Whitehall for a few days straight had a blank spot. It was as if someone had pierced a hole in the heavens themselves, allowing the afternoon sun to shine through and cast a breathtaking rainbow over the battlefield. This odd sight was further punctuated by the strange movements of the clouds. Rather than closing in to fill the bizarre gap as one might expect, they gave off the impression that they were running away from it of their own volition. 
 
    Keira stood fully to get a better view. Her gaze wasn’t locked on the bizarre weather pattern overhead, but rather on the ground directly underneath it. It was a spot off in the distance, well within the city and far behind Republic lines. In that area, barely visible through the rain and smoke, she spotted a thick, unnatural, swirling red mist. Mikey followed her eyesight and noticed the anomalous cloud as well. 
 
    “Do you know what that is, ma’am?” he asked expectantly. 
 
    “No,” lied Keira, “but I don’t like it one bit. Where’s Sarya?” 
 
    “She went off to do some ‘force recon,’ Ma’am.” 
 
    In other words, she had abandoned her post to hunt Imperial stragglers. 
 
    “Find her and bring her to the basement. Both of you are to take cover and follow Syme’s lead. I’m going to keep watch for a while longer.” 
 
    “But I can’t just leave you here! If it’s about scouting-” 
 
    “Just fucking go, Mikey!” she insisted. “My eyes are better than both yours and Sarya’s, and you know it!” 
 
    “… Understood, ma’am.” 
 
    The human hesitated for a second before saluting her and sliding down the tiled roof. 
 
    Keira’s attention returned to the swirling red mist over a kilometer away. For once, it was something Boxxy was familiar with. That was precisely why the monster doubted whether cowering in a basement would be enough to survive the inbound threat. Its devious mind had already come up with an alternative solution, but the shapeshifter really didn’t want to go through with it. It hesitated mostly because it was a stupid idea. It was something it had thought about several times since crossing the border, but had never even considered putting into practice. Indeed, it was so abysmally terrible and prone to backfiring that attempting it would put its survival at serious risk. It didn’t need to do it either, as all it had to do to live through this was turn tail and desert the battle with all due haste, consequences to its Facade be damned. 
 
    And yet, it still wanted to do it. This was an opportunity to let Keira survive the inbound threat, allow the Sandman to secure his next Republic-funded paycheck, and put those plagiaristic Imperials in their place, all at the same time. Whether it would actually work out that way was largely down to chance. 
 
    And chances existed to be taken. 
 
    1-800-7355-9687-7685 
 
    *Beep … Beep* 
 
    *Click* 
 
    “Hello, you have-” 
 
    “Carl! It’s Boxxy! Listen, I have an emergency!” 
 
    “Wah? Uh, okay? Hit me.” 
 
    The doppelganger took a deep breath and steeled itself for what was about to transpire. It would have to work quickly and with precision, and after a certain point things would be beyond its control entirely. However, it all started with a small, seemingly innocuous statement. 
 
    “I need to make an appointment.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Part Three 
 
    The earth shook, the winds howled, the air itself caught fire, and the clouds ran away as the sacrifice rose up into the air, her body radiating an intense red light. The human Warlock that just finished performing the Offering ritual dashed away from the scene as fast as his legs would carry him. He broke through the swirling red mist and collapsed on his knees before Zone. The stone-faced Monk had been the one to carry him so far behind enemy lines and was also responsible for getting him back. 
 
    “It’s done!” he shouted. “Get us out of here before that thing arrives!” 
 
    The female Monk swept the man up in an under-arm carry, unfurled her ethereal wings, and departed the scene with all due haste. They had mere seconds before the guest of honor arrived, after which his legendary temper would do all the work for them. The summoner’s MP would have only been enough to fuel the demon’s rampage for ten minutes at most, but to those elves on the ground, they would be the longest ten minutes of their lives. 
 
    With a fiery explosion strong enough to shake the entire city, the Overlord of the Flaming Legion entered the battlefield.  
 
    “TREMBLE, MORTALS, AND DESPAIR! FOR NAGNAMOR HAS COME!” 
 
    Standing well over seven meters tall, with smoldering wings the size of fields, a half-molten demonic skull for a head, and a glaive large enough to cleave houses in half, the demon formally announced his arrival. After making sure he had made a sufficiently dramatic entrance, the Overlord took in his surroundings. He sensed the presence of his summoner, who retreated through the air with truly commendable speed. Normally, Nagnamor’s first order of business was making sure the trifling insect that dared to call him forth from the Beyond was sufficiently squished, but today was an exception.  
 
    He directed his infernal gaze away from that cowardly gnat and scanned over the city’s rooftops. All around him he felt the presence of Republic soldiers – thousands of mortal souls whose wholesale slaughter would bring him great pleasure. Even more fodder was situated further south, concentrated around the city’s edge. Those were the Imperial troops that intended to dump Nagnamor on their enemies and indirectly make use of his power while avoiding his wrath. They clearly saw him as nothing but a mindless brute and woefully underestimated his intelligence if they thought he wouldn’t catch onto their little scheme. It was an insult that any fiend worth their horns would return by squashing them flat for their insolence. 
 
    None of this was of immediate concern to the Overlord. Right there, right then, well within his reach was the one who had made a fool of him not so long ago. The most infamous and feared of all demon-kind had been forced to endure the truly unprecedented humiliation of allowing a mortal to boss him around. Perhaps the worst part of that affair was that the one responsible had been an indescribably insignificant little box that managed to stumble onto an idiotic loophole by pure accident. Having been bested through blind luck rather than through wit or might was what made the archfiend so unbelievably salty over the whole ordeal. 
 
    Which was why, rather than stomp on mortals to his heart’s content, Nagnamor would use his full insurmountable might to obliterate that arrogant creature. He would incinerate it so thoroughly that even its wretched little soul would be reduced to ash. Before he could do any of that, however, the Overlord first had to find his mark. His scorching gaze flitted between New Whitehall’s scarce landmarks. He cross-referenced them with what he saw through the Boxxy Show podcast in the Beyond, just before he was summoned. It only took a few seconds to determine the shapeshifter’s approximate location. 
 
    “MORNINGWOOOOOOOOOOOD!” he bellowed with a voice like rolling thunder. “I’M COMING FOR YOU, YOU INSUFFERABLE LITTLE BUG!” 
 
    Nagnamor broke out in a sprint. Like a mad bull, he crashed through or trampled over the single and double-story buildings in his way. His bottomless hate and thirst for revenge manifested themselves as raging crimson flames that enveloped his entire body as he made a beeline towards Keira’s last known position. The unwitting Republic soldiers, conscripts, and reserves caught in his wake did their best to get out of the way, but it was a futile effort. His sheer speed combined with the ungodly intensity of his flames reduced everything to cinders in the blink of an eye, leaving nothing but a smoldering black trench in his wake. 
 
    Though seemingly futile, the Republic still made an attempt to stop, or at the very least slow down the sentient mass of hatred. Nagnamor was headed for the central plaza, and his passage would surely decapitate the defenders’ command post and leave their troops in disarray. With seconds to spare, the 2nd Legion launched every Spell and arrow they could at the Overlord. Their attempts were about as effective as the raindrops that evaporated before they could even touch the archfiend’s blazing skull. 
 
    Just as Nagnamor was about to enter the critical plaza, a streak of golden light zoomed straight at his face. The Overlord felt a dull impact against the side of his skull, one powerful enough to knock him off-balance and send him careening into a nearby empty grain silo. The unexpected shift in momentum caused him to trip over his own cloven feet. He fell over like an avalanche of fire and steel, wiping out most of a residential block. The demon immediately rose to his feet while swinging his glaive in a wide circular motion. The massive weapon released streaks of semi-solid fire that mowed down and burned away everything in their path. That one swing instantly demolished everything in thirty meters of him. 
 
    “WHO DARES STAND IN THE WAY OF NAGNAMOR’S WARPATH?!” 
 
    “It is I, demon!” 
 
    Floating several meters in the air was a man clad head-to-toe in radiant, golden armor. A pair of majestic, hawk-like wings sprouted from his back while a halo positively brimming with holy energy surrounded his head. A massive warhammer with an intricately covered shaft and head was in his hands. The weapon shone with a blinding light that was somehow both beautiful and terrible. 
 
    “My name is Alduin Lichter! Grand Champion of the Blessed of Nyrie, and guardian to the people of the Republic!” 
 
    The elven Paladin had ignored his orders to lay low and safeguard his own skin in order to confront and contain the rampaging Overlord. 
 
    “DIE, INSECT!” 
 
    Caring little for trifling mortal titles, Nagnamor swung his massive weapon at Lichter with speed and strength that no mere mortal could hope to contest. 
 
    *CLANGGGGG* 
 
    And yet the much smaller Paladin caught the demon’s glaive with his own holy warhammer, stopping it dead in its tracks. 
 
    “I say thee nay!” 
 
    The demon’s flaming eye sockets burned with an even brighter flame as he rebuilt his stance and reassessed his puny opponent. The holy energy oozing out of the mortal’s equipment gave the archdemon pause. He surmised that armor seemed to be what was giving this mortal his unreasonable strength, and he correctly guessed that this power was a terribly temporary arrangement. 
 
    Indeed, Lichter’s ability to stand toe-to-toe with a demonic Overlord stemmed from his Ultimate Skill, Divine Regalia. It imbued his weapons and armor with a surge of holy energy, raising their performance to the point where they put the ephemeral Phantasmal-grade items to shame, perhaps even venturing into the legendary Divine tier. The blessed arms and armor boosted the Paladin’s combat abilities several times over, but it came at a rather steep price. Divine Regalia steadily consumed the Paladin’s accumulated Faith (FTH) while active, and the stress it placed upon his equipment would cause it to irreparably break once the transformation subsided. 
 
    Embarrassingly enough, that also included his underwear. 
 
    “IMPRESSIVE,” yelled the Overlord with a hint of delight in his voice. “I DID NOT EXPECT A WORTHY CHALLENGER TO SHOW UP! BUT, MY BUSINESS IS NOT WITH YOU, HOLY BEETLE! STAND ASIDE SO THAT I MIGHT FULFILL MY PURPOSE!” 
 
    “I will not!” declared Lichter, his voice booming loud enough to rival the demon’s. “You cannot be allowed to endanger the lives of my comrades any further! Whatever your dark purpose, you shall not pass!” 
 
    “HAH! AHAH! AH HAH HAHAH! AHAHAHAAAAH!” 
 
    The high elf braced himself as the demon laughed menacingly. In truth, Nagnamor rather enjoyed this exchange. It had been far too long since he had a challenger that could so much as scratch him. Usually only something along the lines of an adult dragon gave him pause, so this was a rare treat indeed. His infernal blood boiled with excitement at the prospect of overwhelming this opponent. Last but not least, the Overlord was a fan of the classics. A brave holy warrior standing up to a much greater evil in an hour of dire need was the sort of cliché story that the archfiend loved to partake in. After all, he was more or less solely responsible for creating many old legends with similar developments. 
 
    If the circumstances were different, Nagnamor would have definitely stayed around and played with the Paladin. However, the Overlord was short on time. That insufferable little box was surely getting farther and farther away with every second he delayed. Revenge was more important than recreation, so the demon needed to get this self-righteous elf out of his way. He knew just the way to do it, too. 
 
    “THEN LET US SEE HOW MUCH YOU TREASURE YOUR COMRADES, FOOL!” 
 
    The demon raised his glaive above his head while staring intently at the nearby city hall building, causing Lichter to momentarily panic. That large circular slash the demon made earlier revealed that the range of his attacks extended far beyond the reach of his weapon, so there was no doubt in the Paladin’s mind as to what would happen next. The angelic elf’s body moved with the same blinding speed as before, placing him firmly between the demon and the Republic’s command center. It seemed he made it in time to block the incoming attack, but there was one problem. 
 
    It was a feint. 
 
    Instead of striking at the building full of mortals, Nagnamor’s weapon stabbed the ground beneath the Overlord’s feet. It dug deep into the dirt and rock as if it were a shovel, causing spurts of magma to erupt around it. He gripped the long handle with both hands channeling his power into the ground while the Paladin was flying pointlessly around. 
 
    “RIIIIISE,” groaned the demon. 
 
    Realizing he’d been tricked, Lichter charged towards the Overlord with a yell. 
 
    “RISE!” 
 
    The elf swung his hammer at the demon’s face, but was far too late to stop him. 
 
    “LEGION RISE!” 
 
    The crimson flames protecting Nagnamor’s body suddenly rose in intensity. The fierce rush of hot air blew Lichter back, causing him to temporarily lose control of his flight. The earth shook fiercely, causing buildings to fall over seemingly at random as hundreds of cracks bubbling over with lava appeared all over the surrounding area. The Paladin watched in abject horror as countless humanoid figures made out of molten rock and stone emerged from the flaming abyss. Although they looked like molten golems, these monsters were actually a species of especially malevolent demons called the ifrit, and each and every one of them was Nagnamor’s subordinate. And, true to their demonic heritage, they began indiscriminately attacking everything in sight. 
 
    This was the Flaming Legion, whose only purpose was to extinguish life. 
 
    “You… What have you done!?” shouted Lichter at Nagnamor.  
 
    He charged at the Overlord dead on, only to be swatted out of the air by the demon’s backhanded swing. He flew through a building and crashed into the ground with a cloud of dust. Nagnamor pulled his weapon out of the ground and gave the pitiable mortal one last glance. He was sure those divine armaments kept the gnat out of death’s door, but his subordinates would make sure he was far too busy fending them off to get in his way again. It was a bit regrettable he wouldn’t be able to enjoy a proper throw-down with someone worthy. Nagnamor chose to blame this missed opportunity on Boxxy, adding yet more fuel to his scorching fury. 
 
    When he turned his gaze southward once again, the Overlord saw something clearly out of place. Much like his own arrival spot, the clouds in the sky seemed to have been punctured clean through, and a thick, light-blue mist gathered directly underneath it. 
 
    “NO…” he grit his teeth. “NO, NO, NO NO NO!” 
 
    With a tiny flash of light and almost no sound, a white mass of something shot up into the air. Although from a distance it looked like a geyser throwing up an incalculable volume of snow, Nagnamor knew it was something infinitely more dreadful than powdered, frozen water. It was a deluge of millions upon millions of pure white, ball-like spiders, each no larger than a thumb and sporting a set of eight long hair-thin legs. They rose high up into the air and caught an unnatural gust of icy-cold wind that sent them flying straight at Nagnamor’s location. They loomed overhead like a heavy mist before converging into a single spot. Their slender arachnid limbs and impossibly thin spider silk wove and intermingled together as they rapidly combined into a singular form. 
 
    The result looked like someone had glued a teenage girl’s upper body onto the back of a large spider’s head, then supersized the gruesome-yet-alluring combination until it was large enough to be at Nagnamor’s eye level. Both the arachnid carapace and human-like skin were ivory white and completely smooth, while the girl’s long, silky hair hung to her waist and draped over her otherwise naked body like a loose shawl. Each half had its own set of glowing red eyes, giving the amalgamation a total of ten. 
 
    After forming in a matter of seconds, the gigantic construct landed squarely in front of Nagnamor. It touched down so softly and silently one wouldn’t be blamed for thinking it was an illusion born from a cloud. The girl’s doll-like face cracked a wide smile.
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    “Yo, Nagnamoron. How ya doin’?” 
 
    A youthful, playful voice rang out around her even though her alabaster lips didn’t move. 
 
    “LIUSOLRA!” Nagnamor bellowed. “WHY ARE YOU OUT HERE?!” 
 
    “Uhm, duh?! Because I was, like, called out? That’s just, like, how the rituals work, fam!” 
 
    “DID THAT INSUFFERABLE GNAT BRING YOU OUT HERE?!” 
 
    “Who the what now?! I’ve no idea who you’re, like, talking about! The one that rang me up was, like, totally polite and sweet and junk.” 
 
    Nagnamor straightened his posture and pointed his weapon threateningly at his fellow Overlord’s head. 
 
    “ARE YOU HERE TO GET IN MY WAY?!” 
 
    “Like, no way, fam! I just got invited to come out and play around for a bit, knowwhatimsayin?” 
 
    The skin on the girl’s arms began to crawl and shift as the arachnid demon’s Endless Swarm rapidly reconstructed her left hand into a long, crystalline blade. 
 
    “I just like to play rough!” 
 
    With those indignant words, Liusolra’s avatar swung at Nagnamor’s neck. The archfiend easily deflected the blows with his weapon and immediately counterattacked, cutting the white spider-girl-thing’s arm clean off. Countless white strands shot out from both ends of the severed arm as it instantly reattached itself while the other made a stabbing motion with an icy dagger that appeared out of thin air. It did little but smash against Nagnamor’s armor and momentarily quell the raging inferno surrounding him. 
 
    “FUCK OFF, YOU OLD HAG!” 
 
    “Make me, loser!” 
 
    Her indignant reply was accompanied by a barrage of magical ice spikes that were countered by a wave of flame from the archfiend. 
 
    “AT LEAST FIGHT FOR YOURSELF INSTEAD OF USING A PUPPET!” he demanded. 
 
    He then swung his glaive and cut said puppet’s head clean off, but the face merely stuck its tongue out mockingly at him before the neck reattached itself to the shoulders. 
 
    The Overlord of the Endless Swarm hadn’t shown her true self for millennia, and she wasn’t about to change that. Just because she was the oldest and arguably the most cooperative of the four demonic Overlords didn’t necessarily mean she had to make a personal appearance. Nor did it mean she had to be all big and flashy like a certain hot-headed loudmouth. In fact, Liusolra’s actual appearance and form didn’t differ in the slightest from the countless remote-control clones that currently made up her avatar. It was truly mind-boggling how a frame that small could handle so much power. Her real body was currently tucked away in the darkest, dankest little corner of the city where nobody would ever find it. 
 
    As for why Liusolra was so readily standing up to Nagnamor, it was precisely because Boxxy had asked nicely. That was really all there was to it. She didn’t have a habit of instantly eliminating her summoners since, much like a certain enterprising shapeshifter, the Stalker Queen understood the value of ‘repeat business.’ Furthermore, that funny little box had provided her with a once-in-a-millennium opportunity to feast on the ancient energies of an Overlord. From a stalker’s perspective, magic aged like fine wine, and Nagnamor was a delectable vintage that Liusolra couldn’t wait to sink her mandibles into. 
 
    All three hundred million of them. 
 
    The massive demons fought each other fiercely, both combatants unleashing devastating attacks upon their opponent. Nagnamor thrust his glaive forward only to have the Stalker Queen stop it by freezing the very air around it. Though the attack failed, it produced a wave of heat that melted a nearby building and instantly boiled the fourteen soldiers hiding inside. Liusolra retaliated by slamming the foremost limbs of her arachnid lower end into the ground, causing a cascade of ice spikes to rise from it. The archfiend easily evaded it by leaping into the air like a volcano on legs, but the poor souls seeking shelter in the sewers underneath were crushed by the glacial wave. 
 
    As the Overlords’ duel progressed, it became clear that neither could overpower the other. They were so closely matched that it seemed as though their battle would rage for an entire week. That obviously wasn’t going to happen since both of them only had minutes to spare before they were ejected from the mortal realm. However, there was already a clear loser in the clash between the hateful flames and the gluttonous ice. Namely, the unfortunate mortals caught in their wake despite their best efforts. 
 
    Avoiding an Overlord’s fury was no simple task. Their tremendous bodies moved with such illogical speed and force that their mere passage caused the world around them to rip itself apart. Worst of all, they kept throwing each other around on top of each combatant trying to maneuver themselves into a more advantageous position. As a result, roughly a quarter of the city had been flattened into a ravaged wasteland even though it had only been a few minutes since Liusolra was summoned. It wasn’t an exaggeration to say that each of them was a sentient calamity in their own right. 
 
    Both mortal armies had given up on fighting one another by that point. No meaningful military action could be taken until the Overlords finally ran out of juice and returned whence they came. Only then would the survivors be able to decide which side claimed dominion over New Whitehall. Or what was left of it at least. Until that moment came, every soldier’s sole mission was to preserve their lives and that of their comrades, which was easier said than done. 
 
    As if the massive demons weren’t enough, their respective minions caused just as much havoc. The Flaming Legion unleashed by Nagnamor did its best to rampage through the Republic’s ranks, while clouds of the Endless Swarm crawled over and devoured any Imperials they came across. The situation was so dire that there were multiple incidents of fighters from opposing sides joining forces to fight back the demonic hordes. From the perspective of the men and women caught up in this mess, this battle was no longer about the Empire or the Republic. It was a clear-cut case of life versus death. 
 
    Amidst all the chaos surrounding them and atop the flat roof of a particularly tall building stood the monster responsible for bringing one half of this demonic duel to the physical realm. 
 
    “Oh! He broke out of that glacier so easily!” commented Boxxy. 
 
    “Well duh,” said Kora indignantly. “What sort of Overlord would let something like a bit of ice tie him down?” 
 
    “Yeah okay, fair point. It’s just that, it was hard to tell when we first met, but Punchy is a lot stronger than I ever gave him credit for.” 
 
    The Sandman and his fiend familiar were thoroughly enjoying Nagnamor and Liusolra’s epic brawl from a safe distance of about half a kilometer. ‘Who would win in a fight between Punchy and Frosty?’ had been a question in the back of Boxxy’s mind ever since it performed its second Offering. It looked forward to getting an answer to that interesting inquiry. Kora, on the other hand, simply enjoyed the fight for what it was – a rare clash between tremendous powers well beyond her own. 
 
    “Woah, did he just throw her? What move was that?!” Boxxy asked. 
 
    “That’s called a suplex, boss! It’s really fun to do and- Wait, is he going for a double suplex!?” 
 
    “He is! Look at him go! Wait, he still hasn’t let go of her abdomen!” 
 
    “Could it be!? Oh, baby, a triple!” 
 
    “Frosty isn’t beaten yet! Here comes that ice elemental she conjured earlier!” 
 
    “Ouch, right in the finedticles. Damn that cheeky cunt!” 
 
    Regardless of their reasons, both of them were quite excited to have front-row seats to such a tremendous spectacle. That said, there was a risk that the fiend’s enthusiastic yelling might attract some unwelcome attention. The monster-in-charge had ordered its familiars to refrain from any verbal chatter to avoid someone spoiling its fun. As such, all of their exchanges were carried out through telepathy. Some might think that having to focus on broadcasting thoughts would negatively impact their viewing experience, but the shapeshifter and its entourage were so used to it that it felt just as natural as talking. 
 
    *SHKRAKOOOM* 
 
    “Holy shit!” the fiend exclaimed. “Where did that lightning bolt come from?! It completely broke off uncle Naggy’s horn!” 
 
    “That must be Imiryl. Yeah, right there,” Boxxy pointed. “See that little light-blue speck just in front of that volcano?” 
 
    “Where?” Kora squinted. 
 
    “No, not that one. The smaller one that’s still erupting a little.” 
 
    “Uhn… Oh, I think I see it, yeah. Why would she butt into their fight, though?” 
 
    “That’s actually a very good question.” 
 
    The vast majority of people in the war zone either went into hiding or were busy fighting off the Flaming Legion and the Endless Swarm. That was the smart thing to do, and Imiryl was by no means stupid. Nor was she the righteous type who’d interfere in a vain attempt to limit casualties. Her involvement was most puzzling indeed, especially since she only seemed to be attacking Nagnamor. On a hunch, Boxxy activated the Eagle Eye Skill it acquired earlier that day, courtesy of Keira’s Ranger Job reaching Level 35. The monster’s vision zoomed in on the Republic VIP, allowing it to barely confirm its suspicions. 
 
    “Yep, looks like she’s being mind-controlled. I see a whole lot of Frosty’s brood all over her neck and head.” 
 
    “Oh, I see. Clever of the frigid bint. Then what about that flashy yellow guy?” 
 
    “The what? Where?” 
 
    Zooming out a bit, the monster caught sight of Lichter who had suddenly reappeared and was streaking towards the two Overlords. However, instead of striking at them, he used an Exorcism Spell to force the foreign influence from Imiryl’s mind. The high elf Wizard seemed to pass out from the mental shock and fell towards the ground. The Paladin swooped in and snatched her out of the air, then flew off into the distance, away from the calamitous clash. 
 
    “Noooo! Give me back my afternoon snack!” 
 
    Liusolra’s screeching voice was loud enough to shatter pretty much every pane of glass in the entire city. 
 
    “WHERE ARE YOU LOOKING AT?!” 
 
    Nagnamor took advantage of her momentary distraction and drove his armored fist clean through the fake Stalker Queen’s chest. He funneled his crimson flames into her exposed insides, incinerating a significant portion of her clones in an instant. 
 
    “Oooh, that’s gotta hurt!” Kora grimaced. “You go, uncle Naggy! Show that manipulative bitch how we fiends do things!” 
 
    “Uuuuuu… No faaair!” Drea whined through the telepathic link. “I want to watch Lady Liusolra’s fight, too!” 
 
    That Psionic had mangled her limbs and catapulted her beyond the city’s borders, leaving the stalker momentarily stranded somewhere in the Rainy Woodlands. Naturally, she wanted to see the throw-down of the century for herself, but she was far too crippled to make it back to the city in time to catch either of the Overlords. Furthermore, her Master had just expended all of its MP on the Offering ritual, so it wouldn’t be able to resummon her to its position for quite a while. 
 
    “Wait, that’s it!” she realized. “There’s no way this isn’t airing on the Boxxy Show! Master, can you send me back? You’d have to resummon me to get me back on my feet anyway, right?” 
 
    “Hmm? Oh. Good point, Claws. Off you go, then.” 
 
    “Thanks, Mas-!” 
 
    [Your familiar has been dismissed.] 
 
    “Yeaaaaah! Get rekt, you many-legged cunt!” Kora continued to cheer as the battle raged on. 
 
    “You know Nagnamor is technically the enemy, right?” Xera pointed out. 
 
    “… Huh?” 
 
    The succubus was also on that rooftop, although her interest in the two Overlords duking it out was quickly diminishing. She still looked on with a sort of bemused curiosity since it was an extremely rare event, but didn’t feel as personally invested as a certain braindead fiend. That wasn’t to say she had no stake in this, however. 
 
    “Nagnamor clearly wants to kill the Master. And since we are but things that belong to the Master, he is our enemy by proxy.” 
 
    “Don’t care. He’s still family,” she shrugged before raising her ‘voice’ again. “Cunt-punt that bitch, uncle Naggy!” 
 
    “For fuck sake, will you at least keep it down!? It’s not like he can hear our telepathic link in the first place!” 
 
    “Yeesh, what a buzzkill. Boss, can you just screw the bitch already so she mellows out?” 
 
    “Oh yeah, I did say I’d motivate her, didn’t I?” Boxxy recalled. “I guess I’m not doing much else at the moment, so I might as well get it over with.” 
 
    Several tentacles sprouted from the Sandman’s back and coiled around the surprised Xera. The appendages were as thick as arms and covered in random bumps and ridges. With little warning and absolutely zero foreplay, her ass, cunt, and throat were all invaded by a tentacle each, stretching her out to the point where even the succubus’s pliant flesh was in danger of ripping apart. They started pumping in and out of her like pistons while numerous smaller tendrils held her down and grinded her face and exposed nipples against the coarse roof. It was a truly barbaric act that was closer to torture than any form of sex. If the succubus actually had things like a womb or intestines they would have been instantly turned to mush. 
 
    It was a thought that filled Xera with an odd sense of regret, though it certainly didn’t stop her from loving every single moment of the act. Especially the way Boxxy’s tentacles took bites out of her to snack on while watching the fight. 
 
    “Boss, boss! Here it comes! It’s the Heaven-and-Hell Splitter!” 
 
    “Who-the-what-now!?” 
 
    Boxxy shifted its attention back to Nagnamor just in time to see the archfiend unleash what was apparently his signature move. It was a massive downward swing of his glaive that split Liusolra’s avatar clean in half. The weapon’s flaming shockwave carved a sixty-meter-long lava-spewing fissure through the city and parted the stormy clouds overhead. Even if it sounded a bit pretentious and over-the-top at first, Boxxy reluctantly agreed that ‘Heaven-and-Hell Splitter’ was a truly fitting name. And judging from how it took Liusolra awhile to glue the two halves back together, the power behind it was every bit as impressive as it looked. 
 
    “That attack is way too strong! What’s with that unfair power?!” the doppelganger protested. “Come to think of it, doesn’t the wind-up motion look strangely familiar? Wait, is that what he tried to use on me when we first met?!” 
 
    “Probably,” Kora shrugged. “It’s uncle Naggy’s signature move, after all.” 
 
    It was the single most terrifying attack the shapeshifter had ever witnessed. If its past self had taken that attack head-on, then it would have been annihilated so completely that not even dust would have been left behind. The loophole it had stumbled upon allowed it to somehow avoid getting injured, but scary things were, in fact, scary. As such, the whole affair had ended up as yet another of Boxxy’s unforgettable near-death experiences. 
 
    “That’s a bit too much effort to kill a Level 30-something mimic, isn’t it?!” the monster complained. “I’m not saying I expected Punchy to pull his punches, but even demons have to exercise restraint to a certain degree, right?” 
 
    “Restraint? What’s the point in that?” Kora was thoroughly confused. “If you see a pathetic weakling walking around, it’s only natural to instantly wipe them out using 100% of your power. Like my dad says, there’s no kill like overkill. Know what I mean, boss?” 
 
    “I… Sure, whatever.” 
 
    Boxxy could have argued that needlessly wasting one’s stamina could prove to be a fatal weakness, but gave up when it remembered who it was talking to. This ‘overkill’ mentality was yet another in a long list of quirks that could be collectively summed up as ‘just fiend things.’ 
 
    “Then I guess I should be glad Snack worked out as Punchy’s sacrifice back then.” 
 
    Of course, that was hardly the only case when the succubus had proven herself incredibly useful. The mimic of the past would have surely died on multiple occasions without Snack’s assistance. The more Boxxy thought about it, the more it realized it owed much of its early success and its ongoing survival to none other than Snack. 
 
    “Heh. Still think she’d qualify as a pure maiden?” Kora completely derailed its silent introspective. 
 
    “… Honestly? I have no idea how the crap that ritual even worked in the first place. I mean, just look at her.” 
 
    “Look at what? Holy fuck, when did this happen?!” 
 
    The fiend was so engrossed by what was going out in front that she somehow completely failed to realize the scene unfolding behind her. 
 
    “Damn, boss, you’re really letting her have it!” 
 
    Said ‘boss’ didn’t respond, however, as it was currently burning the sight of Frosty’s headlock on Punchy into its memory, letting its numerous appendages ravage Xera’s body on autopilot. This was a bizarre side of Kora’s master that the fiend could never truly get used to, no matter how much she thought she understood the creature. All that potential for lewdness, perversion, and all around carnal depravity – wasted on a creature with absolutely no sex drive. Even though the shapeshifter brought the succubus to orgasm after orgasm, it regarded the whole affair with indifference and dispassion. It was the sort of attitude one might have towards a bothersome chore like doing the dishes. 
 
    A fact that helped said ‘dishes’ get off even harder, just as it had expected. 
 
    Kora did her best to ignore the shameless slut as well as her own raging erection, focusing her attention back to the calamitous clash that was steadily destroying the city’s northwestern quarter. The fight of the century was much more important than some pervert’s exhibition show, so she continued mentally cheering for her archfiend uncle with great gusto. Once that epic fight concluded, she’d probably be told to continue smashing humans into a pulp like she’d been doing for the past few hours. She was also given permission to leave one or two of them alive so she could sodomize them to her metaphorical heart’s content. She’d wrap the day’s festivities up by giving all of the ‘freshly motivated’ succubus’s orifices a very thorough inspection later that night. 
 
    Kora didn’t know what part of the day’s proceedings to be the most excited about, so she threw all four of her arms into the air and gazed up at the stormy sky with actual tears of joy streaming down her cheeks. 
 
    “Best! Day! Ever!” 
 
    “MNNNNPGHHHHH!” 
 
    Xera very much agreed with that sentiment, albeit not in as many words. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Part Four 
 
    The remains of a Republic platoon were currently holed up in a small, dark, and dank basement. The twenty-two Legionnaires and nine conscripted adventurers making up the unit stood in relative silence, either seated atop old barrels and crates or leaning against the wall. They were hardly optimal resting positions, but it was either that or the underground chamber’s cold and muddy floor. The only source of light in the room was an illusory globe of light that hovered just under the low ceiling. With nearly nothing to reflect it, the dull yellow luminance did little to dispel the dark atmosphere. 
 
    Under such conditions, it was no surprise that none of these men and women wore a smile, though the depressing environment was the least of their worries. They were stuck hiding in a corner like a bunch of rats right in the middle of a war zone with an unconscious VIP in their care. To make matters worse, their commanding officer had run off somewhere, and their Comm-crystal was as functional as a fork with no prongs. 
 
    “C’mon, you piece of junk! Work!” 
 
    Not that it stopped the elf called Syme from trying to activate it. As the recently-appointed second-in-command, the Warrior was responsible for communications with Republic headquarters. He needed to report the unit’s status as well as their location, but couldn’t get through no matter how many times he tried. Under the circumstances, it was no surprise that his patience was at an end.  
 
    “Give it a rest, Syme,” an elf woman groaned. “I already told you that banging that against the wall isn’t going to solve anything.” 
 
    Someone had to stop him before he broke the Comm-cube, and Kaleera the Warlock saw fit to do it herself. 
 
    “No, no it’ll work,” he insisted. “There! I think it connected!” 
 
    One could hardly blame the man for that surge of optimism, seeing as how his repeated attempts at percussive maintenance seem to elicit something from the faintly glowing cube. 
 
    *Khrkkkhht* 
 
    This reaction came in the form of a grating white noise, somewhere between a scrawl and a screech. The magic item attempted to construct a holographic image of the other party, but the result was a garbled mess of blue lines and shapes that didn’t look like a person. The cube suddenly went completely inert, even going so far as to lose its pale blue glow and turn a dull, lifeless gray. 
 
    “Oh, shit! Did it just break?!” 
 
    Syme gave the thing a few worried taps and was instantly relieved to see it regain its soft luminescence. 
 
    “Will you stop messing with that thing, already!?” shout-whispered Kaleera. “You’re going to break it for real!” 
 
    “Well, what else am I supposed to do?” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know,” she rolled her eyes. “How about you just sit there and wait like the Dec told you to?” 
 
    Indeed, their orders had been quite clear. They were to remain in cover until further notice, but not knowing what exactly was going on up there was incredibly stressful. Their unease only grew since there wasn’t anyone around to give them orders. Their Comm-crystal couldn’t connect to Primus Underwood, Decanus Morgana had run off to assist the Sandman with some urgent plan, and Hilda was still in a comatose state. Of those three, the most pressing concern was the second one – the ‘Dec’ herself. 
 
    “I really shouldn’t have left her alone with that guy,” complained one of the adventurers. “He’s super creepy. And shady!” 
 
    “No offense, Mikey, but you’re a conscripted human Rogue,” spat out one of the Legionnaires. “That doesn’t make you entirely reputable, either.” 
 
    “Wow, okay. Wait, is that why you put off on healing me when I got caught up in that explosion earlier?” 
 
    “Your bumbling set off one of our own landmines! You’re lucky you got off with just a scratch!” 
 
    “A scratch?! My femoral artery was severed! I would’ve bled out on the spot if you put off treating it any longer than you did! You almost let me die!” 
 
    “Maybe I should have!” 
 
    “Alright that’s enough, both of you!” Syme shouted. 
 
    The two men kept glaring at each other in quiet anger, neither particularly willing to admit fault. This sort of interpersonal friction was one of the main problems with forcing adventurers and soldiers to work together. Their differing perspectives and personalities inevitably led to small conflicts of opinion, which had a bad habit of exploding into ugly disputes when tensions ran high. The Warrior named Syme understood this very well, being the most seasoned grunt in the group. That was precisely why the Decanus gave him the difficult task of keeping this unit from collapsing from within during her absence, and he wasn’t about to let her down. 
 
    First, Syme reprimanded the elven Priest. 
 
    “So what if Mikey misjudged the explosive radius of a device he’d only been told about yesterday? He took a gamble setting it off remotely, and it paid off. Blasted that Imp Wizard right out of the air, he did.” 
 
    Then he turned towards the human Rogue. 
 
    “And is it really such a big problem that Holt was too busy keeping the others alive to heal you on the spot? Your life is hardly the only one in danger out here. If anything, you should be thanking him he managed to patch us up as well as he did!” 
 
    Finally, he addressed both of them at once, as well as the rest of the room. 
 
    “Do you want the Dec to come back and find us pointlessly arguing over things we can’t change? None of us are here because we particularly want to, but we’re all in this together. So, either get your shit straight, or we’re all going home in urns.” 
 
    The intervention seemed successful as neither Mikey, Holt, nor anyone else could argue with the veteran’s scathing words. 
 
    “… I’m sorry I held a grudge over that,” the Rogue spoke in a quiet voice. “You’re right, it was my own fault I got blown up, and I owe you for stitching my ass back together.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it,” the elf grumbled. “And I’m sorry for calling you a two-timing short-ear behind your back. You’ve shown you deserve better than that.” 
 
    “Thanks, Holt. That means a lot to me.” 
 
    “From now on I’ll only say it to your face.” 
 
    “Oy!” 
 
    The thirty or so troops shared a short bout of laughter at Mikey’s expense. The volatile situation seemingly disarmed, Syme sat back down on the wooden bucket he was using as a stool and continued fiddling with the Comm-crystal. 
 
    “It won’t work, Syme,” Kaleera repeated herself yet again. “It’s gonna take a lot more than a little speech to get a signal past a demonic Overlord.” 
 
    “Yeah, I get that. The big scary burning bloke’s bungling all the long-range magic, but how do we know he’s still up there?” 
 
    *Rrrumble* 
 
    A distant tremor knocked a small cloud of dust from the wooden boards overhead and caused the various tools and crates in the basement to rattle ominously. The Warlock shot the Warrior a ‘Need I say more?’ look, to which he replied by rolling his eyes in a ‘Okay, fine!’ sort of way and finally gave up on the Comm-crystal. 
 
    “How do you stop one of these demonic Overlords anyway?” Mikey asked. 
 
    “You don’t,” replied Kaleera. “You run and hide until they run out of juice and disappear.” 
 
    “Then what in the blazes is the Sandman planning to do? And why did he need the Dec’s help to do it?” 
 
    “Why you asking me?” 
 
    “Because you’re a Warlock! If anyone knows how to stop a big angry demon, it’ll be you!” 
 
    “It’s not my specialty, okay?” she snapped back. “My Skills are focused on conjuration and magical bombardment. I don’t do demons like that Sandman bloke, so give me a break.” 
 
    “… Sorry. It’s just, I can’t trust that guy at all. Caught a glimpse of him before the battle started, right? Instantly gave me the heebie-jeebies.” 
 
    “The what-now?” she asked with a raise of an eyebrow.  
 
    “Y’know, heebie-jeebies,” Mikey tried to explain himself. “Makes your skin crawl and your hair stand on end, stuff like that.” 
 
    “I think that’s the whole point of his getup,” a conscripted Ranger chimed in. “The sunshine and flowers look really doesn’t fit the whole reclusive demon master thing he has going.” 
 
    “That seems rather detrimental though, doesn’t it?” one of the soldiers argued. “Can’t really trust the guy if he looks like he eats babies for lunch.” 
 
    “Maybe, but being recognizable is important for adventurers. And mercenaries, by extension. All the top guys have their own signature look – their personal brand. Really gives their name and reputation more weight, which leads to more work. Know what I mean?” 
 
    “I get that, right, but who’d knowingly hire someone that blatantly evil?” 
 
    “The Republic government, apparently.” 
 
    *Rrrumble* 
 
    The irrelevant conversation was abruptly interrupted by yet another quake. 
 
    “So, Syme, are you sure you don’t want me to go out there and find the Dec?” 
 
    “You really should give it up, Mikey,” the Warrior declined. “The Dec’s a lot more capable than she looks, yeah? If she thought she could handle whatever’s going on out there, then all we have to do is trust her judgment.” 
 
    “Besides, what would you do even if you found her?” asked someone else in a teasing manner. 
 
    “I’d get her back down here where it’s safe and sound!” 
 
    “What if she doesn’t wanna come back?” 
 
    “Then I’d drag her along even if she’s kicking and screaming!” 
 
    “No offense, ya two-timing short-ear,” said Holt, “but something tells me you’d get your eyes clawed out if you tried that.” 
 
    “That’s only if you’re lucky,” claimed someone else. “The Dec pulled a knife on the last guy that tried to get too grabby with her back at the Fort.” 
 
    “Oh, c’mon! That’s just a rumor, right? There’s no way a sweet girl like her would do something like that.” 
 
    “Uh, huh. Need I remind you how that ‘sweet girl’ took out that Imp Priest outside the old barber shop?” 
 
    The image of Keira using a Power Shot to drill a hole through the groin of an Imperial soldier – or ‘Imp’ for short – flashed through the men’s minds. They weren’t going to complain about her eliminating the enemy healer, but her methods and the smirk on her face were both a bit… unsettling. Not to mention that, while noteworthy, it had hardly been her first nut-shot of the day, nor her last. 
 
    “Okay, yeah, I think I see your point,” admitted Mikey. “That habit of hers makes her seem a lot less cute.” 
 
    “Three guesses who she picked it up from?” 
 
    The men in the group threw Fizzy a sideways glance. The golem was currently performing basic maintenance on her equipment, but stopped when she felt their gazes and looked up at them with a confused expression. 
 
    “What?” she glanced around at them. “What?! Is there something on my face?” 
 
    “The lads are just uneasy how you always seem to go for the dick,” clarified Kaleera. 
 
    “Oh. Well, it’s hardly my fault you male meatbags have a universal, easy-to-reach weak point like that.” 
 
    “Gnn…” came a groan from the corner. “Always go… for the cock…” 
 
    “See? Hilda gets it,” Fizzy declared triumphantly before resuming her tinkering. 
 
    The dwarven Berserker’s delirious sleep-talk was hardly a reliable source of information. The last time the group heard her voice she muttered something about ‘those tricksy pink leprechauns.’ Nobody present knew who or what a ‘leprechaun’ was supposed to be, but they somehow doubted it was supposed to be pink. Still, the fact that she showed brain activity was a sign she’d probably get better, at least in terms of physical health. Whether she would be any more or less insane when she woke up was entirely up to chance. 
 
    *Rrrrrumble* 
 
    “Why are you so insistent about going after the Dec anyway?” asked someone in the group. “Are you sweet on her or something?” 
 
    “… Might be, little bit,” Mikey admitted. “I was just thinking… Wouldn’t mind running off with her somewhere. Settle down, have some fuzzy-eared kids, y’know?” 
 
    “Hah! Not if I get her first!” 
 
    “Really, Barry? Aren’t you already married with two sons?” asked the man sitting next to him. 
 
    “So? Who says I can’t have myself more than one wife?!” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know, how about the law? Or society in general? Not to mention common sense and moral decency.” 
 
    “Come off it, Carl. Look me in the eye and tell me you haven’t thought about having those dusky thighs wrapped around your head.” 
 
    “What?! Of course, I haven’t! Well, not until just now, I mean.” 
 
    “Not too bad a thought, is it?” 
 
    “… Not the worst thing ever, no.” 
 
    “Gotta admit, I wouldn’t mind that either,” a third man weighed in. 
 
    “Hmm, I wonder what the Dec will think if she knew you boys were admiring her thighs so much.” 
 
    The guys’ smiles turned to grimaces so quickly that one would think the female Warlock had dumped icy water on them. 
 
    “Way to be a buzzkill, Kaleera.” 
 
    *Rrrumble* 
 
    “Guys, dusky thighs aside,” Mikey spoke up again, “aren’t those tremors getting louder?” 
 
    “Come to think of it, they kind of are,” admitted Syme. 
 
    “Not louder. Closer.” 
 
    Fizzy’s correction caused a heavy silence to grip the room. It was disturbed only by the soft clatter of the golem packing up her field repair kit and strapping her electric charge pack to her back. A few moments later, the group heard a muffled, otherworldly roar followed by yet another earth-shaking impact. It was another in a series of reminders that the giant fire-demon of murder-death was, indeed, still up there. 
 
    *Don Don Don* 
 
    A loud knock on the basement’s slanted double-doors sent the entire unit on high alert, prompting them to quickly rise to their feet and ready their weapons and magic. The only exit to the chamber opened with an audible creak, allowing some sparse daylight to fall down the steep staircase and brighten up the dungeon-like atmosphere. 
 
    “It’s Keira, stand down!” came an all too familiar voice. 
 
    The catgirl in question carefully descended the dangerously narrow steps with her arms in the air. Her unit first saw her mud-stained combat boots, then her pale leather trousers, and the mithril rapier hanging from her waist. This was followed by a quilted jacket in the gray-and-black colors of the Republic flag draped over a chainmail shirt. However, it wasn’t until they saw her tanned face, golden eyes, and fiery crimson hair that they finally felt relief wash over them. A few exclamations of ‘Dec!’ and ‘Ma’am!’ rose up from the troops as they formed a semi-circle around her. 
 
    “Alright, calm down you lot,” she ordered while doing a quick headcount. “Syme, anything happen while I was absent?” 
 
    The elf threw a sideways glance towards Holt and Mikey before answering. 
 
    “No, ma’am. Nothing at all. The VIP’s still out of it, we’re all present and accounted for, and ready to move out at your leisure, ma’am.” 
 
    “Any word from headquarters?” 
 
    “No, ma’am. Comm-crystal can’t get through to them.” 
 
    “Magical interference from the Overlord, ma’am,” added Kaleera. 
 
    “Ah, bollocks,” Keira grimaced. “Right, then. In that case gather your gear and your courage! We’re evacuating this place and seeking shelter elsewhere!” 
 
    “We’re going to ignore the Primus’s orders to stay put?” 
 
    “Situation’s changed, Holt. Those Overlords have been steadily making their way towards us for the last several minutes. A mere basement won’t be enough to save us if we get caught up in their wake. Yes, Holt, what is it?” 
 
    The Priest, having been given permission to speak, sheepishly put his hand down. 
 
    “Did you just say Overlords? As in, more than one?” 
 
    “Oh. Yeah, about that. Long story short, Mr. S returned the Empire’s favor and called out another one to distract the first. So… there’s two of them now.” 
 
    The news washed over the ignorant squad, and they had no idea what to make of it. To most of them, something like ‘demonic Overlords’ were things they had only heard about in passing, if at all. Their inability to determine whether the Sandman’s stratagem had made things better or worse was plainly visible on their faces, prompting Keira to clarify the situation. 
 
    “Bottom line is, Mr. S’s plan worked, and the two of them are too busy fighting each other to bother with the likes of us.” 
 
    Those reassuring words prompted a small round of cheers, which was cut short by yet another earth-rattling aftershock. 
 
    “But we’re not out of it yet!” shouted Keira. “They’re wrecking everything in their path, so we need to move before they get here and we get caught up in it!” 
 
    “Decanus, ma’am?” 
 
    “What is it, Mikey?” 
 
    “You said they’re headed towards us?” 
 
    “Yeah. The big white one is slowly being overpowered by the big scary one, who seems to be making his way in this general direction.” 
 
    “Okay, but why this way specifically?!” 
 
    “MORNINGWOOOOOOOOOD!” a thunderous bellow poured in from the outside. 
 
    “… I haven’t the slightest idea.” 
 
    Fizzy obviously didn’t buy the bare-faced lie. She had no idea when, why, or how Boxxy managed to piss off, of all things, a demonic Overlord and still lived to tell the tale, but she couldn’t bring it up within earshot of the others. She momentarily felt envious of those three demons’ telepathic communication with their master, and she too yearned for an extremely convenient way to talk to her Goddess’s chosen Hero. Unfortunately for Fizzy, it was a link she’d never be able to have due to her species. Golems were notoriously immune to any and all magic that affected the mind, whether detrimental or beneficial. Therefore, the most she could do at the moment was keep quiet and assume that something utterly nonsensical happened between Boxxy and that mega-demon sometime in the past. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Keira declared. “Whatever the cause, this location is right in their path, so pull your pants up and get those butts moving! Now!” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am!” 
 
    As if struck by lightning, the troops immediately formed a line and followed their Decanus out of the basement with Hilda in tow. The dwarf’s adamantite armor, however, had to be left behind. It made her much heavier to the point it took three of the group’s strongest members to get her into the basement in the first place. They’ve since had time to strip her, wrap her in blankets, and fasten her to a makeshift stretcher, so going up the steps was considerably easier than the way down. A few of them couldn’t help but want to bring her gear along separately, but Keira ordered them to leave it. Even if it was powerful and expensive equipment, it was much too cumbersome to lug it around and would slow them down. It was thus left behind out of concern for their safety, not because a greedy monster-in-disguise wanted to come back for it later and add it to its collection. 
 
    Once outside and back into the street, the troops were greeted with a somewhat surreal sight. To begin with, the thick storm clouds overhead now had numerous gaps and clear patches. They couldn’t even imagine how those unnatural formations occurred, though at the very least the rain had stopped falling. Looking out over the low rooftops to the north, they could clearly see the two Overlords going at it. One was a winged, fire-wreathed demon straight out of a nightmare, while the other was a half-human half-spider thing that was almost too white to look at. A gigantic pillar of ice suddenly rose from the ground between them like a geyser, hitting the winged demon in the chin. The proxy uppercut sent shards of ice and plumes of flames flying out in every direction, knocking the blazing skull-headed demon down on his ass with a massive crash. 
 
    *Rrrrrumble* 
 
    “You can do it, uncle! Just hit her right in the pussy!” 
 
    The boisterously vulgar female voice coming from one of the nearby rooftops once again sent the troop on their guard. At least until they realized that it belonged to a certain four-armed, red-skinned demon who was technically on their side. They were formally introduced to Kora, Xera, and Drea when they set out on the mission to entrap the enemy VIP, so they already knew she was one of the Sandman’s familiars. However, the details regarding her supposed uncle, why she bothered cheering at all, or whether the Overlords actually had genitals would have to remain a mystery for the moment. 
 
    “Excuse me, miss Arms!” yelled Keira. 
 
    “Huuuuh?!” 
 
    The fiend looked down at the catgirl with a vicious sneer. Her glare alone caused a few of the more skittish conscripts to audibly swallow. 
 
    “We’re ready to leave, now!” 
 
    “Oh, man! And it was just getting really good, too! Fuuuuuuck!” 
 
    Kora leapt down to the ground without trying to hide her disappointment. 
 
    “Yo!” she greeted the gathered soldiers with a wave of her left hands. “Boss ordered us to babysit you lot, so you’d better be grateful!” 
 
    “What’s going on here, Dec?” asked Syme. “And what does she mean by ‘us?’” 
 
    “Mr. S was badly injured by the summoning ritual and can’t escort us personally, so he lent us two of his familiars for our protection in his stead. However, I would appreciate it if miss Snack could stop playing games and take this matter seriously.” 
 
    “Oh? But I am taking it seriously, honey,” Kaleera smirked arrogantly. 
 
    “Wait, what am I doing over there?!” asked the other Kaleera. 
 
    She was hardly the only one caught unaware, as all the soldiers unwittingly took a few steps away from the intruder in their midst. 
 
    “Huhuhuhu,” giggled the impostor in a smug tone. “You halfwits didn’t even notice when an extra person snuck into your group. You mortals are way too easy!” 
 
    “Miss Snack, stop unnerving my men,” said Keira with a tired expression. “They’re on edge enough as it is.” 
 
    “I’ll have you know I’m merely masking my presence in case an enemy finds us, that way I might be able to catch them by surprise. I’m not using this form just to screw with people, you silly kitty.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. But you’re still doing this mostly to mess with them, aren’t you?” 
 
    The succubus didn’t answer with words, but merely stuck her tongue out through her smiling lips in a teasing manner. 
 
    “Look, just- Quit it, okay?! Mr. S said you have to listen to everything I say, didn’t he?!” 
 
    The disguised demoness’s playful attitude quickly disappeared along with her mischievous smile. 
 
    “Okay, fine,” she said in a cold voice. “Have it your way.” 
 
    In the next instant, her facial features started changing while her Republic magic user’s uniform filled out in all the right spots. She transformed into a shape that looked more like a human version of her true self rather than the green-haired Witch she copied to pull off her prank. Kaleera was visibly relieved, although she also felt a certain amount of envy. Seeing her flat, almost non-existent chest swell out to a pair of massive mammaries in a matter of seconds did not help her self-esteem in the slightest. The men in the group watched that particular part of the transformation with great interest as well, albeit for completely different reasons. 
 
    “Better?” asked the succubus in her own voice. 
 
    “Much,” confirmed Keira with a nod. “Now, let’s get out of the Overlords’ range, and quickly. This is still a war zone, so mind your corners and watch our flanks!” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am!” replied the troops in unison. 
 
    As they began making their way through the ruined city, they quickly realized what the Decanus meant by getting ‘out of range,’ as the collateral damage caused by the two Overlords was far-reaching indeed. Their calamitous clashes sent ice shards, ripped up trees, half-molten rocks, and bits of buildings flying for almost two hundred meters in every direction. Thankfully, none of them landed anywhere near the unit as they were skulking from building to building, but having such massive pieces of debris flying overhead was not exactly a calming factor. Neither was the devious succubus in their midst, but the knowledge that their Decanus had a firm grasp on her leash somewhat eased them. 
 
    On the other hand, Kora’s assistance was much better received. After all, if a fiend was going to attack someone, they would smash them in the face immediately rather than stabbing them in the back. Plus, having someone as plainly powerful as her on their side was extremely reassuring. Seeing her plough through blocked streets and collapsed houses made her physical strength abundantly clear, even if she was hardly what one would call ‘subtle.’ She was a bit distract seeing as she kept stealing glances at the ongoing Overlord fight in the background, but she was hardly the only one in the group to do so. Whether it be curiosity, wariness, or fear, all of the soldiers and adventurers gawked at the spectacular fight every now and then. 
 
    And by the look of things, the epic brawl was about to reach its climax. 
 
    “AAAAAAAARGH!” 
 
    Nagnamor let out a booming scream. At some point, Liusolra managed to rip off or destroy the skull-adorned cuisses that protected her opponent’s legs, allowing the arachnid half of her avatar to stick its mandibles deep into his hairy thigh. The upper half turned into a sort of amorphous blob that was wrapped around his arms and weapon, restraining their movements while snuffing out his protective flames. 
 
    “Ha-ha!” she laughed mockingly. “I’ve, like, got you now, loser!” 
 
    In the next instant, the archfiend felt Liusolra’s fangs drain much of the magic permeating his body. His strength rapidly fading, Nagnamor could not break out of her hold. It wouldn’t be long before his body gave out and he was sent back to the Beyond, given the rate at which that glutton was practically drinking him up from the inside. The match was over, no matter how one looked at it. All things considered, Nagnamor still ended up having a lot of fun throwing down against an opponent of near-equal power. Even if Liusolra only fought by proxy, she was still a worthy challenge. 
 
    “Aaaaaah, that’s the stuff!” she cooed in delight. “You, like, taste so good that I literally cannot even!” 
 
    However, there was no way Nagnamor would allow himself to suffer defeat gracefully. All fiends were sore losers by default, and being an archfiend and an Overlord on top of that meant he was the sorest loser of them all. And the one person- the one thing he didn’t want to lose at any cost was that insufferable little bug. Therefore, he decided that if he was going to go down, he would do so with a bang. 
 
    “YOU WANT MY MANA SO BAD?!” he bellowed with a seething rage. “FINE THEN! TAKE IT! TAKE IT ALLLLL!” 
 
    “Wait, what are you-?!” 
 
    “LIBERO FACILISIS LIGULA, IN ELEMENTUM PULVINAR MI TINCIDUNT VESTIBULUM!” 
 
    Nagnamor suddenly began chanting, his un-words causing the very world to tremble and quake. Seemingly realizing what was going on, Liusolra redoubled her efforts to finish him off as fast as she could. She slashed him with frozen blades and ran him through with icicles the size of towers, but the archfiend’s vitality was unmatched even among the Overlords. Even in his wounded and weakened state, it was frankly impossible for the Stalker Queen to deplete his life force quickly enough. Her magic was first-class when it came to ensnaring and weakening her opponents, but she lacked the pure destructive might necessary to quickly finish off the Overlord of the Flaming Legion. 
 
    “PORTTITOR INTERDUM DICTUM EGET LACUS! ORCI VARIUS NATOQUE PENATIBUS ET MAGNIS DIS PARTURIENT MONTES, MAURIS URNA SAPIEN ALIQUAM!” 
 
    Nagnamor’s crimson flames spewed out of his neck and skull, breaking through Liusolra’s brood. They rose high into the air, forming an extremely ominous pillar of radiant fire that seemed to extend past the clouds. 
 
    “NEQUE AT PLACERAT BLANDIT! NAGNAMOR UTRICIA PRAESENTUM!” 
 
    “Hey, no fair!” exclaimed Liusolra in a frustrated panic. “I’m not, like, done yet!” 
 
    “YEAH, WELL, LIKE, FUCK YOU!” he yelled back in a mocking tone, then uttered the word of power to finish off his incantation. 
 
    “ARMAGEDDON!” 
 
    In the next instant, Nagnamor self-destructed, releasing a wave of unimaginable, blinding heat. Everything within a hundred meters of the Overlord, Liusolra included, melted into glass. A half-kilometer radius beyond that became a black desert of ash. The rest of the city as well as parts of the Rainy Woodlands were all set ablaze by an unquenchable inferno that threatened to envelop the entire forest. What clouds remained overhead were now completely gone, allowing the afternoon sun to shine down onto the newly-created wasteland unabated. 
 
    This was the power of Armageddon – one of the Four Great Apocalypse Magics. Much like the Ice Age unleashed by Liusolra on the town of Bootlick, it was a Spell that only an Overlord could use. It was their final trump card and the biggest threat they posed to civilizations caught in their wake. Among the Four, Armageddon was the most outwardly devastating. It would have engulfed the entire city and then some instead of only half if the fight hadn’t severely depleted Nagnamor’s energy. 
 
    It was still more than enough. Not only had Armageddon annihilated the other Overlord in a flash, but it also put an abrupt end to the battle for New Whitehall. Which, much like the duel between Liusolra and Nagnamor, ended without a definite winner. Looking at the heavy losses incurred on both sides as well as the state of what was left of the city, even calling it a draw would be incredibly optimistic. 
 
    On that day, both the Republic and the Empire had lost magnificently. 
 
    And yet, it still wasn’t over. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Part Five 
 
    *RRRRUMBLE* 
 
    A patch of ash within the newly-created black desert suddenly began moving and shifting. A large slab of superheated stone that survived the Armageddon Spell steadily rose to the sound of Kora’s grunting. 
 
    “Nnnnrryah!” 
 
    With a final yell, she threw off the thick, flat rock that was easily four times larger than her, allowing the other survivors to breathe once more. The scalding, ash-filled air was far from lung-friendly, however, making them choke and cough uncontrollably. One of the Druids in the unit somehow managed to cast a Soothing Rain Spell, conjuring a small, gray cloud immediately overhead. The curative rainwater pouring down from it not only helped restore everyone’s HP, but also purified and cooled the air to make it more breathable. 
 
    “Koff! Koff Koff! Everyone alive?!” yelled Keira while looking around. 
 
    “I think we lost the two-timing short-ears!” 
 
    “Oy! I’m not dead yet, Holt!” 
 
    “Tch, just my luck.” 
 
    “Arms, is Mr. S alive?” she turned towards the fiend. 
 
    “Uh, yeah. The boss is still around.” 
 
    “… Do a handstand to prove it!” 
 
    “Oh for the love of-” 
 
    Kora did a perfect 10-point handstand using only her frontal pair of arms. 
 
    “There, satisfied?” 
 
    “Yes, thank you. What about the VIP and wounded?” 
 
    “VIP’s safe and sound, Ma’am!” 
 
    “Some of the magic users passed out, but they’ll pull through!” 
 
    As the reports rapidly came in, it quickly became apparent that everyone was present and accounted for, even if not entirely fit for duty. Once the group’s immediate concerns for their comrades’ well-being were taken care of, they finally began to take in the devastation around them. The desolate, lifeless scenery was so silent that even their own uneven breathing sounded unnaturally loud and grating.  
 
    Keira rose to her feet and looked towards the center of all this destruction. The ground in a large radius around Nagnamor’s last location had turned to glass. Like a muddled diamond, it glistened and sparkled in the sunlight. Its impure nature and rough, uneven texture gave it an eerie, foreboding shine. The others followed the redhead’s example and stared mutely at the glass field as the reality of their situation sunk in. 
 
    “That’s…” one of them spoke, his voice shaking. “Isn’t that where…” 
 
    “Yeah,” confirmed Mikey. “If the Dec hadn’t told us to relocate… We’d have been right in the middle of that.” 
 
    It was an undeniable fact that the catgirl’s decision had saved them. They’d have still been caught up in the blast if the Decanus hadn’t demanded that everyone seek shelter inside another basement the instant she heard that chanting start. It was no easy task getting underground and establishing a bunch of magical barriers in a matter of seconds, but they somehow pulled it off. If either the call to retreat or its execution had been any slower, they wouldn’t have gotten off as easy as they had. 
 
    Not that things were fine and dandy. The unit was covered in soot, mentally and physically exhausted, disoriented, and disheartened. It was unclear whether what they had been through over the last ten-to-fifteen minutes was lucky or unlucky, but given that they were all still around to debate the point implied the former. No, thinking about it from start to finish, their continued survival was more than a matter of luck. 
 
    It was a miracle made possible through the effort and intuition of Decanus Keira Morgana. The beastkin’s unerring judgments had saved their lives many times, but this felt like providence. Looking upon the redhead’s silent figure and sorrowful expression as she stared across the ruined landscape was a beautiful yet solemn sight, made all the more poignant by the soft pitter-patter of summoned rain. It was an ephemeral scene every artist worth their paintbrush would strive to immortalize. There were no such individuals around, of course. Keira’s troops could only empathize with the redhead’s grief at all the lives she had failed to save. 
 
    In actuality, the girl-shaped monster wasn’t mourning a bunch of faceless meals-on-legs, but the loss of Hilda’s equipment. Boxxy planned to sneak it out of that basement once the Overlords were gone, but couldn’t do so when the place was covered in glass. Furthermore, it wasn’t something as unreliable as intuition that told the shapeshifter what Nagnamor’s Spell was going to do. It recognized some of the words in the chant thanks to Ambrosia’s ongoing language lessons. Hearing the Overlord proclaim something about ‘rendering the air aflame’ it immediately ran underground and used its unwitting subordinates to fortify its position. Much as Boxxy guessed from the chant, Nagnamor’s Spell had literally ignited the air around him. Thus, relatively little of Armageddon’s heat seeped into the ground, allowing Keira and her unit to emerge from their hidey-hole largely unscathed. 
 
    However, it soon became clear that they were far from the only survivors. Hundreds of troops from both sides began slowly emerging from the ashes. This vaguely bowl-shaped black desert coupled with the unbroken sunlight from above made each and every survivor stand out like a sore thumb, even to the untrained eye. In fact, one of them raised a lot of dust as he made a beeline for Keira’s unit, and judging from his armor’s colors he wasn’t an ally. He was no pushover, either, if his running speed was any indication. A quick scan with Eagle Eye told the redheaded ranger exactly who this madman was. 
 
    “We have an incoming VIP!” she shouted. “Look alive people, the war isn’t over quite yet! Syme, how’s the Comm-crystal?” 
 
    “Utterly busted, ma’am!” 
 
    The elven Warrior held up a shattered piece of crystal to illustrate his point. 
 
    “Damn! Alright, take half the unit and get the injured out of here, VIP included. The rest of us will provide cover. And Syme, do not turn back, no matter what. You hear me, Legionnaire?!” 
 
    “Loud and clear, ma’am! You heard the Dec, lads and ladies! Start moving those legs if you don’t wanna lose your heads!” 
 
    The man quickly picked out a dozen or so troops and began retreating as ordered. Neither he nor those with him felt right leaving the Decanus behind again, but they no longer had room to complain. If their Goddess of Victory told them to do something, then they just had to go and do it. 
 
    “Arms, you’re up at the very front. He seems to be a melee combatant so make sure you body block him and hold him down!” 
 
    “Whatever you say, boss-lady!” replied Kora while banging her fists together. 
 
    “The rest of you wait until Arms has immobilized the target and then blast it with all you got! I don’t care if you wipe her out too! That goes for miss Snack as well! Don’t pull any punches and really pour it on!” 
 
    “Huhuhuhu. With great pleasure!” Xera smirked. 
 
    “Oy! At least try not to hit me!” the fiend complained, and was summarily ignored. 
 
    “Keep in mind,” Keira continued rallying her troops, “just because we’re covering the others doesn’t mean we’re throwing our lives away! We’re not just going to slow down that son of a bitch, we’re going to annihilate him! We set out an hour ago to ensnare and kill a VIP, and that’s exactly what we’re gonna do! So steel your guts and tighten your buttholes, because it’s gonna be a bumpy ride!” 
 
    “Oorah!” 
 
    The group that stayed behind to block the incoming threat consisted of fifteen bodies. One beastkin Ranger, two demonic familiars, one golem Paladin, a human Rogue, two Priests, a Druid, a Cryomancer, a Witch, three Wizards, and two Warriors. They quickly formed ranks to prepare for the incoming threat. A few of them realized the enemy could just skirt around them and head straight for the vulnerable VIP, but these concerns were discarded when the incoming threat stubbornly stayed his course even after they got into formation. 
 
    “Prepare barrage!” 
 
    At Keira’s command, those in the unit capable of ranged attacks began pre-chanting Spells and readying ranged weapons. After several tense seconds, the enemy entered their effective range. 
 
    “Loose!” 
 
    “Ice Spike!” 
 
    “Fireball!” 
 
    “Fire Blast!” 
 
    “Wind Cutter!” 
 
    “Frostbolt!” 
 
    “Reality Slash!” 
 
    A plethora of magic projectiles of various elemental alignments flew out, aimed squarely at the charging knight’s path. The man brilliantly sidestepped them all, slipping through the gaps between them with superhuman reflexes. He then leapt through the air in a grand arc, swinging his two-handed warhammer down right onto Kora. 
 
    “Draw!” 
 
    Rather than take it head-on, the fiend activated a defensive Martial Art. It caused her towering body to abruptly slide backwards across the ashen ground without breaking her stance. With his target no longer where it was supposed to be, the enemy’s heavy blow struck nothing but scorched earth. 
 
    “Straight!” 
 
    Activating the second part of the Martial Art, Kora’s body flew forward with the same dizzying speed, allowing her to deliver a full powered double-right-handed straight punch. One fist connected with the man’s shoulder plate while the other was a clean shot to his forehead. The heavy dual blow forced the man back, causing his feet to drag along the loose ashes for a few meters. His helmet was blown off by the impact, landing somewhere behind him with a soft thud. 
 
    “Well, well, well!” said Kora with a pleasantly surprised tone. “Fancy meeting you here!” 
 
    Indeed, the man who had just eaten one of her double-deluxe-knuckle-sandwiches was someone she had met before. He had a full head of blond, unreasonably spiky hair. His face showed him as only seventeen or eighteen years old. His attractive facial features and sky-blue eyes were marred with an expression that screamed of cold, seething hatred that sent chills down one’s spine. His blue-tinged and well-worn armor looked to be thicker on his left side, especially the shoulder, upper arm, and left shin-guard. In his hands was a pitch-black warhammer with a shimmering blood-red gem embedded in its head that gave off an ominous feeling. 
 
    “I heard you bit the big one, blondie,” Kora taunted him, “but I’m glad your bitch of a goddess cheated and brought you back! Now I get to skullfuck you personally!” 
 
    The human was Bernard Samson, Hero of the Hammer, and herald of Teresa, the Goddess of Truth and Justice. 
 
    “… So it really is you,” he muttered, his expression unflinching. “I thought I was just seeing things, but looks like the old man was right after all.” 
 
    There was no way he’d forget the damnable demon. Both of them had been right there at ground zero when Monotal was erased from the face of the planet. Any doubts Bernard might have had about the Republic’s involvement in the Calamity disappeared when he saw that evil fiend allied with them. Now certain in his purpose more than ever, he dashed forward while swinging his ominous weapon in a wide horizontal arc. Kora successfully blocked it with the armored gauntlets on both her left forearms. Her right arms were already raised in preparation for a vicious counterattack that never came. 
 
    “Raaaaaargh!” 
 
    Rather than fight back, she buckled over and stumbled backwards with a high-pitched scream of pain. 
 
    This development caught Boxxy by surprise. That fiend just screamed and doubled over in pain. The same demon that barely even uttered a grunt as she had limbs torn off, her face chewed off, and her body exploded time and time again. Her reaction was not just unusual, but downright unnatural. Indeed, looking at the arms that took the brunt of that attack, it was immediately evident something strange was going on. Both the flesh and metal on her forearms turned a lifeless brown color and began crumbling and falling away as if they were clumps of dried-up dirt. 
 
    “Is that a Demonbane!?” asked Xera through the telepathic link. 
 
    “Yeah! The bitch got himself a Demonbane weapon!” confirmed Kora. “Nnnnngh, a really powerful one, too! Boss, this is bad!” 
 
    ‘Bad’ was putting it mildly. Demonbane weapons were, as their name suggested, implements created for the sole purpose of slaying demonic entities. Not only did they inflict considerable harm to a demon’s physical form, but some of them even had the power to permanently damage or destroy the malicious entity that dwelled within. Needless to say, Boxxy couldn’t allow this to happen. Any Warlock who failed to safeguard their soulbound familiar’s immortal soul would have their life instantly severed as per the summoning contract. Some extremely horrible things would then happen to the mortal’s soul that were arguably worse than oblivion. It was not a fate that Boxxy wanted to tempt, so it instantly removed that possibility from the field. 
 
    [Your familiar has been dismissed.] 
 
    The spark of life in Kora’s eyes disappeared abruptly. Her large body keeled over and fell to the ground like a bag of eggplants, though not before she flipped Bernard off with her remaining two hands. 
 
    “Tch, she ran away,” the Hero clicked his tongue in disappointment. “No matter, I’ll make them all pay eventually.” 
 
    “Loose!” 
 
    The next salvo of ranged attacks bombarded the human, but he evaded the worst of it by circling them around to his left. Kaleera managed to nail him with her Ebonfire Spell, but the black flames that enveloped his body were sucked away by his weapon before they could do serious harm. Xera’s pet Molten Guardian ran out to challenge him, but the fiery warhound was swatted away in a single blow as if it were a harmless pup. 
 
    It would appear that any magic that was even of vaguely demonic origin was useless against the Hero, which included both the female Warlock’s prided Ruin Spells as well as the succubus’s blazing minion. The former was a school of magic said to have originated in the Beyond while the latter was created through a demon’s power, so neither of them could be used against the Demonbane wielder. 
 
    “The Pyromancer, huh?” 
 
    Feeling the response from his own weapon after taking out the Molten Guardian, Bernard immediately set his sights on the succubus-in-disguise. Sensing that the jig was up, Xera undid her disguise, unfurled her wings, and took to the air, eliminating the chance of being struck by that damnable weapon. She wasn’t sturdy like Kora, so there was a good chance a solid hit might wipe her out completely. 
 
    However, the Hero would not let her escape so easily. 
 
    “Judgment From Above!” 
 
    Bernard unleashed the Skill given to him by virtue of being Teresa’s chosen, causing a column of blinding white light to fall on top of the succubus. The Skill relied heavily on the user’s perceptions and preconceptions since it would only display its full power against who the Hero of the Hammer judged to be evil. The youth’s hatred for demonkind was quite intense, but not too far from the norm. A hundred out of a hundred people would agree that every creature that hailed from the Beyond was inherently twisted and irredeemably wicked. In other words, the succubus would have been instantly wiped out regardless of the Hero’s circumstances, and this was precisely what happened. Her immortal soul was spared, but her physical form had evaporated without a trace. 
 
    The young lad’s twisted worldview came into play in regard to the troops that caught up in the divine blast by being directly underneath the primary target. In some ways, Bernard thought of the elves and the Republic as even worse than the demons themselves. The latter may have been born evil, but the former willingly employed those corrupting influences as weapons of mass destruction that wiped out entire cities in the blink of an eye. It was a crime not only against humanity, but against the world at large. And Bernard would be judge, jury, and executioner to their entire nation. He would do whatever was necessary if it meant that nobody would ever have to suffer as he had. 
 
    Thus, when the dust settled, the elven troop were horrified to see that four of their numbers had turned into statues made of salt. 
 
    “H-Holt?” muttered Mikey in disbelief. “Holt?! Hooolt!” 
 
    He cried out in despair, but the elven Priest that had saved his life several times earlier that day was already dead. His only reply to the ‘two-timing short-ears’ was to fall over and crumble into a man-shaped pile of salt. 
 
    “You monster!” bellowed the distraught Rogue. “You’ll pay for that!” 
 
    “Mikey, don’t!” 
 
    Disregarding Keira’s words, the hot-blooded adventurer rushed forward to challenge the Hero in close quarters. Bernard stared him down, instantly condemned him as a traitorous piece of garbage, and prepared to smash him into a pulp. Before Mikey’s rash actions got him killed, however, Keira put an arrow through his foot and pinned him to the ground with excessive force. As the hapless Rogue howled in pain, anger, and sorrow, the catgirl tossed a trio of purple beads at the human. Wary of those odd projectiles, Bernard made a few steps back. The alchemically made smoke bombs cracked open on the ground in front of him, releasing a puff of thick, purple gas that he assumed had poisonous properties. 
 
    Using the miasma as cover, one of the Warriors in the group pulled the human’s foot out of the ground and roughly carried him away from the threat. However, the Hero dashed through the smoke and swung his weapon towards the elf’s unprotected back. The sudden attack nailed the Warrior in the shoulder, sending both him and the Rogue tumbling to the side like a pair of ragdolls. 
 
    “Quake Strike!” 
 
    In the next instant, the Hero slammed his black hammer into the ground, causing a small wave of dust to travel towards the elven ranks. The group’s Druid stabbed his staff into the ground and used a Strengthen Soil Spell in an attempt counter and defuse the incoming Martial Art. Unfortunately, the tortured environment refused to respond to his natural magic, and the Quake Strike reached his feet unabated. 
 
    What followed was a violent explosion of dust, ash, and what little dirt was left underneath all that devastation as the ground itself split open. It didn’t do much in the way of damage, but it nevertheless scattered the Republic unit and obstructed their eyesight. The Druid fell over on his knees and coughed violently before looking up to see Bernard bursting through the cloud of dust. The human swung his warhammer down on top of the elf. The Druid closed his eyes, unable to stare his impending doom in the face. 
 
    However, death would not claim him right that instant, as a white streak of gleaming mithril appeared between him and his assailant at the last possible moment. 
 
    *DONNNNNNNNNNNNnnn* 
 
    The impact of a cursed Artifact-grade weapon colliding with a cursed Artifact-grade shield rang out with a gong-like sound. The violent winds kicked up by the force of the blocked blow scattered all the ash and dust lingering in the air, revealing Fizzy had successfully stopped the Hero in his tracks. 
 
    “You’re gonna have to try better than that, meatbag!” 
 
    The golem put more strength behind her shield arm and forced the human backwards with a bashing motion. 
 
    “Marcus get off your ass and get Mikey and Yulian patched up!” 
 
    Hearing Keira’s voice injected life into the shaken-up Druid. 
 
    “Y-yes, ma’am!” he stuttered and rose to his feet. 
 
    “Poe and Tulus, cover Fizzy! Box him in with your magic and don’t let him run wild! The rest of you get your heads out of your asses and ready a secondary defensive line!” 
 
    Fizzy and Bernard continued exchanging blows. Being Paladins, both fighters invoked their respective Divine Wrath Skills, which greatly increased their damage output for a short time. The golem also activated Parallel One, which brought Plus into the mix. The entity did her best to disrupt the human through targeted applications of the Magnetize Skill, coupled by repeated uses of the offensive Judgment Spell. The charge pack strapped to the golem’s back hummed along, zapping the Hero with arcs of electricity every time he and Fizzy made contact. His armor protected him from the worst of it, but it still steadily sapped his HP regardless of whether he hit or was being hit. Even a block or parry resulted in more accumulated damage while two Wizards and the beastkin Ranger relentlessly targeted him with Spells and arrows, severely limiting his ability to move around. 
 
    Yet the Hero did not fall, nor did he slow down. For even though Judgment From Above could not be used more than once a day, the other Skill granted by the Goddess Teresa was something he could whip out as many times as he pleased. 
 
    “Vengeance!” 
 
    His whole body briefly enveloped by a bright glow, Bernard suddenly unleashed a massive golf-like swing. A Berserker-like technique, Vengeance rose in power directly proportional to the amount of damage he had taken over the last ten seconds. And since that accursed golem’s interference led to the Hero losing about half of his HP in that short time frame, the power behind the Skill-enhanced strike was several times stronger and faster than any of his previous attacks. Fizzy managed to catch it on her shield, but it still proved too much for her. 
 
    *SKACRUNCH* 
 
    While the cursed armament remained unscathed, the arm it was attached to crumpled under the ridiculous strain put on it. The golem was knocked through the air and crashed into the ash-covered ground with a heavy thud, kicking up a small cloud of debris. The remnants of the Republic unit watched in abject horror as their guardian angel’s mangled left arm fell several meters away from her. Fizzy herself was still functioning, but her torso and legs were bent to the point where she struggled to stand up. 
 
    In the next instant, there was a loud clang of metal scraping against metal, followed immediately by a certain message that was received by everyone within several kilometers of the scene. 
 
    [Clash of Fate has been invoked!]
[The Hero of the Hammer will now face the Hero of Chaos on the field of battle!]
[None may interfere in this righteous contest!]
[May destiny smile upon the victor!] 
 
    Swerving their heads around, the Republic troops could do little but stare with mouths agape as Keira stood before the Hero. She had discarded her shortbow and was pointing her mithril rapier squarely at Bernard’s throat. 
 
    [HP and MP have fully recovered.]
[Skill, Spell, and magic item cooldowns have been refreshed.] 
 
    Having miraculously regained his strength, the human Hero rapidly rose to his feet with a truly bewildered look on his face, but assumed a fighting stance out of habit. His enemy was clearly no elf, nor did she seem particularly evil, but he would give her no quarter if she stood against him. 
 
    “You favor your left when you dodge,” she said in a cold deadpan. 
 
    Before anyone had a chance to grasp the sudden development, Keira slashed at the man’s head. He dodged it going down and towards his left exactly as she said, only to have the thin blade swerve at the last moment and slash him across the face. It almost looked like he cut himself on purpose. 
 
    “Guh!” he grunted, his eyes once again filling with anger. He then swung his prided hammer at the beastkin’s center of mass. 
 
    “Your attacks are strong and fast, but way too direct.” 
 
    She said this while effortlessly sidestepping his retaliatory strike. She ducked under the follow-up backhanded swing and then leaped over his shoulder-charge with a somersault, landing squarely on top of his shoulders. 
 
    “You’re also pretty terrible at point blank range.” 
 
    She leapt off with a backflip, slashing him across the face yet again as she spun around. 
 
    “Why you little-!” 
 
    His anger steadily rising, he kept swinging at her with all his might despite being unable to land a single hit. Like a blade of grass swaying against the wind, the catgirl’s body evaded his strikes before he even made them. 
 
    “Also, you clearly don’t know how to fight in that heavy armor. Not only is it messing up your swings, but you keep leaving your knees, armpits, and elbows exposed. You think you look cool or something? You’re a joke!” 
 
    Her blade unerringly ripped through his right arm’s elbow as if to prove her point. The human yelled out in pain, stumbling back as blood gushed out of the wound. 
 
    “You’re no soldier. I’d call you a mindless brute, but that would be insulting to trolls everywhere.” 
 
    She kicked some dust into his eyes and then tripped him up with a swift kick to the back of his knee, causing him to buckle over. She then stabbed him through the shoulder from above and behind. Having put her entire weight into the blow allowed her to pierce clean through metal and flesh alike in a single, magnificent thrust. 
 
    “AAAAARRGHH!” he screamed in pain. “V-Vengeance!” 
 
    Activating the same Skill as before caused him to lash out with the same ferocity that sent Fizzy flying. It kicked up an impressive volume of dust but ultimately hit only air since the catgirl had let go of her weapon and leapt over his head. 
 
    “Blindly relying on Status and Skills to get you through your battles… It’s a miracle you lasted this long! You’d never make it as an adventurer with that attitude!” 
 
    With yet another scolding remark, Keira grabbed onto the handle of her blade and violently pulled it out of Bernard’s shoulder by kicking off his back. 
 
    “Gaaaah!” 
 
    He swung blindly as he turned around, only to have his opponent find a weak spot in his armor, puncturing through it and jabbing him in the thigh. Several quick exchanges later, the human was left kneeling on the ground, bleeding heavily from multiple wounds without being able to so much as bump into his opponent. It was clear by then that the redhead had used the knowledge gained from his fight with Fizzy to thoroughly analyze and then pick apart his amateurish fighting style. Though he may have been stronger than her, the difference in combat experience was staggering. Furthermore, she wasn’t just beating him in a duel – she was humiliating him. She even somehow managed to goad him into using and missing his trump card, the deadly Judgment From Above Skill. Nobody knew exactly how she had achieved this feat since they were momentarily blinded by the flashy magic, but nobody could deny the fact that she still stood after taking what seemed like a direct hit. 
 
    At that point, all Bernard could do was glare defiantly at the catgirl, who was currently walking circles just outside his range and continuing her verbal onslaught. 
 
    “I repeat, you’re neither a soldier nor an adventurer. You barely even qualify as an adult. It really would be for the best if you apologized to all the Warriors and Paladins of the world for your shameful performance and became a farmer instead. That way the only thing in danger of suffering your incompetence would be your cabbages! But you won’t do that. Because underneath that thin veneer of a Hero lies nothing more than a crying toddler throwing a tantrum over things he can’t change.” 
 
    “Shut up! The fuck do you know?!” 
 
    “Oh, but I know everything,” she said in a low voice. “I know you died at Monotal.” 
 
    The man’s eyes grew to the size of dinner plates. Underwood had given Keira all of the intelligence they had on the enemy VIPs, so it was only natural she knew about that, even if members of her squad didn’t. 
 
    “I know Edward told you the Republic was responsible for that Calamity, but guess what? He lied. And you fell for it! That’s so pathetic I can’t even laugh at you!” 
 
    “N-no! That’s not true! Allen’s the one who gave me purpose! He’s- He showed me! Proved to me that-” 
 
    “He knows exactly who killed your friends and family, you know.” 
 
    “He… What?” 
 
    “Ah, but he hasn’t told you, has he? Of course, he didn’t. He knew you wouldn’t have become such a convenient tool for him to use if you had a clear target in mind. That’s why he pinned the blame on the Republic as a whole! Face it, blondie. To him you’re just another weapon to aim at his enemies. Just a tool to be used and discarded.” 
 
    “No… No! You’re a lying, conniving t-t-twig-lover! You’re just saying those things to mess with me!” 
 
    “Am I? If you truly think my words are false, then why do you waver so? Go on then – deny them! Look me in the eye and tell me you actually believe in your own cause, you selfish prat!” 
 
    “I- You don’t- The Goddess- She, she has-” 
 
    “The Gods have nothing to do with this!” countered the clearly irate catgirl. “Their asses aren’t on the line down here! They don’t have to resort to eating rats and leaves just to survive another day! It’s not by their hand that this pointless war started! Fuck, if they wanted to they could’ve easily put an end to all of this in an instant, but they’d much rather sit back and watch us die for their amusement! Like we’re nothing more than brainless puppets dancing to their tune! None of those worthless pieces of shit have any place on the battlefield, and you fucking know it!” 
 
    The catgirl reined in her blasphemous tirade. It wasn’t intentional, but Boxxy’s true feelings regarding the whole Hero business had slipped out. Well, neither the monster nor its alter ego could hardly be blamed for losing their cool, all things considered. Indeed, this whole performance was nothing more than an excuse for the shapeshifter to vent its frustrations. Even psychotic murder-boxes needed to blow off some steam every now and then. Besides, this was the best way it could think of to stick it to that bitch Teresa for meddling in its life. Though, even without all that, this pathetic punk already committed an offense worthy of a dozen painful deaths in Boxxy’s eyes. 
 
    “Ultimately, your lack of conviction is none of my concern,” it continued as Keira. “I don’t care what brought you here. I don’t give a crap what possessed you to attack me and my unit. If you had just turned away instead of charging at us like the retarded piece of shit that you are, then it wouldn’t have come to this. But now? Now it’s too late. Your sins are too heavy.” 
 
    The catgirl abruptly stopped and faced the utterly perplexed ‘Hero’ in a way that only he could see her expression. She bore an adorable smile that seemed to contain all the world’s innocence, all dipped in an extra layer of sweetness. That jarringly adorable face then delivered a message only he could hear. 
 
    “Nobody breaks my shinies.” 
 
    *SHLUNK* 
 
    With those parting words, the mithril rapier sank into the shaken and confused human’s eye socket. It impaled his head so thoroughly that the weapon’s bloodied tip poked out the back of his skull. The catgirl viciously kicked the former Hero in the chest, pulling her beautifully deadly blade out of his face in a single motion while his body fell over and collapsed onto the ashen ground. 
 
    [Clash of Fate has been resolved!]
[The Hero of Chaos has defeated the Hero of the Hammer with a flawless victory!] 
 
    A faint, blue mist rose out of Bernard’s corpse, enveloping around Keira and seeping into her very being. 
 
    [Feat of strength performed! You have unlocked a new Perk: Hero Killer.]
[Feat of strength performed! You have unlocked a new Perk: Usurper of Justice.]
[Proficiency level increased. Vengeance is now Level 1.] 
 
    This unexpected boon demanded closer inspection, but Boxxy still had witnesses to deal with. When it turned around, however, what awaited it wasn’t the surprised, perplexed, or otherwise awe-filled faces of Keira’s subordinates. Similarly, the charred wasteland left in Punchy’s wake wasn’t anywhere in sight. Instead, the creature saw an endless sky filled with naught but fluffy white clouds, all of it dyed golden by a soothing glow from a sun that wasn’t there. There was no trace of anything resembling solid ground as far as the eye could see. Even the stuff the shapeshifter stood on looked like little more than solidified mist. 
 
    The presumed owner of this wondrous space loomed over the befuddled creature. The fifty-meter-tall woman had flowing gold locks, bright blue eyes, flawless fair skin, and a stunning, well-proportioned figure. She was draped in a pure white garment halfway between a robe and a dress that left her back, cleavage, shoulders, and arms exposed while the hem of her skirt barely reached her knees. She also wore bracelets, sandals, rings, a tiara, and several other accessories, each of them fashioned from precious metals and inlaid with sparkling gems. Her right hand held onto a matching stately staff while the other stretched out towards the creature. Her red lips parted as she let out an authoritative voice that echoed into eternity. 
 
    “Greetings, creature.” 
 
    Motes of white light gathered in Teresa’s open palm as she spoke. 
 
    “And goodbye.” 
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 Part Six 
 
    “Woah! Woah-woah-woah!” Keira yelled while waving her hand in a panic. “Let’s not get hasty, Miss Goddess of Justice, Ma’am!” 
 
    Teresa raised an eyebrow while looking down at the creature in every way imaginable. She was a little surprised and slightly delighted that her ‘guest’ recognized her so quickly. Taking this as a prompt to plead its case, the catgirl-shaped monster smiled sweetly and tilted its head to the side in an undeniably charming fashion. 
 
    “You’re a reasonable deity, ma’am. Surely we can work something out,” she offered. 
 
    “Humpf! Divine Smite!” 
 
    However, the ‘reasonable deity’ merely scoffed at the ‘offer’ and unleashed her wrath without another thought. A deluge of holy energy poured out of her hand, drowning the spot in which Boxxy stood. At first glance, the column of white light was extremely reminiscent of the Hero of the Hammer’s signature Skill, Justice From Above. However, there were two key differences. First, it would annihilate the target without any regard for things such as ‘justice’ or ‘evil.’ Second, this magic was dozens of times larger in scope and strength than the watered down version that Teresa’s Hero had invoked. In short, the astral projection caught in its wake would be obliterated without a doubt. With the vile creature’s soul gone, its unconscious body back in the material realm would never wake up. 
 
    Teresa sighed deeply as the unnecessarily long downpour of magic bombarded Boxxy’s spot over the course of several seconds. She held such high hopes for Bernard and was certain he was finally going to be ‘the one.’ Her obsession with him ran so deep that she had resurrected him knowing full well she would draw the ire of her peers, especially Mortimer. Being on the shit-list of the God of Death and Commerce was never a good thing, even for a fellow deity. Teresa managed to deflect the pantheon’s displeasure by accusing that conniving nitwit Hillary of purposefully targeting her Hero by detonating his dungeon core at Monotal. Whether that was or wasn’t the case didn’t matter, as she nevertheless succeeded in placating the other divinities. 
 
    However, her current actions were utterly inexcusable. The Goddess of Truth and Justice had interfered in such a direct and egregious manner that it would be centuries before she heard the end of it. Teresa knew this full well, but in her grief she no longer cared about those busybodies in the pantheon. She lost her precious Hero yet again. Worse still, she couldn’t even bring him back to life this time around. 
 
    Bernard Samson’s death was decided in a Clash of Fate. It was a sacred dueling rite that was invoked whenever two Heroes stood in direct conflict to one another, with the victor often claiming a fraction of the loser’s divine gifts as their own. Not that a Clash of Fate had to be resolved exclusively through violence and death. The duel could take on any form so long as it ended with a clear and undisputed winner. A battle of wits and wordplay, a contest of craftsmanship, or even a foot race across the continent were all perfectly reasonable alternatives. Even armed conflict needed not necessarily end with lethal force so long as one side submitted to the other. It was also possible for the whole affair to result in a draw should both sides agree to it. 
 
    However, the Clash of Fate between Justice and Chaos couldn’t have ended any other way. That malicious box did not have the habit of sparing its enemies, nor could Bernard feasibly stand against its monstrous might once his Justice From Above failed. His death was all but certain the instant that mockery of a duel began. Worse still, the terms and conditions of the contest were absolute, enforced by the combined divine authority of the entire pantheon. No single god had the power to directly or indirectly interfere with a Clash, and that included undoing the outcome after the fact.  
 
    Teresa had thus been forced to watch as that hideous, contemptuous creature toyed with and ultimately murdered her Hero, sending his soul directly into Mortimer’s clutches. Teresa shed more than a few tears during that time, since it was highly unlikely a man of Bernard’s caliber would appear any time soon. She saw the potential within him to become the greatest Hero of the Hammer that ever lived, someone who could finally make her wishes come true. Yet, his journey was tragically cut short a second time by the same culprit – a truly despicable monster that could not even say ‘good morning’ without lying twice. 
 
    And so Teresa’s hate boiled over, causing her to drag Boxxy into her realm so that she could wipe its foul existence from the world with great vengeance and furious anger. Or at least, that had been her intent. However, when her Divine Smite finally ran its course, the goddess felt a strange oddity within her domain. She glanced at the platform where the shapeshifter had been summoned. The semi-solid cloud had been dispersed by her merciless attack, and though she saw no sign of the creature, something was definitely down there. 
 
    It was a black and circular pool of magical energy about a meter wide that swirled around in a slightly hypnotic fashion. 
 
    A few moments later, Boxxy was violently ejected from its own Storage. It flew up into the air, landing roughly on a nearby chunk of cloud. The monster had reverted to its base hylt creeper form and was coughing violently, launching spurts of thick, dark red blood from its vertical mouth. Hiding inside its own pocket dimension was how Boxxy had evaded Bernard’s Judgment From Above just a minute ago. It had no guarantee that the same trick would work against the guy’s sugar-momma, but it didn’t exactly have a lot of options. Thankfully, it succeeded, though at a price. 
 
    Boxxy dipping inside its own Storage Skill was a grievous misuse of the ability. It was the magical equivalent of putting a bag inside itself, and the otherwise stable vortex of magic reacted badly as it tried to resolve that paradox. The feedback effect the monster suffered as a result caused its body to rip itself apart from the inside. The backlash was negligible and easily disguised during the Clash since it only lasted a moment, allowing it to play the thing off as Keira miraculously dodging the ability. However, Teresa’s version lasted for almost five seconds straight. Boxxy suffered so much feedback damage during that time that its brilliant evasive maneuver almost turned into a form of suicide. 
 
    Almost, but not quite. 
 
    “Heh. Hehehe! He-hack! Koff! Hehehehehe!” 
 
    The monster laughed wickedly while sputtering up blood. It stared right at the befuddled goddess’s face and split its visage into a truly monstrous cross-smile. 
 
    “Excuse me, your divine bitchiness!” it brazenly taunted her. “I do believe you missed! Aaaah, hahahaohohohahahoahehehehohohahaha!” 
 
    “Will you just fucking DIE?!” 
 
    Outraged beyond reason by that cackling, mocking, downright blasphemous laughter, Teresa swung her arm down in a dramatic arc. The motion unleashed a second Divine Smite upon the shapeshifter, which Boxxy evaded exactly like the first one. Once back in its pocket dimension, it quickly reached for one of the Rejuvenation Potions it had in stock and ate it in one bite, crystal vial and all. What followed was the wholly indescribable sensation of its astral body rapidly tearing itself apart while the alchemical miracle-in-a-bottle stitched it back together. The latter outpaced the former by a significant margin, allowing it to endure until the repeat performance ended. 
 
    Unfortunately, this momentary respite only delayed the inevitable. Boxxy had no idea how it could win from this position. It was surviving for the moment, but another Divine Smite would surely come down on it the instant it popped out of Storage. There were only so many times it could undertake the ‘evasive maneuver’ before it was incapacitated by potion sickness. Furthermore, it had no means of escaping Teresa’s divine space, and even if it did she’d just drag it back in again. The shapeshifter was utterly and completely doomed. Nevertheless, it refused to give up. No matter how hopeless its situation, no monster would go out without thrashing wildly until the bitter end, and Boxxy was the most monstrous monster that ever monstered. 
 
    Now, the shapeshifter had no idea whether killing or even harming a deity was possible in general, let alone inside their own godly domain. But it knew how to find out. Wherever or whatever this space was, it still followed the same rules and principles as the endless white room Jonathan had invited it to a few times before. It knew from experience it was a place where both Spells and Skills were usable. Thus, it stood to reason that magic items would function as well. So, if Boxxy could use all of those, then it had a venue through which it could at least fight back. It found a great deal of satisfaction in the thought of giving Teresa a black eye before it got annihilated – something of a final ‘fuck you’ to the Goddess of Sore Losers. 
 
    When the opportunity presented itself, Boxxy leapt out of its interdimensional hidey-hole yet again, though this time it brought a little something-something out with it. The monster was still mostly clueless as to what it was going to do, but it felt confident it wouldn’t accomplish anything by its lonesome. That was why it had popped back into Teresa’s reality while firmly clutching the demonic skull-headed staff known as Voidcaller. It secured its footing as best it could before Teresa could strike a third time and activated the Artifact-grade item’s unique ability to instantly call forth one of its familiars. 
 
    A three-meter tall door made out of seething crimson energy appeared out of thin air, and a certain thoroughly disoriented muscle-head stumbled out of the Beyond. 
 
    “Ugh… Boss?” Kora groaned. “Where are- Woah!” 
 
    The fiend wasn’t given the chance to even get her bearings before Boxxy wrapped a tentacle around her waist and flung her straight at Teresa’s face with all its might. The shapeshifter then ducked back inside its Storage as yet another downpour of radiant annihilation bombarded its position, barely missing Kora in the process. The demon had no idea where she was or what was going on, but she recognized who she hurtled towards. That was all the information she needed to figure out what to do next. She twisted her body around in mid-air just in time to deliver a full-forced drop-kick to the distracted bitch’s face. 
 
    More specifically, her nose. 
 
    “ORA!” 
 
    *Thud* 
 
    *Snap* 
 
    Correction – her broken nose. 
 
    “Gaaah!” 
 
    Teresa let out a rather unladylike scream, causing her to flinch away and lose her concentration. With the Divine Smite interrupted well ahead of schedule, Boxxy departed the pocket dimension post-haste. It really didn’t have much choice in the matter, either, as it surely couldn’t survive another full encore performance. It had more Rejuvenation Potions, yes, but it was already on the brink of passing out from potion sickness. 
 
    “Reality Slash!” 
 
    Crackling with the destructive energy from Power Overwhelming, the monster unleashed its favorite Ruin Spell. The invisible blade of force cleaved through the air with a terrifying howl as it flew towards Teresa’s thigh. However, it vanished like a fart in the wind before it could even touch her. It was briefly confused since Kora’s attacks were definitely landing. Even now she clung to the deity’s jeweled necklace with one hand while the other three viciously pounded her colossal collarbone. Boxxy needed time to figure this out, but it didn’t get the chance to do so before Teresa got serious. 
 
    “That’s enough!” 
 
    The Goddess was well and truly done with this farce. What should have been a simple execution of an annoying pest had suddenly turned into a mockery of both her power and her authority. Deciding it was time to put an end to this whole thing, Teresa flexed all of her divine muscles for the first time in a long while. Countless chains of shining gold erupted from the nearby clouds in response to her will. Boxxy and Kora evaded and struggled best they could, but they only lasted for a few seconds each before they were caught. The pair inevitably found themselves bound to a cloud next to each other, their bodies paralyzed by the magical restraints. 
 
    “You’ve made a fool of me for the last time!” Teresa bellowed. 
 
    “I wouldn’t put money on that if I were you, dearie.” 
 
    An eloquent male voice, one undoubtedly belonging to the God of Chaos himself, echoed throughout the gilded heavens. 
 
    “You?!” Teresa cried out, her anger laced with surprise. “What are you doing there?!” 
 
    “Oh, you know, just thought I’d drop by and see if you wanted any cookies this fine afternoon- What the fuck do you think I’m doing here?!” 
 
    Her eyes darted all over the gold-tinted heavens, but she couldn’t find where those words were coming from. 
 
    “If you’ve come to save your precious box and your worthless figment, then you’re far too late!” 
 
    “Save?! Oh-hoh-hoh-ho! My, how wrong you are! I’m not here to save anyone! Well, technically I’m not here at all, but that’s beside the point. And the point is this – the reason for this house call is that I’ve come to punish a certain uppity brat for being naughty. Want to take a guess as to who that brat is? I’ll give you a hint – it’s you.” 
 
    “You seriously think you can just barge in here like this?! Let’s see you ‘punish’ me when I- When I-! Grrrrrnn!” 
 
    Teresa’s face visibly strained as she attempted and failed to eject the foreign presence within her divine domain. 
 
    “No… Why? Why can’t I force you out!?” she bellowed. 
 
    “To put it simply, it’s because I have my foot in the door.” 
 
    *CRRCK* 
 
    That crashing sound drew Teresa, Boxxy, and Kora’s attention towards the red doorway opened by Voidcaller. Normally, the portal-like magic would fade immediately after fulfilling its function, but that particular instance was still there. Not only that, the very air around it was cracked and distorted like broken glass. None of the three had a clue as to what Rupert was trying to do or how he was doing it, but one thing rapidly became clear – the eldest deity in existence was about to demonstrate that said title was hardly just for show. 
 
    “Now then,” Gregory continued in a casual tone. “I would show up in person but, seeing as how one of my cute brats is already there, I don’t think that’ll actually be necessary.” 
 
    With a terrifying howl and streaks of lime-green light pouring out of it, the door-shaped rift expanded into a ten-meter wide circle of interdimensional impossibility. A foul stream gushed forth from the tear in reality. The liquid had a glowing red color one would expect from magma, yet its consistency and texture were closer to ink. The mysterious fluid rushed through the air as if flowing through an invisible hose before it splashed against the chained-up demon. 
 
    “Haargh! Raaaaaaaagh!” 
 
    Kora roared and thrashed against her bindings as the strange goo seeped into her being. Her screams resonated with the dimensional wound, causing it to shudder violently. Teresa had no idea what was happening, but she knew it couldn’t be allowed to continue. She tried to stop it by launching another burst of raw godly power at the two foreign entities, but the Divine Smite curved bizarrely around the fiend and her master like a river parted by a boulder. 
 
    *FTWOOOOM* 
 
    A tense few moments later, both Boxxy and Teresa were thrown back by a massive shock wave that originated from Kora’s body. The monster’s shackles and the deity’s Divine Smite were forcefully dispersed in that same instant, sending the shapeshifter flying uncontrollably through the air until it landed safely on a floating red sofa. The out-of-place piece of furniture clearly wasn’t there by chance given the humanoid-shaped puff of white cloud that was sitting on the other end of it. 
 
    “Hey, Boxxy. Long time no see,” it said with a wave. 
 
    “Wordsworth? Is that you?!” 
 
    “In the metaphysical flesh!” 
 
    “Metawhatsical? Oh, I see. It’s like a remote-controlled body.” 
 
    “Indeed. I could have made a personal appearance, but thanks to you, I don’t have to expend all that effort. Forcing open a link to the Beyond from the inside like you did really makes this whole ‘invading a fellow deity’ thing much easier.” 
 
    “Okay. But, uh, shouldn’t I be getting out of here?” 
 
    “You could, though I would not recommend it. You’d be missing out on quite the show, after all!” 
 
    Following Urkel’s hand gesture, Boxxy’s yellow eyes settled upon Kora’s new form, which had gone through a number of dramatic changes. The most obvious one was that she was gigantic. The lack of any and all surrounding reference points made it hard to tell exactly how huge her floating body was, but at the very least she was a whole head taller than the dumbfounded Teresa. Furthermore, her Demonic Armaments – the physical manifestation of a fiend’s violent and warlike nature – had undergone a rather drastic transformation. 
 
    The demon’s usual greaves and gauntlets were still there, but they looked heavier, deadlier, and more intricately-designed than before. This extended to her newly acquired armor pieces as well. Her upper torso had a form-fitting breastplate instead of a stretchy cloth garment, and a spiked shoulder pad was attached to her front-left arm. Four flaps of segmented steel-like plates hung from an armored belt, two of them protecting her outer thighs while the other two dangled between her legs. Her midsection was still as vulnerable as before, but her abs were practically as hard as steel anyway. Besides, it wasn’t as if she had any organs, vital or otherwise, beneath those rippling muscles. Fiends’ bodies were weird like that. 
 
    However, Kora’s body underwent two key changes that, along with her new Demonic Armaments, implied she was no longer a mere fiend. She sprouted an extra pair of arms that brought her total to six, and a third jagged horn jutted up from the top of her forehead. Boxxy momentarily thought its familiar was replaced with another demon, but a second take made it clear that wasn’t the case. Her arguably attractive face, pointy-toothed grin, bright green hair, and vibrant red skin were all there, as was the manic, bloodthirsty glare in her glowing emerald eyes. 
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    There was only one plausible explanation for all these changes, which Boxxy confirmed by taking a quick glance at its familiar’s Status. 
 
    “You… made her Rank Up?” it asked in disbelief. 
 
    “Yup!” declared Jamal. “Fiends are a bit too fragile a vessel to contain the kind of output I’m subjecting her to, so I gave her a little push, as it were. So, congratulations, Boxxy! You are now the proud owner of an archfiend familiar!” 
 
    “Neat!” 
 
    The shapeshifter certainly wasn’t going to complain about this development. 
 
    “Oh, YEAAAAH!” 
 
    And judging from the demon’s current behavior, she was absolutely loving it. 
 
    “MMmmng!” she groaned in satisfaction while flexing and twisting her newly amped-up body. “This feels amazeballs! It’s incredible! I feel like I could punch a guy and not only kill him, but also wipe out his entire race!” 
 
    “What- What is the meaning of this?!” asked Teresa, completely befuddled by this sudden development. 
 
    “Why, it’s exactly as I said,” Gerald answered in a booming voice. “My lovely assistant here will be administering your punishment for playing too fast and loose with our rules. So, Koralenteprix, my dear?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Would you kindly slap Teresa’s shit for me?” 
 
    “… All of it?” 
 
    “All of it.” 
 
    “I dunno, Chief. That’s a looooot of bullshit.” 
 
    The newly reborn archfiend slammed her left fists into her right palms, eliciting a trio of heavy, dull clangs. 
 
    “But I’m sure I can manage!” 
 
    No sooner did she utter those words than Kora’s form vanished. 
 
    *SMACK* 
 
    In the next instant, the demon reappeared in front of the indignant Goddess, her right fists firmly embedded in the divine woman’s torso. Her body caught up with the massive triple impact a split-second later and was flung into the distance like a ragdoll. Moving once again with speed too fast for even Boxxy to follow, Kora reappeared in her flight path and delivered a flying double kick to Teresa’s spine, sending her flying downwards like a meteor. The Goddess’s relatively smaller body collided with what seemed to be thin air, creating a spider-web pattern of cracks through the boundary of her divine area. Indeed, even if it looked infinite, a god’s private space was anything but. So, having crashed so violently into the ‘floor’ of her own ‘house,’ the illusion of an endless blue sky shattered, leaving behind a smooth, dull gray surface. 
 
    “OOOO-RAH!” 
 
    Not letting up in the slightest, Kora stomped down on top of Teresa’s waist with enough force to send a visible ripple through the border of her pocket reality, further distorting the heavenly illusion around it. The fiend hopped off her victim and reached down to grab her by the left ankle. She then flung the Goddess overhead and slammed her face-down on the ground with an extremely satisfying thud. Still gripping her leg, Kora proceeded to throw Teresa about at random, smacking her into the ground over and over as if she was using a coin-filled sock to massage a dragon’s back. 
 
    “BEST! *THUMP* DAY! *THUMP* EVER! *THUMP*” 
 
    The extremely elated demon grabbed onto the Goddess’s two feet with all six of her hands. 
 
    “ORA!” 
 
    She slammed her into the ground with such force the blonde-haired deity bounced back up to Kora’s eye level. The demoness lunged forward and grabbed her newest toy by the neck with one of her left arms and held her up while seemingly trying to choke the life out of her. 
 
    “C’mon, bitch!” she shouted. “I want to hear you scream!” 
 
    Teresa, who had remained completely silent ever since the beating started, responded by spitting out a loose tooth which bounced pointlessly off of Kora’s middle horn. The defiant glare in her eyes said louder than any words that there was absolutely no way she’d yield with only this much abuse. 
 
    “Oh, you’re feisty,” remarked the fiend with a widening grin. “Good! I like feisty!” 
 
    Kora worked her over top to bottom, repeatedly punching her with her five free hands. A series of rapid dull thuds echoed throughout the area, accompanied by the archfiend’s rolling yells of ‘RARARARARA,’ but not even a whimper escaped from the Goddess herself. 
 
    “You know, I’ve been wondering about something regarding that girl,” said Nimoy in a bemused tone. 
 
    “Oh? What’s that?” asked Boxxy, who had reverted to its chest-shaped form in order to make itself more comfortable. 
 
    The two of them were still floating about on Fergus’s sofa, which gave them a superb view of the Goddess-turned-punching-bag’s ongoing punishment. 
 
    “Why does she do that ‘ora ora’ thing with her mouth?” 
 
    “No idea,” answered Boxxy. “She probably just finds it fun.” 
 
    “Ah, right, of course.” 
 
    “While we’re at it, I’d like to ask about something that’s been bothering me for a bit.” 
 
    “Not promising any answers, but shoot.” 
 
    “How come Teresa has such massive breasts?” 
 
    “Because she's big,” the God of Rounding Errors casually pointed out. 
 
    “I meant proportionally, not just sheer volume.” 
 
    “So did I.” 
 
    “… What?” 
 
    “Sorry, I phrased that poorly. I meant it's because she's quite popular.” 
 
    “How does that matter?” 
 
    “Well, for the most part, a deity's appearance is shaped by their followers' beliefs. If a God or Goddess looks a specific way, it’s because enough people think that that’s how they should look like. We can alter our shape, of course, but only to an extent. Public opinion has final say on the matter. Sort of a hive-mind subconscious thing, know what I mean?” 
 
    “I think I get that, yeah. Still doesn't answer my question, though. Only makes her bust size stranger, actually.” 
 
    “In what way?” 
 
    “Her clergy practices celibacy, right? Shouldn’t that mean she should be more prudish and modest?” 
 
    Those titanic tits and that indecent outfit seemed like they belonged to a succubus rather than the head of a religion that focused on order, truth, purity, and other such stifling concepts. 
 
    “No, no, no,” Huey declined with a wave of his celery. “See, it actually has the opposite effect. Think about it – how many of those Priests and Paladins do you think are pent up?” 
 
    “Now that you mention it… I did once murder a priestess of hers because she apparently decided the best place to have anal sex was outside. In a field. At night. Beyond the city’s walls.” 
 
    Boxxy’s recollection of the event was rather sketchy on the details. It had happened months ago, back when the shapeshifter was still a mimic trying to infiltrate the Mercenary Guild branch in Erosa. At the time, it hadn’t really given the odd occurrence much thought, but its present self could see how utilizing the back door might not technically violate an oath of chastity. If enough of Teresa’s followers were repressed enough to go down that route, then the slutty appearance of their Goddess made sense. However… 
 
    “Why the large breasts, though?” it insistently asked. “Like why that part, specifically?” 
 
    “Oh, for the love of- Look,” Denny was getting frustrated. “Men by far prefer big ones. Most women, on the other hand, either share that preference or don’t care either way. There are those that like them small, yes, but they’re in the minority. So, when you average it, and add some sexual frustration – or maybe a lot of it, I don’t have the exact statistics right now – you end up with, well, that.” 
 
    That was as reasonable an explanation as the shapeshifter would get. It briefly wondered whether humans were indeed horny enough to make that sort of thing possible, but then it remembered. Succubi were a thing. If the lore gleaned from its Demonology Skill was to be believed, the conniving seductresses were spawned from the unfulfilled fantasies of desperate perverts. Men were far more lascivious than women, hence why succubi were an exclusively female race of demons. If Teresa was shaped by a similar consensus, then her ridiculously voluptuous appearance made sense. 
 
    Its nagging curiosity satisfied for the moment, Boxxy’s mind turned to more pressing issues. 
 
    “Say, Marco? Not for nothing, but can I get going now? I have stuff to do and this is getting kind of boring.” 
 
    “Boring? Really?” the man-shaped cloud was taken aback. 
 
    “Well, yeah. As much as Arms tries, the Goddess doesn’t seem to care at all.” 
 
    Indeed, even though Kora’s fists pummeled her flesh and pulverized her bones, Teresa remained completely unphased. Thinking back, the way she yelped when her nose was broken at the start was more out of surprise than pain. 
 
    “Just seems like a waste of effort,” Boxxy added. 
 
    “I suppose you have a point,” said Charles. “Being both invulnerable and immortal makes it quite difficult to administer corporal punishment. Well, it probably still stings like a bitch, but this beating won’t really teach her a lesson.” 
 
    “So then why even bother?” 
 
    “Because I find it quite cathartic, to be honest. It’s just satisfying watching that cheating cunt get her comeuppance after all this time. Although, truth be told, even I’m growing a bit bored of this. I suppose I might as well move onto the meat of the matter. Ahem!” 
 
    Jerry cleared his throat as he changed to his ‘outdoors’ voice. 
 
    “Oh, Koralenteprix! Sorry to butt in and ruin your fun, but could you be a dear and let me speak with Teresa for a moment?” 
 
    “You got it, Chief!” 
 
    The fiend stopped pummeling her sandbag of a target and grabbed her from behind, using her multiple limbs to firmly restrain Teresa’s arms and hold her in place while Rachel’s sofa floated down to her eye level. 
 
    “Now then. I suppose I should begin administering your punishment for real, eh Teresa?” 
 
    “Punishment? Don’t make me laugh you impudent wretch!” she responded defiantly. 
 
    “Oh, I assure you, the chance of you laughing anytime soon is very much an absolute zero.” 
 
    “Humpf! Do your worst, asshat! After that we’ll see how the others feel about you trespassing on my domain!” 
 
    “Tisk, tisk, tisk, Teresa. Did you just assume I bypassed the other gods and came here without getting their consent first? That’s right – they not only know about my being here, but also support this little… intervention. I would’ve been here sooner if I didn’t have to pay them a visit first.” 
 
    The Goddess blinked her gigantic blue eyes several times in surprise. 
 
    “… What? Those guys turned their backs on me?!” 
 
    “Well, duh! Your little stunts have pissed off quite a few of them, you know! This little war you’ve allowed to go on certainly hasn’t earned you any friends. I mean, Nyrie is definitely not a fan of having her followers slaughtered by the thousands, even though you seem to be fine with yours getting the same. Lunar’s also quite miffed that the war is diverting efforts away from studying and containing the Calamity that sort-of set it off. Even Axel doesn’t condone this senseless conflict, and I’m sure I don’t need to explain why Mortimer is pissed at you. As for Solus, Zephyra, and Goroth, they’re respectively too light-headed, too air-headed, and too thick-headed to give a damn about this whole mess, so they’ve chosen to abstain from it completely.” 
 
    Teresa could only glare back in mute silence as she realized none of her fellow deities had stood up to her. There was no chance that Nick made all that up to demoralize her since the Goddess of Truth and Justice could instantly discern any spoken falsehoods as such. 
 
    “Don’t look at me like that,” Bruce crossed his sheets. “You’ve got nobody but yourself to blame for your predicament. It was your selfish desire to create a husband that caused all of this in the first place.” 
 
    The Goddess’s eyes went wide and her lip quivered slightly as her secret was suddenly brought to light. 
 
    “You-! How did you find out about that?!” 
 
    “Puh-lease, sister! You think nobody would notice the last dozen or so Heroes you chose are all hunky, blond, blue-eyed heartthrobs? There are plenty of just and righteous people out there, and yet you always seem to pick men that fit the same type. Then you dote on them relentlessly, doing your darndest to try and keep them safe in the vague hope they’ll Rank Up enough times to stop aging, even though it never works out that way. What you’re doing is so obvious that you might as well yell ‘I’m looking for a man’ from the mountaintops! I can understand not wanting to bear eternity all by your lonesome. Believe me, I do! But sharing your divine spark with a mortal just to turn him into your ideal man? That’s just crazy!” 
 
    “Fuck you, you duplicitous shit!” she spat back. “It’s my Hero, and I’ll do whatever I want with him!” 
 
    “Come on, Teresa!” whined Lorna in exasperation. “You know that’s not how it works! The Hero shapes the God just as much as the God shapes the Hero. It’s a give-and-take. A two-way partnership, not some weird marital contract! I mean, it’s not like your choice of Hero this time around was particularly bad or anything. I’ll admit, the young lad could have had a very promising future ahead of him, but that should have ended when he died.” 
 
    “You were the one who got him killed in the first place!” 
 
    “So what? A dungeon core meltdown, a wild wyvern, a bandit ambush, a political assassination, a ravenous venereal disease, old age – something would have gotten him eventually. This time just happened to be sooner rather than later, and that should’ve been the end of it. But nooo! You had to go and resurrect the guy! He could’ve just passed away in peace, but your pathetic attempt to cling to his shattered potential led him down this self-destructive spiral of hatred!” 
 
    Terry took a deep breath to reign in his tangential rant before speaking in a much more serious tone. 
 
    “You knew others were twisting him with lies, and yet you did nothing. You let the lad believe the Empire’s cause was just when you were fully aware it was a huge farce. And for what? Just so he could cope with the loss of his friends and family?! Don’t underestimate mortals, you insufferable twat!” 
 
    “I think you’re the one overestimating them!” she argued back. “Without our guidance, those idiots would still be beating each other over the head with sticks like a bunch of animals!” 
 
    “Oh, so beating each other over the head with a bunch of swords and spells is a lot better is it?!” 
 
    “Of course it is! At least there’s purpose behind their actions! My flock were outraged at the destruction of Monotal! They demanded justice be carried out, and were presented with a convenient target! So what if some fucking twigs got hurt in the process so long as my people had closure?!” 
 
    “… Can you even hear yourself? Is that supposed to be the sort of attitude befitting a deity embodying the concepts of justice and truth?” 
 
    “I am the Goddess of Truth and Justice, so yes! It is!” 
 
    “Ugh, it was a rhetorical question, you vapid bint. Koralenteprix, can you shut her up for a second?” 
 
    The archfiend in question silently complied, pressing a hand firmly against the Goddess’s face-hole while tightening the grip on her throat with another. 
 
    “You’ve changed, Teresa,” George continued, his tone solemn. “If you were still that headstrong little girl from two thousand years ago, there was no way you’d stand for a made-up war waged in your name. I mean we’ve all inspired a crusade or two in our time, but this? This shows how far you’ve strayed from your path. Appeasing your followers has somehow become more important than upholding the core values that you’re supposed to embody. That’s why your Heroes always turn up as failures. That’s why I was able to so easily break into your divine area and subvert your control of it. It’s also the reason why Koralenteprix here is able to toss you about so easily.” 
 
    The cloudy representation of Carla visibly drooped its banners and sighed with a puff of smoke. 
 
    “Face it, Teresa. You’re a Goddess of Truth and Justice in title alone. The way you act is more befitting a two-faced noble trying to secure political power, yet you haven’t noticed how far you’ve fallen. Therefore, please understand that what’s about to happen next is for your own good.” 
 
    “Uhm, Boris? I don’t need to be here for all this, right?” 
 
    Boxxy took advantage of the suddenly quiet atmosphere to reiterate its last question. It was actually in a bit of a rush. Every second it spent up here was a second that its body lay unconscious back in the physical realm, and the creature wanted to get back to it right away. Hopefully, those moronic troops it had eating out of the palm of its hand would take care of ‘Keira,’ but that was a last resort. The shapeshifter would have already left to take care of matters personally if it had any idea how to do that by its lonesome. 
 
    “Hmm? Oh, sorry Boxxy,” Otto apologized. “Uh, yeah, it’s probably best if you got going now. However, I will need to borrow Koralenteprix for this next bit so she will be unavailable for… a few days? Weeks? Not sure, it’ll be a while. Listen, I’ll have Carl call you when we’re done, okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, okay.” 
 
    “Also since a certain someone was so rough in bringing you here, well… it will probably take several hours for you to wake up. Don’t worry though, your corporeal body isn’t in any immediate danger.” 
 
    “Damn, that’s going to be a problem. I’m pretty sure my cover was blown back there. Oh well, I’ll salvage it somehow. I’ll be alive enough to try, at the very least.” 
 
    “That’s one way of looking at it, I suppose.” 
 
    “Thanks for saving me, by the way. I know you didn’t necessarily have to.” 
 
    “Oh, well, you’re very welcome!” 
 
    “Also, I hope you’re not mad about me calling you a ‘worthless pieces of shit’ during the fight.” 
 
    “Ah, don’t worry about it. It was all in the heat of the moment. Besides, I am mostly using you for entertainment purposes, so if anyone has the right to call me that, it’s you. Just, uh, don’t take that as a free pass to blaspheme all the time, yeah?” 
 
    “But every once in a while is okay?” 
 
    “We all gotta let off steam sometimes, right? The important part is to do so in moderation.” 
 
    “Alright, gotcha. I’ll, uh, keep that in mind.” 
 
    Jordan then turned towards Teresa, his misty carrot pointing alternatively towards his apparition and Boxxy. 
 
    “See this?! This is what a Hero-God relationship is supposed to be like! This box – it gets me, you know? No hand-holding, no unreasonable expectations or obligations – just Heroes hero-ing and Gods god-ing with a pinch of mutual understanding for good measure. Anyway, thanks again for the assist, Boxxy. Off you go!” 
 
    “Later, Louis.” 
 
    *Snap* 
 
    The astral projection of the Hero of Chaos disappeared with a remote snap of Danny’s paper towels. The Goddess of Flabbergasting then turned to face the muffled and struggling Teresa. 
 
    “Now, then. Time to start your rehabilitation.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    “Alright, Koralenteprix,” Juan called out. “It’s about time for another detox session, so get our patient ready, will you?” 
 
    “… Sure,” came the dispirited response. 
 
    “Well, you don’t seem very cheerful today.” 
 
    “Yeah, not for nothing, Chief, but why did you go ahead and give me all this power if all I’m going to be is a damn nursemaid?” 
 
    Having so much energy and strength at her fingertips yet being unable to unleash it was way more frustrating than Kora initially anticipated. Sure, she had a fun bout of ‘slap-the-bitch’ at the start, but ever since Boxxy left the tasks that Bellamy had her perform seemed way too… mundane. This feeling of disappointment was only made worse by the knowledge that Kora’s godlike power and stature were very much temporary. Once this whole rehabilitation thing was done, she’d return back to being a regular familiar, meaning her strength would rely entirely on her summoner’s power. Sure, she would still be an archfiend like her Uncle Naggy and would therefore be stronger, faster, tougher, and more versatile than before, but it would be a significant downgrade from her current state. 
 
    However, becoming powerful enough to easily surpass Nagnamor without Dick’s assistance was more or less impossible. Even getting up to the level of the Overlord was out of the question, as that guy had grown and developed his physical, spiritual, and intellectual might over millennia. It would be many centuries before Kora herself could reach such heights, if at all. 
 
    “Because your charge is a fuck-mothering Goddess,” answered the God of Misfortune. “Trust me on this, kiddo, even if it feels like a waste, there’s no such thing as ‘being too careful’ when dealing with the divines. It’s like, how did you so eloquently put it before? ‘There’s no kill quite like overkill?’ Something like that.” 
 
    “Ugh, whatever. I’ll just go get the bitch, shall I?” 
 
    “Please do,” said Billy with a nod of his porcupine and a wry smile on his wrist. 
 
    Kora got off her massive ass and stood up in the seemingly endless white space that was Elmer’s divine area. She stretched a bit to limber up her stiff-yet-bursting-with-power body. Being forced to temporarily live here felt like a privilege at first, but she quickly realized there wasn’t much to do beyond watching the Boxxy Show alongside Keith. It was even duller than being stuck in the Beyond since she couldn’t socialize with other demons, but she had little choice in the matter. She had been promoted to archfiend, and Henrietta threatened to demote her down to an imp unless she did what she was told. 
 
    After warming up a bit, Kora disappeared with a rush of air as the Goddess of Uncertainty kept sitting on her sofa, watching her Hero. The titanic archfiend dashed up, down, and all around the divine area until she located its other temporary resident, grabbed her by the ankle, then dragged her kicking and screaming back towards Randall. Hearing Teresa wail desperately as she was being manhandled like a sack of old potatoes was pretty fun for the demon at first, but by now her pathetic cries had become an annoyance. Angela at least gave Kora permission to be ‘as rough as needed’ with the Goddess, which meant it was okay to kick her in the head whenever she felt like it. 
 
    Even if this was ‘rehabilitation’ and ‘for her own good,’ Teresa still had to pay for disrespecting her divine duties. There was no justice without punishment, after all. 
 
    “Here she is, Chief,” Kora reported. 
 
    “No! No!” the Goddess pleaded, her hands clawing desperately at the perfectly smooth floor. “Isn’t it enough?! Please, no more! I’m begging you, I can’t take it any longer! I need to hear my followers again! I need to! Please!” 
 
    Step one of Teresa’s rehabilitation plan involved, for lack of a better word, god-napping her and quite literally imprisoning her within Jerome’s divine area. She’d be cut off completely from the stream of prayers, worship, and offerings that her followers presented her with on a regular basis. Being suddenly cut off like that caused Teresa to enter a state of withdrawal, hence her current pitiable condition. However, this part was absolutely necessary if the core issue at hand was to be resolved. 
 
    “Koralenteprix, is Teresa wearing her robes again?” Dexter asked without even looking back. 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    The God of Probability sighed heavily. 
 
    “Well, you know what to do.” 
 
    The archfiend roughly threw Teresa onto the ground, kicked her lightly to flip her on her back, and then straddled her legs. 
 
    “No! Noooooo!” 
 
    Ignoring her complaints, the red-skinned demon restrained the flailing deity’s hands with two of her own, then proceeded to strip her naked with practiced ease. The silky white robe was ripped to shreds while the golden jewelry, sandals, and tiara were roughly taken off and mangled into a big lump, which was then hurled into the distance. A few seconds was all it took to leave Teresa completely naked, curled up into a fetal position, and sobbing uncontrollably. 
 
    “I’ll say it again, dearie,” Vanessa yelled without looking away from her screen, “those trappings of power do not fit your image at all. How can you hope to be a legitimate beacon of truth without being able to bare yourself fully before others?” 
 
    One could argue that ‘the naked truth’ was meant to be taken figuratively rather than literally, but that was only when it came to simpler, more corporeal creatures. As amalgamations of thoughts, wishes, and ideals, the difference between metaphors and reality was paper thin as far as divine beings were concerned. 
 
    “Alright, might as well get started. Koralenteprix, please assume the position.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” 
 
    The archfiend picked the sobbing goddess off the ground and dragged her up onto her knees. She forced the naked Teresa to bend over forward while holding her hands behind her back. Kora then stared at one of her right hands for a second until the demonic gauntlet covering it suddenly split apart and fell off her skin. Doing so made her hand feel a bit itchy, but it couldn’t be helped since the armament would get in the way otherwise. Besides, it would ‘grow back’ on its own soon enough. Finally, she placed her newly bare hand onto the back of the Goddess’s head and pressed firmly against her flowing gold locks, grasping her skull with her oversized palm. 
 
    In the meantime, Terence had gotten his crème brulee off the couch and was calmly climbing up an invisible spiral staircase. When he got to the much larger deity’s eye level, he stopped going upwards and walked horizontally over thin air as he approached her head. 
 
    “Really, Chief? Why not just teleport to the spot like you normally do?” 
 
    “Variety is the spice of life, kiddo. If you don’t mix up your routine every now and then you’ll grow bored enough you end up going crazy just to liven things up.” 
 
    He was obviously speaking from personal experience, though the demon couldn’t care less. 
 
    “Yeah, I suppose,” she shrugged. 
 
    Pablo eventually stepped off of his imaginary catwalk and onto the back of Kora’s bare hand. He picked what seemed like a good spot and sat his sharks down on her rough red skin. 
 
    “I’ll be starting now, Teresa.” 
 
    “No! Please, don’t!” 
 
    His warning caused the Goddess to reflexively struggle, followed by another round of pleading. Fortunately for her, she was not only removed from the source of her divine power, but also had her head, shoulders, and arms firmly restrained by Kora. Too much flailing could disturb the following ritual, which could make matters worse rather than better. It was going to be incredibly unpleasant for her either way, though. 
 
    “Sorry about this,” muttered Casey. “You’ll probably thank me later.” 
 
    In the next instant, the God of Mishaps channeled his own divine power through Kora’s hand and into the back of Teresa’s head while repeatedly chanting a couple of strange words. 
 
    “Akuryo taisan. Akuryo taisan. Akuryo taisan." 
 
    The Goddess began choking and gagging in response, which soon turned to dry heaving. And then, after another twenty-to-thirty seconds, she started to throw up. A viscous black ooze that wriggled unnaturally all on its own fell out of her mouth in thick globs, forming a messy pile onto the pure white ground. Gilbert counted a total of thirteen lumps of supernatural vomit before he decided to call things off. 
 
    “Right, that’s enough for now, methinks.” 
 
    He stood up from Kora’s backhand and briskly walked off it. With the detox session momentarily finished, the archfiend threw the pale and extremely weakened Goddess off to the side, well away from her ‘leavings.’ Teresa lacked the strength to do something as demanding as controlling her limbs, so she merely flopped over on her side like a dead fish. If things proceeded as normal, she would get back up in about five or ten minutes and run off somewhere in a delirium. And then, three hours later, she would have stabilized enough for another detox session. 
 
    “So, what do we have this time?” mused Neal as he stared intently at the haystack-sized pile of god-puke. “Hmm, lot of hatred in there. It’s almost completely filled with hatred actually, apart from a bit of pride and some resentment. Bits of jealousy too.” 
 
    While it could be said that a believer’s devotion, piety, and respect for a God served as the deity’s ‘food,’ not all mortals had happy-go-lucky sentiments towards the divines. Anger, hatred, disappointment, sadness, grief, revenge, desperation, loneliness – any and all such negative emotions were also transmitted to their deities, though they rarely did so on purpose. If allowed to build up and fester within them, it could lead to the deity in question being ‘poisoned’ by their influence. That was why Kevin was so adamant about avoiding blaspheme, as expressing disdain towards a God, especially in public, was one of the main sources of thought-poisoning. 
 
    If the thought-poisoning got out of hand, it would gradually change a God, twisting them away from their original purpose. The corruption would then trickle down to the deity’s most devout followers and adamant supporters, which would in turn infect the population at large and bounce all the way back to the God. It was a downward spiral that, if left unattended, could pervert the deity and the virtues they embodied. And the worst part was that the divine beings themselves wouldn’t notice the change until it was too late. 
 
    “I really should have seen this coming,” Alberto chastised himself. “That Empire’s propensity for conflict, bigotry, and treachery coupled with her corrupt clergy should have really tipped me off about her condition sooner.” 
 
    Indeed, this thought-poisoning phenomenon was one of the main reasons why Teresa had strayed from her path and was slowly but surely turning into a Goddess of Deception and Tyranny. 
 
    “What?” Kora raised an eyebrow. “You mean she wasn’t like that before?” 
 
    “Well no, she was always an insufferable, stuck-up bitch, but at least she was genuine and trustworthy. It wasn’t until about six centuries ago that she started skirting the rules and playing favorites with her Heroes, but our… bumpy relationship kept me from recognizing the signs. Heh, if it wasn’t for Boxxy’s ‘people skills’ I probably still wouldn’t know how far she was gone.” 
 
    “Uuugh.” 
 
    A pained groan escaped Teresa as she gradually lifted her upper half off the floor. She looked about in a drowsy state, her eyes settling on the mass of lumpy black goo on the nearby floor. 
 
    “Th-that… Did that come out of me?!” 
 
    “Oh? Now this is promising!” exclaimed Troy. “Finally regained enough of your senses to face your inner demons?” 
 
    *Snap* 
 
    The God of Luck snapped his shoes, causing the mass of lumpy black goo to oscillate in response. It steadily shrunk down as it vibrated, compressing itself until it adopted a distinctly feminine humanoid form a little over two meters tall. It had shiny brown skin, a massive underbite, two rows of beady black eyes, a pair of twin axes in her hands, and bulky gladiator-like armor covering both shoulders and arms. Her body was extremely well toned, and her pitch-black hair stood up in a wild mohawk style. Last but not least, a single onyx horn jutted out the left side of her forehead. 
 
    “Well, outer demons now, I suppose,” Jerome smirked. 
 
    “W-was that thing inside me?!” 
 
    “Damn. And here I was hoping to be the first one to get all up in that bitch’s guts, but I guess someone else beat me to it, huh?” 
 
    Both Kora and Teresa were shocked by this revelation, albeit in different ways. 
 
    “I think I misspoke,” interjected Stephen. “What you saw earlier was the concentrated negativity of mortals, which had attached itself to your being. This child was simply born from that.” 
 
    As if on cue, the newly created fiend that had been standing upright keeled over and fell on the ground, her limbs twitching slightly against the white surface. 
 
    “… Born?” asked the giant women in unison. 
 
    “Yup. What you witnessed just now was the birth of a brand new demonic entity.” 
 
    “Hold on a second there, Chief!” Kora interjected. “Are you telling me all of demonkind started out as god-puke?!” 
 
    “Of course not, don’t be silly,” Johnny rolled his bananas. “Most of you are born from the residual sinister thoughts of mortals that get caught by the Beyond well before they could reach and infect a deity. Most of those thoughts don’t even come from people, but from monsters. I mean, the whole point of that place is to serve as a lightning rod for that stuff, a filter if you will.” 
 
    “Soooo… What? We just… randomly pop up out of thin air?” 
 
    “More or less. You probably don’t want to hear this, but the fact that demons exist at all is something of an accident. I never intended for consciousness to flourish in that cesspit I created, and yet here you are – defying all logic and spitting right in the face of my divine design! The mind-boggling fact that all of you brats even exist is the whole reason why I’m so proud of you!” 
 
    “Oh… Uh, thanks, I guess? What about me, though?” 
 
    “What about you?” 
 
    “I mean, do you know where specifically I came from?” 
 
    “Hmmm… I can’t be sure, but if I had to take an educated guess based on your appearance, you’re probably the result of the Elven Dominion’s collapse. More specifically, the hatred and anger that subsequent generations of elven slaves felt towards their human masters. And given your womanly disposition, I’m guessing it was mostly female sex slaves.” 
 
    “What, really?” 
 
    “Yup, your age fits. It would also explain those predominantly elfin ears and attractive features, not to mention why you’re considerably more, uh, intellectually challenged than your average fiend. I can’t imagine corrupt scumbags demanding that their toys be intelligent. Quite the opposite, actually.” 
 
    “Huh. I guess that does make sense. I always wondered why I got an unexpected boner from flattening those slavers while the Boss was looking for a lair.” 
 
    “Yeees, quite. Well, I better send this child on her way so she can learn how to demon properly.” 
 
    *Snap* 
 
    A bright red portal suddenly opened up underneath the newborn demon’s limp body, depositing her into the Beyond well before she even gained awareness. Normally he sent the ‘god-puke’ there directly, but this time around he felt it necessary to demonstrate that gods were not as infallible as a certain someone seemed to think. 
 
    “So, Teresa. You’ve been awfully quiet.” 
 
    “I just… I had no idea… Do the others have to deal with all this as well?” 
 
    “Mmm, let’s just say you aren’t the first to have your judgment clouded by thought-poisoning. The Beyond typically does a good job of keeping you lot from going off the rails, but you’re definitely a special case. Seems like your default nature just makes you more susceptible to that sort of thing, and your rash actions only made things worse. I mean, do you understand what repercussions resurrecting your Hero even had?” 
 
    “… It was perceived as a miracle, wasn’t it? I mean, so many people rallied behind him and… and…” 
 
    The Goddess paused for a few seconds, seemingly lost in thought. 
 
    “I gave a bunch of bad people a very convenient pawn, didn’t I, Norwell?” 
 
    “Yup. If it wasn’t for the Hero’s testimony and heavily publicized grief, then this war wouldn’t have happened, and your condition wouldn’t have gotten worse. It goes beyond that, though. How many thousands of people do you think cursed your name while thinking ‘Why him and not my husband?’ or some such envious notion?” 
 
    “I see… It seems I have a lot to think about. Excuse me.” 
 
    The Goddess rose to her shaky feet and slowly walked off into the distance. Jimmy gave an approving nod of his frying pan and parked his beehive on the sofa. Meanwhile, Kora laid her massive self down behind him to get a good view of the screen the Boxxy Show was on. 
 
    “So, uh, how long until the bitch is healed and I get to get out of here?” she asked after a few minutes. 
 
    “Hard to say. Detoxing her is the easy part and should be over with in another two days or so, after which I can move onto step three.” 
 
    “Why not just yank all the demons out of her in one go?”  
 
    Romney’s ‘detox’ method put a lot of strain on Teresa’s divine spark – the manifestation of her followers’ combined faith and the equivalent to her soul. And while it couldn’t be truly destroyed so long as people worshipped her and all she stood for, ripping all the corruption out by force could have serious repercussions if handled poorly. Teresa could potentially go mad, lose her memories, or become a completely different divine being altogether. Worst case scenario, she might be unable to re-establish the bond with her divine area and be rendered completely powerless, leaving her substantial following in turmoil. 
 
    “Because there’s a right and a wrong way to go about things.” 
 
    However, such an explanation would have probably gone way over Kora’s head, so he simplified it for her benefit. 
 
    “Okay, but do you seriously need me here to do it? You can probably keep her from acting up without me, right? 
 
    “Oh no, your presence here is very much instrumental. You do realize you demons are the only ones with the power to mess with divine beings on a spiritual level, right? Why do you think demonkind has things like a hierarchy and a military to begin with? It’s so that you can be used to directly oppose a God should they become a danger to the world.” 
 
    “So we’re god-killers?!” 
 
    “Uhm, sure, why not.” 
 
    “Nice!” 
 
    Friedrich just couldn’t bring himself to correct Kora’s misunderstanding after seeing her face so full of excitement and expectation. He still thought of demons as his children and grandchildren, so he was understandably a bit soft on them. A feeling which, for the most part, they returned, as all demons treated him with the respect and adoration a father deserves. It was also why Zeratul found it so difficult to tell any of them why he knew such countermeasures were necessary. There used to be a time when Michael didn’t have a righteous Goddess of Truth and Justice to keep him honest. A time when he was still a God of Order on a world far removed from Terrania. A place that didn’t have ‘god-killers’ to stop him, and as a result had so much ‘order’ inflicted on it that it was left as a barren, lifeless rock. 
 
    No child should have to think about taking up arms against their own parent, so the elder deity kept a firm seal on that secret. 
 
    All things considered, Kyle was quite thankful his unwitting savior started responding more positively to the ongoing rehabilitation. By the time phase two of the program was complete, she was behaving much more reasonably. She no longer thrashed about wildly and willingly accepted whatever aid was given to her. She stopped recreating her garments and was getting used to going around completely naked, proving she took the God of Uncertainty’s words to heart. She even started blindfolding herself as an embodiment of the notion that Justice was blind. The strip of black cloth didn’t actually block her eyesight, but the symbolism was the important part. 
 
    However, as expected, she had difficulty completing step three. Letting go of her more questionable convictions to once again become a pure Goddess was easier said than done. The detox sessions helped, but she needed to completely reject her treacherous side and once again embrace Truth and Justice with her whole being. If not, then she would end up relapsing within a year. Therefore, until her own divine area reached out and connected to her while inside Yuri’s place, she wouldn’t be allowed to resume her duties. Progress was steadily being made as Teresa displayed more and more of the characteristics Nigel remembered from before. 
 
    On the eighth day of her rehabilitation, however, the God of Unforeseen Consequences ran into an obstacle that really rustled his jimmies. 
 
    “Myself-damn it, Teresa!” he yelled. “How many times do I need to say this?! You can’t play favorites with your Hero like that!” 
 
    “Why not?!” insisted the naked, blindfolded Goddess. “I already swore on my own name I would not coddle them in an overprotective manner!” 
 
    She had already proven that she had completely given up on spreading lies, either by speaking them or by withholding the truth. Meaning that wasn’t just some boast, but her true, honest intentions. However, they weren’t enough. 
 
    “That’s not the point! You can’t just pick and choose which parts of the process you want to adhere to! Heroes need to be chosen primarily on ability, potential, and strength of character. Looks, gender, or race should not be the defining factor!” 
 
    “And this coming from a spinning eggplant who chose a shapeshifter as their Hero? Don’t think I’ve forgotten you have a soft spot for their ilk!” 
 
    “Look, this and that are completely unrelated.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. You do know my bullshit detector still works, right?” 
 
    “Oh, for the love of H̸̢i̴̕̕͜g̸̨͘͟͟g̀҉̵̛s̡̀͟͜͡ ҉̨b҉̶̧҉o͟͏s̷̢̨̨͟o̧̢n͏̸͝! Look, I chose my Hero by picking a creature that showed extraordinary potential to bring about change in the world. It’s just that Boxxy coincidentally happens to be a talented shapeshifter!” 
 
    “Then all Heroes of the Hammer just ‘coincidentally’ happen to be blond, blue-eyed human boys!” 
 
    “Uuuugh…” 
 
    Taylor leaned back into her sofa cushion with another groan while Teresa stood indignantly opposite him. Technically their size difference meant she was more ‘above’ than ‘in front’ of him, but that was beside the point. The still super-sized Kora lazed about nearby. Not only was she completely and utterly bored out of her skull, but she also grew increasingly annoyed at this never-ending quarrel. Holstein told her to keep her thick head out of this part of the rehabilitation, but there was only so much endless bitching she could tolerate. 
 
    Therefore, the archfiend decided to bypass any sense of good judgment and injected herself into the conversation with as much style and finesse as a boulder crashing into a greenhouse. 
 
    “Uh, Chief?” she called out. “Remind me again why bitch-tits over there is so stuck on pretty boys?” 
 
    “I have a name, creature!” complained the Goddess. “You will address me by it or not at all!” 
 
    “She has it stuck in her head that she needs a husband,” explained Fargo while marvelously ignoring ‘bitch-tits.’ “And, according to her, the best way to find one is through the Hero system.” 
 
    “Riiiight,” said Kora with a grimace. “Can’t I just stick it in her pooper instead?” 
 
    “Koralenteprix, we’ve been over this. That is not going to help, especially not when she’s in such a volatile state.” 
 
    “Tch. Well, was worth a shot,” the demon shrugged. 
 
    “… I’m sorry, but what does she mean by ‘stick it in her pooper?’” asked Teresa suddenly. 
 
    “She means anal sex, Teresa. What else could she possibly mean?! No, wait, don’t answer that.” 
 
    The Goddess craned her neck sideways and crossed her arms in confusion. 
 
    “But that doesn’t make any sense. Is she talking about fisting or something?” 
 
    “I said don’t answer that!” 
 
    “No, you dumb twat!” shouted Kora while standing up. “I’m talking ‘bout m’dick!” 
 
    “… What?” 
 
    Grunting in frustration, the demon rose to her feet, lifted up the front tail of her armored kilt, let her fully erect member flop out of her body, and pointed to it with four of her hands. 
 
    “This!” 
 
    “Oh, my!” exclaimed Teresa, while covering her blushing cheeks with her hands. “I-I-I had no idea! You, uhm… certainly have an imp- *Gulp* an impressive set there…” 
 
    She clearly had no idea that female fiends were also packing down there, and the revelation was made all the more shocking by Kora’s clearly aroused state. Her raging lust was a natural result of the demon staring at and rubbing against the Goddess’s naked, womanly body for a week straight. Between that and the inability to exercise her Pierre-given might, she was so frustrated that she felt she could burst at any moment, in more ways than one. 
 
    “Wait, what do you mean ‘set?’” the demon muttered in confusion. 
 
    She then looked down at her genital situation for the first time since her Rank Up. 
 
    “Ooooooooh. No wonder I felt a bit weird down there!” 
 
    It would appear her ‘promotion’ to archfiend had actually given her not one, but two extra horns – one on her head and another between her legs. Indeed, standing at full mast and lightly pulsing with pent-up lust was a duet of throbbing rods. The demon gently poked her newly discovered genitalia with a finger, causing her to shudder a bit. 
 
    “Damn, son!” she exclaimed. “Chief! You gotta let me try these puppies out! Please! Let me boink the bitch! Like for real, I’m begging you here!” 
 
    “For the last time!” roared Dilbert. “This vulgarity will not-”” 
 
    “Uhm… Jasper?” 
 
    Teresa’s sudden interruption cut off the God of Randomness before he went into full-on nagging mode. 
 
    “I, err… I’m not supposed to lie anymore so… can I just say that, well… I wouldn’t be, uhm, entirely opposed to that…” 
 
    “… You’re kidding me,” muttered Nikolay. 
 
    “See, Chief? She’s up for it too!” 
 
    “No! This is idiotic!” 
 
    “I mean, not for nothing Chief, but weren’t you the one that kept saying she just needs to get laid?” 
 
    “I was just- Haaaah,” he sighed, then looked back at the fidgeting Goddess. “You’re sure you wanna go through with this?” 
 
    Blushing with an intense red that gave Kora’s crimson complexion a run for her money, Teresa nodded twice in response. Ivan began huffing, puffing, murmuring, and even sprinkled his donuts a few times as he actually considered it. He posited that, perhaps, the best way to address his patient’s stubbornness regarding her Hero criteria was to alleviate the core issue. Namely, the repressed sexuality of her entire religion. He still had serious doubts about this moronically direct approach, but he had to try something. 
 
    “… If this works I am literally going to lose my shit,” he mumbled to himself. “Fine! Have at it!” 
 
    Exactly 11 hours, 42 minutes and 25 seconds later, every Paladin, Priest, and Monk of Chaos in existence suddenly and simultaneously defecated in their respective undergarments 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Afterword 
 
    Well, that was a bit of a trip, wasn’t it? I hope you found my take on gods, divinity, and faith to be satisfying, or at the very least interesting. I always found it silly how, in other media, gods apparently turn evil for no particular reason other than the author/writer needed them to be. I also found it stupid that gods could be straight up murdered. Come on, these are divine beings we’re talking about. Demigods? Avatars? Sure, I can accept those being killed, but you shouldn’t be able to defeat the full package through force alone. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not saying that deicide isn’t badass, or that it can’t be a good storytelling element, but it’s often done poorly in my opinion. 
 
    Then there’s the whole doppelganger mafia subplot. We’ll be seeing more of them and the powers behind them in the next volume. I figure the Republic has plenty of shady shenanigans going on for sure, so I feel it only right to slap them around a bit after bullying the Empire for so long. Expect a bit more intrigue and subterfuge than just ploughing through faceless goons. Another deity is also going to make a major appearance, though it will be in an entirely different manner. 
 
    Next installment will deal with Kora’s new situation as well. Hopefully, that’ll be fun for you peeps to read. Might seem strange that she was the one to Rank Up first instead of Xera or Drea, and that it probably felt a bit forced, but it’s what made sense at the time. The other two will get their turn in the limelight eventually, of course. That said, I won’t dwell too much on the demons. They’ll have their moments, but this is primarily Boxxy’s story, and as such will remain the primary focus of the series. It will have plenty of new and hopefully entertaining opportunities to develop, grow, learn, and amass shiny things. 
 
    So, as per usual, see you in the next one. Toodles! 
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