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Prologue

“That’s quite the theory you have, Ivran.”

“It’s not a theory! I’m certain of it!”

“Where’s your proof?”

“Um, well, that is, I’m, uh, still working on that…”

The pale-faced elf scratched his head awkwardly, ruffling his short, oily brown hair in the process. His beady, black eyes wandered aimlessly around the guild master’s office as he instinctively avoided his superior’s stern gaze. In retrospect, he should’ve known not to barge in here without the aforementioned evidence, but the man couldn’t help himself sometimes. He was enthusiastic about his work – a bit too much, some might say – and often forgot his place whenever the possibility of a new breakthrough or discovery reared its head. This certainly hadn’t been the first time the man had barged into Master Galan’s office with some fantastical idea in his head, and it likely wouldn’t be the last. On the upside, Ivran’s superior was used to such outbursts. They were disruptive but tolerable. The young man standing in front of Galan was a promising recruit with an admirable thirst for knowledge and practically oozed potential. His lack of restraint and inability to follow proper procedures were unfortunate flaws, but nothing that time and experience wouldn’t solve. That aside, it wasn’t as if the guild master couldn’t sympathize with the youngster. They were both graduates of the prestigious Mistvale Magic Academy, so the senior alumni had a pretty good idea why his junior was so worked up.

“Look here, lad,” he spoke more casually. “I get it, I do. You want to impress your superiors and move up in the world as fast as possible, but this is not the way.”

“You’ve got it wrong, sir,” Ivran rebuked him. “I’m not trying to be rich or famous. I just have all these ideas I want to turn into reality.”

“Yet these ideas of yours are practically impossible.”

“With our current understanding of the arcane arts, yes, but I believe there is so much more to learn!” his excitement grew. “We have all these limits and boundaries that we just shy away from when we should be trying to break through them!”

“Have you considered such things might exist for good reason?”

“I have no doubt, but surely there’s merit in at least trying to go past them! Isn’t that what you do here in the Maleficium?!”

Galan frowned with concern at those words.

“Watch your tongue, boy,” he scolded Ivran. “I know we have a reputation as a bunch of madmen desperately seeking power, but that is not what we do here, and talk like that isn’t helping!”

His words splashed over the over-eager youngster like a bucket of cold water, yet he nevertheless bit back.

“… With all due respect, sir, I don’t think words alone are to blame for that.”

“I know, I know. But what can I do?”

As much as the wizened old elf disliked it, it was hard to break away from a guild’s identity once it had cemented itself in the public’s consciousness. In the mere twelve years since its establishment, the Maleficium had become known solely for its members’ willingness to dabble in the darker, more ethically ambiguous side of magic. It was why gifted Warlocks like Ivran were eager to sign up with such a relatively tiny organization rather than its more prestigious and respectable competitors. The Maleficium’s small size was also why it was tolerated rather than disbanded. They were too insignificant to raise a fuss over.

At least that was what Galan believed.

“I, for one, don’t see the issue with that kind of reputation,” Ivran confidently stated.

“Oh?” Galan raised an eyebrow. “Care to elaborate?”

“Hexcraft, demonology, and necromancy may be practices the public does not approve of, but ignorance of these things will not protect us from them. Whether they like it or not, both the nation and its citizens need us. Only through knowledge and understanding of what the world brands as ‘evil’ or ‘heretical’ can we hope to effectively protect ourselves from it.”

The older elf fell into a short, contemplative silence.

“You’re quite wise for someone barely out of their teens, aren’t you?” he remarked.

“Hardly. I was just reciting something I read in the foreword of Orifel’s Compendium of Curses.”

“Hm. No wonder why it sounded so familiar. That’s definitely the old man’s style.”

Though Galan was Maleficium’s current guild master, he was not its founder. That ‘honor’ belonged to Zachary Orifel, his old mentor and teacher, who was unfortunately forced to resign and return to the Lodrak Empire. The authorities cited some made-up yet plausible reasons for this, but everybody knew they hated him because he was human. His successor and student had a lot of respect for Orifel and privately disagreed with the government’s blatant discrimination but dared not speak out against it. After all, the Elven Dominion wasn’t ruled with sunshine, smiles, and rainbows. Going against the grain was a sure-fire way to earn himself a long vacation in a tiny room.

“So, what do you say, sir?” Ivran interrupted his sarcastic thought. “Will I have the guild’s backing on this project?”

“The Maleficium does not have the spare resources to fund research based on mere speculation,” he coldly replied. “Believe me, I’d love nothing more than to continue the old man’s work, but our financial situation demands I be as frugal as possible with our spending. Research into obscure magical theories is hardly what I would call a safe investment.”

“I… understand, sir.”

“That said, I would scarcely be able to call myself a guild master if I didn’t at least try to accommodate one of our most promising recruits. Though I cannot give you the money you require, I can give you the opportunity to earn the gold for yourself. How does that sound?”

“If it helps me further my research, I will gladly get my hands dirty. Up to the elbows, if I must!”

“That’s the spirit,” Galan cracked a chuckle. “I knew I had a good feeling about you. That’s why I’m offering you a promotion from Initiate to Adept, effective immediately.”

“I will gladly accept your generous offer, sir,” Ivran bowed his head, a slight smile on his lips.

Going up in the guild’s hierarchy wasn’t one of his goals, but he welcomed the opportunity. The higher rank came with several benefits, such as the ability to take on tougher, more profitable Quests. He would also gain access to the organization’s confidential information on things considered to be of an unholy nature. Granted, there probably wasn’t much considering the guild’s age and size, but they were sure to have some of Orifel’s more inspired writings from before he was deported back south. These and a few other benefits would be at Ivran’s disposal, though not without caveats. Adepts had to pay greater membership fees to the guild and had a modicum of responsibility to it, but such cons were vastly outweighed by the pros.

The most important thing about this promotion was that it demonstrated the guild master had a lot of faith in Ivran. Normally, only those who had been with the Maleficium for a minimum of a year would be offered the rank of an Adept. Awarding it to an Initiate who had only been here for two months could be seen as questionable, perhaps even suspicious, though nobody would find fault with Ivran’s abilities. He was a Level 59 Warlock and Level 17 Enchanter. His Status alone made him grossly overqualified for an Initiate, and the same could be argued for his new Adept rank. However, his loyalty and commitment to the guild had yet to be proven, which was what older members of the guild might take issue with.

Yet, as much as those who didn’t know him might see this as a power grab, the elf genuinely didn’t care for influence, fame, or fortune. He recognized such things as useful but believed them to be merely a means to an end rather than something to strive for. Whether it was innocence, naivete, or something else, he failed to realize why others might despise his sudden rise. Thus, he left the Maleficium’s tiny office and walked home with a carefree smile. He ignored the crowd around him and gazed up at one of the dozen mighty hylt trees of Azurvale. He did this often. Ever since he first laid eyes on them at the age of eight, he had never ceased to marvel in awe at the magnificence of the Holy Twelve. Kilometers tall and with roots just as deep, they were a standing monument to nature’s perseverance. Yet the thousands of souls that dwelled around their trunks and atop their branches seemed to take them for granted, as if these titanic wonders were little more than weirdly-shaped terrain.

“Hey, Ivran!” a bright voice called out to him. “Tree-gazing again, I see?”

“Hm? Oh, hello Ailmer.”

The Warlock was approached by an elf with bright blue hair marked by long streaks of blonde. Both of them wore traditional robes that were nearly identical to each other, as did every commoner around them. Standing out wasn’t exactly encouraged in the Dominion, after all, so Almer’s flashy hair usually drew a lot of dirty looks that were quickly disarmed by his youthful and attractive appearance. Conversely, Ivran’s baggy eyes and hunched-over posture gave him an air of perpetual exhaustion that made him seem a lot older than he actually was. Looking at these two side-by-side, one would be hard pressed to believe they were actually the same age and not, in fact, a decade apart. The other pedestrians would get plenty of chances to make that wrongful assumption as the pair walked shoulder-to-shoulder through the crowd.

“How’d your meeting with the guild master go?” Ailmer continued the conversation.

“Worse than I hoped, better than expected.”

“So, no extra funding?”

“No, but I was bumped up to Adept, so there’s that.”

“Really? Well, congratulations!” he said with a firm pat on the back.

“Thanks. What about you? How’d the investigation go?”

“Terrible. The trail went cold somewhere in the sewer.”

“Ah. That would explain your potent aroma.”

“Ugh, do I still reek?” he sniffed his sleeve. “I was certain my newest formula got rid of the filth.”

“You’re still playing with that shower potion?”

“Hey, it’s not like I got anything better to do when I’m just an Initiate.”

“Maybe I should try a crack at it?”

“Ha! Please, Ivran, we both know you’re hopeless when it comes to alchemy.”

“A man can dream, can’t he?” the tired elf shrugged with a smirk.

“There, at least, you have no equal. Tell me, what wondrous fantasy were you envisioning earlier?”

“I was just thinking, you know how packed the capital usually is at this hour?”

“It’d be difficult not to.”

Ailmer rolled his eyes at the masses of people all around. With so many living up in the branches and down in the burrows, Azurvale’s population density was truly extraordinary. The old, winding streets didn’t help, and neither did the long-standing curfew. All of these factors combined to create an environment where far too many people had far too little time to get their chores and affairs in order, so congestion was constant. Things weren’t much better beyond the city’s limits. Carriages had difficulty making it through the constantly busy streets, causing long lines along the highways leading into the capital. Little could be done to alleviate this issue since Azurvale was the administrative, academic, religious, mercantile, and cultural heart of the Elven Dominion, and that wasn’t likely to change.

“Well, just look at all that empty space up there,” Ivran gestured overhead. “What if everyone could fly from one place to another without being confined to streets and walkways?”

“Hahaha!” his friend laughed merrily. “That would be quite the sight indeed. Reckon you can make it happen?”

“Heh. No way,” the other elf chuckled. “If it was possible, surely someone smarter and wiser than I would have figured it out.”

There was a lull in the conversation as the pair navigated a particularly dense section of the crowd. One of Nyrie’s Priests was holding a public sermon, and quite a few people had stopped to listen. He was regurgitating the typical epithets about ‘unnatural abomination’ this and ‘heathen southerners’ that, which somewhat fouled Ivran’s mood. Ailmer wasn’t as bothered, but he knew how his friend felt about such things and decided to let him seethe in peace. The silence between them lasted long after they left that scene. Thankfully, foot traffic improved considerably once they were out of the heart of the city. The streets were still busier than not, but people could actually give each a modicum of private space.

“Mew…”

The oily-haired elf froze in his tracks as the tiniest of voices somehow reached his pointy ears despite the buzz of the surrounding crowd. Ailmer didn’t hear it, but his friend’s sudden halt prompted him to do the same. He watched with a raised eyebrow as Ivran glanced around in search of what made that pathetic noise. He finally located it when he looked down and noticed an old wicker box someone had left on the edge of the road as if it were trash. Ivran crouched in front of the old container and slowly lifted the lid.

“Mroww…”

Inside was a tiny, little, curled-up orange ball of fluff – a kitten. The elf scanned his surroundings for the critter’s owner or at the very least its mother, but it seemed to be abandoned. Nobody besides Ivran seemed to even notice it, which was understandable considering that elves usually did not care much for cats. Indeed, none would fault him for simply walking away and leaving the defenseless feline to its fate. Ailmer certainly didn’t bat an eye as he walked away, though not because he was heartless. He simply recognized that look on his friend’s face and knew better than to try and stop him.

Sure enough, about twenty minutes later, an out-of-breath Ivran plopped the kitten-in-a-box atop a clerk’s counter, much to the confusion of the casually dressed lady behind it.

“Uh, hello,” she greeted him. “What can the Beast Handlers’ Guild do for you?”

“Yes, hi, sorry for barging in like this, but can I speak to one of your Tamers?”

“Is this about the cat in the box?” she pointed at the wicker container.

“It is.”

“I should warn you, our guild has no interest in Class Zero creatures.”

“Sorry, Class Zero?”

“Mundane animals that are considered of no practical value to adventurers, such as tabby cats,” she nodded towards the furball.

“Yeah, that’s just it. I don’t think it’s just another kitten. Watch this.”

The man reached a hand into the box, and the harmless critter curiously prodded it with its tiny paws and nose. It also didn’t object in the slightest to being pet or held until Ivran tried to lift it out of its ‘home.’ At that point, the kitten started to squirm, squeal, and hiss, refusing to calm down until it was put back in the box. The guy repeated the process twice more, prompting the kitten to react the same way each time.

“See?!” he told the befuddled receptionist. “Does your average cat act like that?!”

“Okay, I will admit that is a bit odd,” she conceded politely, “but I know a common alley cat when I see it, and I am confident I am looking at one right now.”

“Well, I’d like to have it examined anyway.”

The clerk resisted the urge to roll her eyes and began processing the insistent youngster’s request. A handful of gold, a visit to an expert on feline monsters, and a slightly humiliating lecture later, Ivran left the Beast Handlers’ Guild with a fresh serving of disappointment. He had convinced himself he’d found a unique magical creature only to end up being told time and again he was sorely mistaken. The elf felt so incredibly awkward he somehow ended up adopting the kitten as if that was his intent all along. The critter still refused to leave its rectangular home without freaking out, so Ivran had little choice but to carry it back to his house along with its wicker box. On the upside, at least the other pedestrians reflexively gave him a bit of extra space since he looked to be carrying cargo.

“Well, it’s not all bad,” he muttered while looking down at the little guy. “Having you around would probably liven things up around the house.”

Ivran did not mind living alone. Or so he told himself. In truth, his eccentricities made him all but impossible to live with, and he couldn’t help but get incredibly lonely from time to time. Though he’d never considered filling that gap with a pet before, the elf was rather looking forward to it now that he’d taken on the responsibility. He resolved to do his best to care for the kitten and even tried his best to give it a cute name, though the people at the Monster Tamer guild looked at him a bit funny when they heard it. It was as if they questioned his ability to care for a pet, but anyone who knew the young man would think otherwise.

After all, it was ridiculous to think that little Boxxy would be any more of a handful than the three demonic familiars already in service to Ivran Tol-Saroth.


Chapter One
Connections




Part One

The Foreign Intelligence Bureau’s public office was exactly what one would expect from a government-run institution. It was bigger than it needed to be, almost rivaling the four-story building that housed all eight of the Central Consortium’s guilds. The place could function just as well at half that scale, but the extra space proved very useful in recent weeks. The FIB was swamped with the Collapse’s aftermath, its halls abuzz with activity as the organization did everything in its power to handle and alleviate the situation. Yet, the streams of elves milling about came to an abrupt halt when its front door was practically kicked off its hinges. There was a brief bout of panic as the guards, agents, and officials prepared to repel a hostile attack, but they froze in their tracks when they saw the one responsible. Standing two-and-a-half meters tall, clad in intimidating black-and-gold armor, and with six muscular arms ready to turn skulls into paste, Kora stepped inside.

“‘Sup, nerds!” she said, baring her pointy teeth in a vicious grin. “Got a gift for ya!”

She unceremoniously tossed the bound and gagged human she was carrying into the middle of the room. He struggled desperately, but the prisoner had no hope of escaping his enchanted shackles.

“Ugh… This is why I can’t stand you people…”

The crowd’s gaze moved from the captive to stare at Keira, who had entered immediately behind the demon. The more knowledgeable spectators deduced that Azurvale’s most famous Ranger and most infamous Warlock had teamed up yet again. They were initially confused because they had yet to see Kora’s new form, but the redhead’s presence all but confirmed it was the Sandman’s summoned muscle. The Hero and the mercenary had teamed up numerous times, albeit with reduced frequency over the past year. Keira didn’t like to talk about her partner publicly, although she privately admitted to a growing rift between them due to some personality conflicts. In truth, Boxxy just wanted its more socially acceptable persona to get the credit for its adventuring exploits since that would result in more XP for its Doppelganger Job. This occasion was no different, although the Sandman would have to share a bit of the limelight.

“Make way, make way.”

Cecilia Underwood pushed herself through the densely packed corridor until she finally reached the disturbance. She noticed who had made all that racket, causing her to sigh in exasperation.

“Sweet honey-bagels, Morgana,” she rubbed her temple. “Must you always raise such a fuss?”

“If you got a problem, tell it to the meathead,” Keira pointed accusingly at Kora. “That aside, she wasn’t kidding. Mr. S and I managed to land ourselves quite the catch.”

Cecilia’s eyes shifted rapidly between the demon, the catgirl, and their prisoner as her sharp wit put all the pieces together.

“So, I see,” she said, a look of disbelief on her face. “And, uh, I trust your jolly red friend has something for us?”

“Yup!” Kora declared. “Here you go.”

The demoness tossed over a crumpled slip of paper.

INVOICE

Sandman Assassinations Inc.
Nowhere yet everywhere within the vicinity of Azurvale

Invoice #000184
Attn: Office of Cecilia Underwood, Azurvale Foreign Intelligence Bureau

For services rendered:

Great Collapse mastermind (1) - 50,000 GP
Great Collapse evidence (21) - 42,000 GP 
Shipping and handling - 300 GP
Subtotal: 92,300 GP
Boxing tax: 5%
Total: 96,915 GP

Payment terms: to be received within 5 days at the usual place.

We appreciate your custom and look forward to doing business with you again in due course.

Cecilia had to try especially hard not to immediately jump for joy. It was a testament to her self-control that she managed to keep a cool head long enough to have the ‘mastermind’ and all the ‘evidence’ Keira was carrying safely locked away.

“Should I even bother to ask how you… found all this?” she asked the catgirl once they were in a more private space.

“By following the trail of scumbags that attacked my house,” was the Hero’s answer.

She elaborated, explaining that the Great Collapse had been orchestrated by remnants of the Gilded Hand. The tragedy was nothing more than an act of revenge brought about by terrible people with the motives, ability, and resources to pull it off. The attack on the Morgana household was also shamelessly pinned on them. They had allegedly targeted Keira because she killed the previous Hero of the Hammer, setting off a chain of events that led to the Gilded Hand’s eventual downfall. The catgirl backed up these claims by providing physical evidence detailing the methods used to cause the Great Collapse and make the attempt on her life. That information would surely allow the Republic to tighten its security protocols, ensuring no such tragedy would occur again.

It was, of course, all a farce. Well, mostly a farce. The part about someone hijacking the hylt tree’s mana currents to power the Forest Gates that severed its own branches was true. The perpetrators and motivations were manufactured by Boxxy, though it could never have made a convincing enough case on its own. Stain’s mindless puppet was instrumental, but Jen’s help had proven just as invaluable. The shapeshifter hadn’t considered involving her at first, but then it remembered she wasn’t just some brute like Arms. The harpy had been a top Gilded Hand operative for decades and had accumulated plenty of relevant experience. Though not the sneakiest bird on the block, she knew how to abuse her high Scribe Level to forge incriminating documents. Her expertise made it all but impossible to identify the manufactured evidence as such, especially once Rhistel Faleth got involved. He would rally what Foundation contacts he had left to put a pretty bow on the whole thing so the Ishigar Republic could look forward to the future without doubting the past.

Cecilia leaned back in her chair and sighed heavily once Boxxy finished giving her the ‘politically correct’ version of its story.

“Well… I honestly don’t know whether I should thank you or slap you,” the elf grumbled.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Keira crossed her arms.

“Don’t get me wrong, you saved us a mountain of headaches, but you also made everyone at the Bureau look like incompetent fuckwits.”

“Oh, I guess I did, but not on purpose. To be honest, I barely did anything besides help with the fighting and tracking. I got my fair share of payback, but Mr. S handled most of the actual investigating. I may not approve of his methods, but it’s hard to deny they’re effective. His information network in particular is a lot more… expansive than I thought.”

“Oh? Any details you can share?”

“I promised I wouldn’t.”

“I see. I guess I shouldn’t pry and just be thankful he’s still on our side.”

“Yeah, tell me about it,” Keira winced. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a life to put back together.”

“Of course,” Cecilia nodded. “Just make sure you don’t skip town over the next few weeks. It’ll take time to confirm everything you’ve provided, and we might need your input.”

“Yeah, alright.”

Boxxy left the FIB office with confidence in its conspiracy. Even if the truth somehow came out, Keira could simply blame the Sandman. That aside, it had taken a while to get everything ready. Eight days had passed since its encounter with the old God of Destruction and Domination, though not all of that time was spent faking imaginary people’s handwriting. A good chunk of the past week had been dedicated to securing the Phantom Auction’s entire inventory. Boxxy would’ve liked to attend personally, but that cult business kept it occupied and the event was too well-defended to attempt an assault or infiltration without significant preparation. It instead sought out nobles of ill repute that might act in its stead in the days leading up to the event. Thankfully, it was able to leverage some demonic contacts to obtain a list of the auction’s attendees from one of the beholders they used for security.

The puppet it ultimately settled on was Baroness Emilia Shinji. It had been surprisingly easy to convince the woman to do what it needed. Too easy, almost. Boxxy imagined the baroness would have a lot of questions when it approached her, but she had proven a much bigger fool than it expected. From her perspective, she merely had to spend some wealthy stranger’s money on various trinkets and baubles to be rewarded handsomely in return. While the shapeshifter felt horribly uneasy leaving twenty million GP in the hands of such a nitwit, it was preferable to risking its life on some ill-prepared raid. It all worked out in the end, though. Emilia had spent approximately thirteen million on nineteen Artifacts and fifty-eight Masterworks in a single night. The items, as well as the leftover sum, were delivered to her estate earlier today. The baroness had unfortunately come down with a sudden case of being eaten immediately after receiving the goods, but Boxxy was kind enough to store the relics somewhere safe. It hadn’t had the chance to go through them yet, which was why it practically ran back to its dungeon lair.

Technically speaking, the next item on Boxxy’s to-do list was to visit Lucius and pick up the nephilim triplets, who had been in the ancient djinn’s care for the past two weeks. However, that could wait until after it had finished sorting through its new acquisitions. It had been looking forward to it immensely, for the most part. The Masterwork items were nice to have and certainly useful but not all that exciting. At least, not compared to all those new Artifacts. Combined with the thirty-three it already had, its collection of unique relics expanded to a total of fifty-two. Boxxy got busy appraising and categorizing all of its new acquisitions the instant it returned to its lair. Each article had been carefully packaged in individual custom-made boxes, which it decided to keep. The containers were luxurious, high-class articles even when empty and did an excellent job of raising its expectations, almost like it was opening gifts. Admittedly, it had paid an ungodly sum of money, but the ease of their acquisition made them ‘gifts,’ nonetheless.

One of the nineteen new Artifacts immediately stood out as exceptionally shiny. It was a mithril ring with an obscenely large diamond that happened to be part of the same Aethereal Repository series as Keira’s belt. It possessed a functionally identical yet notably weaker version of the latter’s Subspace Storage ability, so it wasn’t of much practical use. However, the radiant gemstone embedded in the precious metal made it one of the shiniest items Boxxy had seen in recent memory. The ring alone was worth every coin it dumped into the auction. Okay, not really, but Boxxy was trying very hard not to think about the gaping hole in its treasury. The stingy shapeshifter would probably vomit blood if it confronted the reality of just how astronomical an amount thirteen million actually was. It could maintain this willful ignorance because it had opted to sacrifice the ‘expendable’ part of its hoard. Over the years, it had collected quite a few things that were valued highly despite their low shininess rating: artwork, trade goods, and historical relics to name a few.

Boxxy still had to part with a considerable amount of actual currency, but it had plenty to spare. In fact, it had acquired so much it had grown somewhat desensitized to the plebeian glitter of gold coins. That didn’t mean it no longer enjoyed their luster. It absolutely adored the sight of a room overflowing with generic-looking treasure, but it appreciated exquisite pieces like the Aethereal Repository ring far more. Ideally, it wouldn’t have had to part with any of its valuables, but exchanging quantity for quality was an acceptable compromise when it came to shinies. It was therefore unfortunate that the rest of the Artifacts weren’t nearly as shiny as that ring. Nothing even came close aside from a few crystalline items that glittered enticingly in the dungeon core’s imitation sunlight. On the bright side, around half of the Masterworks it acquired were enchanted jewelry like diadems and bracelets. Those pieces significantly increased the average shininess rating of the fresh haul.

Looks aside, Boxxy had no complaints regarding the items’ performance. The arms, armor, and accessories were a mix of powerful gear that would be useful in most circumstances and specialized equipment that excelled in specific situations. There was only one article that wasn’t a piece of combat gear, yet it was also the most expensive one. According to the provided documents, Boxxy’s witless puppet had blown over two million GP on something called a Universal Instructor. It was a cube of clear, transparent crystal about twenty centimeters in size, and its interior held a strange, milky-white gas that was so heavy it flowed and pooled like a fluid. The item’s only noteworthy property was that it could grant anyone whatever enlightened Job the user wanted, no questions asked. It was as unique as Artifact abilities could get, but didn’t seem like it was powerful enough to warrant the seven-digit price tag.

However, that was only true on the personal level. From the perspective of a large organization or even a government, the Universal Instructor could give them access to specialized Jobs that were notoriously difficult to obtain otherwise. For instance, the Armsmaster, Spy, and Scribe vocations were under strict and extensive regulations, typically enforced by magical contracts with fatal consequences. Then there was the matter of exceptionally rare occupations, like Orrin’s Lightbinder Job or the Psionics of the southern continent. The Artifact could even access ancient Jobs that were functionally extinct and existed only in historical records, though that particular option was the least useful one. The reason those vocations were no longer in circulation was because they were phased out by more powerful and flexible Jobs that appeared later. There was no reason for anyone to take up Fighter, Arcanist, or Scout when a Warrior, Wizard, or Ranger were better in every conceivable way. Or so the history books said. Boxxy had always been somewhat curious whether the first generation of Jobs truly was as obsolete as the records claimed, but lacked the ability to investigate the matter. That changed once it got its tentacles on the Universal Instructor. All it needed to revive those lost arts now was a lump of MP, a target, and a twenty-hour cooldown period.

There were a number of other uses Boxxy could think of for this curious arcane device, though none would result in a direct power spike. Every creature had a limited number of Job slots, and the shapeshifter’s were both occupied and of significant Level. It just wasn’t worth it to replace any of those with a Level 1 Job, even if it proved stronger in the long run. The Dragon Festival was far too close to risk such drastic adjustments. Giving its familiars extra Jobs was possible, but also pointless since they couldn’t gain Levels while bound to its service. On the bright side, many of Boxxy’s allies, accomplices, contacts, and corroborators would benefit immensely from the Universal Instructor. For instance, it knew an entire village of unbound succubi who would pay handsomely for the Spy and Scribe Jobs. The shapeshifter was also well acquainted with a number of doppelgangers that would be quite pleased with the opportunity to discretely obtain combat-oriented occupations. The same went for any number of enlightened criminals.

Such small-scale benefits were only a fraction of the Universal Instructor’s potential. In the hands of a nation, this seemingly innocent cube could upset the continent’s delicate political balance. There was no doubt that the big players at the Phantom Auction had thrown everything they had at it, and there was even a chance things had grown violent. Their efforts clearly hadn’t been enough to defeat Boxxy’s hoard, though the shapeshifter wouldn’t have made the purchase if it had personally attended. Not for two million, at any rate. Boxxy’s selfishness was easily elder dragon tier, so losing that much coin for a mostly useless cube was… infuriating. The shapeshifter couldn’t justify the expenditure no matter how hard it tried. It had half a mind to simply smash the stupid thing out of spite but resisted the urge since it was likely just its fiendish corruption flaring up. Boxxy decided to stop pondering the cube’s practical applications until that particular matter was resolved. Until then, it figured it might as well try the Artifact out, and it had the perfect test subject in mind.

“Lavender!”

The alraune dungeon master responded to the monster’s vocal summons by appearing out of the floor next to it, flower and all.

“Yeees? Something I can help you with?” she asked sweetly.

“How would you like some extra duties?”

“Really?! I would love some!”

The flower-girl’s face lit up at the promise of more work, though it was unclear whether this was due to the core’s grip on her mind or sheer boredom. So far, her only responsibilities revolved around tending to Boxxy’s collection, mostly a whole lot of dusting and polishing. Naturally, she was barred from touching certain things since she was prone to occasional bouts of forgetfulness and clumsiness. The Universal Instructor had the potential to rectify those flaws.

“Enlighten: Laborer!”

Boxxy activated the item in accordance with the included instructions, and the heavy smoke inside the crystal cube adopted a pale blue glow. The luminescent mist flowed out of its solid container and drifted through the air towards Lavender, who blinked dumbly as the strange gas wrapped around and seeped into her.
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The light subsided moments later, leaving the plant-woman with a brand new Level 1 Job.

“Oooh! What’s this do?!” she asked excitedly.

“It’ll help you with your work,” Boxxy curtly explained. “For starters, start carrying all of these weapons and armor to the appropriate rooms. This, this, and this pile go to treasury number three, and the rest go to treasury four. And when I say carry, I mean actually, physically carry them with your own two arms and legs. You may not use any of the dungeon core’s features for this task except Terrain Sculpting to make a path.”

“Sure! I’ll get it done right away, Boxxy!”

While this was far from the most efficient method of transportation, such menial tasks were required to advance the Laborer Job. The more Levels it gained, the more efficient and skilled Lavender would become at her custodial duties, though that was only a minor, short-term benefit. Boxxy’s ultimate goal was to make the alraune a Tailor after she reached Level 50 Laborer. That advanced Artisan Job would give her the Skills she needed to process the copious amounts of demon silk Boxxy harvested from Claws over the years into useful and valuable articles of clothing. Or so was the plan. The shapeshifter wasn’t expecting much from the ditzy flower-girl, but this experiment had an agreeable profit-to-risk ratio. More importantly, it would barely require any effort or attention on behalf of the stressed-out monster.

After spending more time with its new loot than needed, Boxxy begrudgingly put away its playthings and prepared to pick up the nephilim triplets. It doubted Lucius would’ve done anything weird, but it dreaded the long trip. It would’ve been tolerable if it could bring Fizzy along, but she refused to go back to the Pearly Dunes unless it was a matter of life and death. It also entertained the thought of having Jen pick up the kids, but would her Disciple of Chaos Skill be enough to guide her through the old fox’s illusory sandstorms? Probably not. Plus, the girls were likely in need of some… emergency memory adjustment, so Snack’s Dreamweaver Skill would be mandatory.

It was almost sunset when Boxxy finally left for Lucius’s place. It used Nexus Access to relocate to the desert followed by consecutive Gate Spells in the direction of Xera’s Guiding Light. This was significantly faster than the mundane cart-and-camel approach the nephilim triplets had to sit through, allowing Boxxy to reach its destination in mere hours. The triplets rushed out of Lucius’s illusory manor the instant one noticed the Sandman approach alongside Kora.

“Daddy!”

“Father!”

“Dad!”

Madeline, Lydia, and Robin cheered as they ran up to their demonic parent and tried to hug her across the waist. The heavy armor was getting in the way, so Kora dispersed it in a mild flash of light, leaving her in a set of sporty white undergarments reminiscent of the outfit she wore when still a basic fiend. She knelt down, used her many arms to lift the triplets up in a three-fold hug, and held them close with a goofy grin on her face. Boxxy couldn’t help but note that it was a surprisingly wholesome embrace for someone so obsessed with all forms of ass-pounding.

“I’m so glad you’re safe!” Madeline proclaimed, tears of joy welling up.

“Well, duh! Of course, I’m fine,” the hoarder boasted. “You do realize I’m me, right? And that the boss is, well, the boss!”

The triplets glanced at the Sandman with mixed looks. While they were by no means going to berate the shadowy figure for saving their father, they couldn’t help but feel apprehensive. He was a superbly creepy individual, and Lucius revealed that one of his familiars had been impersonating Keira when they first arrived. They would likely harbor doubts regarding the catgirl’s identity whenever they saw her, which obviously couldn’t be allowed.

“Well, isn’t that lovely?” the old djinn said as he stepped out of the mansion. “I’d almost think you weren’t a sentient pile of violence if I didn’t know any better.”

The nephilim glared hatefully at the demon pretending to be a many-tailed foxkin, prompting Kora to mirror their sentiment.

“By the way, care to explain why my kids are wearing these outfits?” she growled at him.

“What, do you not like them?” the old fox asked jovially. “I think they look rather stunning for a bunch of snot-nosed brats.”

Their attire consisted of black-and-white dresses with short sleeves, scanty skirts, generous cleavage, and white aprons, all accentuated with silky frills. There were also sensual stockings, high-heeled shoes, wrist cuffs, and headbands with more frilly embroidery. In simple terms, it was a slutty maid costume reserved for adolescent fantasies and intimate roleplay. The implications did not sit well with Kora.

“You better not have laid a single finger on them!”

They were her kids, after all, and any who dared defile them would-

“Uh, dad? That’s not why we’re angry with him,” Robin mumbled. “We don’t like him because he’s a total slave driver.”

“Yeah, it was horrible!” Madeline agreed.

“Why? What did he have you do?” Kora inquired.

“Completely pointless tasks,” Lydia complained. “He had us sweep sand from one corner of the room to the other or polish some metal statues. During a sandstorm! Do you have any idea how difficult it is to shine brass in that sort of weather?!”

“Very?” the demon hazarded a guess.

“Very! He worked Robin the hardest, though. I’m honestly surprised she’s still standing after all that rock lifting.”

“Ugh, don’t remind me,” she groaned. “My back’s going to be killing me for weeks…”

“Meanwhile, Madeline had to sing until she was coughing up blood, even if nobody was around to hear her!” the eldest continued. “I’d say these ridiculous getups were the least of our worries.”

“… I think they’re super cute,” Madeline sheepishly added.

“You’re welcome to keep them,” Lucius spoke up. “Consider them your reward for all the fun you’ve given me.”

Originally, he only put the triplets in those maid outfits because it made them uncomfortable. They were impractical for actual housework, which amplified the girls’ struggles with their pointless duties in subtle ways only Lucius could appreciate. Plus, even if lust wasn’t his thing, the ancient djinn’s current host was male, so he certainly could appreciate the sight of lovely young ladies in salacious clothing. It was also interesting to watch Madeline practically drool over Lydia and sneak glances at her butt. Robin’s muscular physique, on the other hand, made her look quite silly when juxtaposed with the frilly attire. His main source of enjoyment, however, came from the myriad of thoroughly pointless chores. There was something uniquely ironic about a sloth demon forcing others to do meaningless hard labor, and the old fox was practically an irony aficionado. That was why he couldn’t help but smile at Kora’s surprisingly doting nature, especially since her primary motivation wasn’t love, but greed.

“Enough!” the Sandman declared. “I have better things to do than waste time here.”

‘Keira’ was supposed to stay in Azurvale in case the FIB needed her, so there might be a problem if they noticed her absence. Normally, it would have left Snack behind to cover, but it needed her magic to navigate the twisting sands surrounding the ancient djinn’s lair. On the upside, it was unlikely the elves would come calling in the middle of the night, and Boxxy could always explain the catgirl’s disappearance if they did. However, it would rather not go through that headache, so it had Snack covertly put the triplets to sleep while Arms was still holding them. The former succubus was then put to work cleaning up their memories. When they woke up, they would have no idea a demon impersonated Keira, and their recollection of travelling through Boxxy’s dungeon network would be replaced with a fantastically flashy teleportation sequence bordering on nonsensical. Kora was a bit sour about this arrangement. While she didn’t object to Boxxy’s reasons or methods, she found the notion of watching the Slutinator mess with her ‘property’ thoroughly displeasing. At least she’d get to take her frustrations out on Xera’s wonderfully stretchy butthole later, so she couldn’t complain too much.

While Snack worked her magic, her boss decided this was a good opportunity to see if Lucius knew of a way to purge demonic corruption of the soul. Unfortunately, the old fox kept making cryptic and evasive responses, giving Boxxy the impression he didn’t actually know how to solve its problem. If he did, he would’ve bartered for something he wanted instead of wasting its time. Since there was nothing more to be gained here, the shapeshifter left the first djinn’s domain and started making its way back to civilization. Its nephilim luggage was sedated the entire time, right up until it had safely made it back to Azurvale shortly before dawn.

Robin stirred in her bed as the first rays of the new day poured through the open window. She sat up, yawning mightily as she stretched her overworked body to find herself strangely refreshed. She lazily looked around the unfamiliar room and saw that her sisters were dozing peacefully in their own beds. Her eyes settled on Keira, who had fallen asleep in a chair with her arms crossed. Robin found herself staring intently at the catgirl’s face, genuinely surprised by how peaceful she looked despite the uncomfortable sleeping posture. This lasted for about half a minute before the redhead suddenly jerked awake and fell out of her seat, landing on the carpeted floor with a loud thud.

“Gorsh dromed, flurple, frasin…”

A string of disgruntled-sounding gibberish fell out of Keira’s mouth as she stood, the commotion waking the other two nephilim.

“Just five more minutes…”

Madeline seemed rather unwilling, seeing as how she rolled over and covered her head with her sheets.

“Oh no you don’t, young lady,” the catgirl chastised her. “You need to get up right now.”

She went over and literally threw the lazy girl out of her bed, making her yelp in the process.

“Same goes for you two. Come on. Up, up, up, up!”

The essence of sloth had seeped into the triplets, a side-effect of spending so much time in Lucius’s domain. It wasn’t nearly as bad as Boxxy’s wrathful corruption, but it could still permanently alter their personalities. The shapeshifter couldn’t care less if the nephilim turned into slobs and shut-ins so long as it didn’t happen on its watch. The Hero of Chaos title was on the line, after all. Thus, Keira had the sisters line up in their sleepwear first thing in the morning, intent on shaking off the djinn’s influence before it set in.

“Hope you three enjoyed your little vacation,” she said sternly.

“I wouldn’t really call it a vacation…” Robin said, rubbing her abused back.

“Oh, I heard. But trust me when I say this — hauling boulders all day will seem downright relaxing compared to what I have in store.”

Her flat voice and stone-cold stare spoke volumes to her intentions, yet the triplets did not whimper or complain like Boxxy expected.

“Yes, ma’am!”

They had been spoiled and coddled for as long as they’d been alive, yet they responded to Keira’s grim words with firm nods and determined voices.

“Oh?” the catgirl raised an eyebrow. “Where’d this motivation come from?”

The sisters glanced at each other for a few moments before Robin stepped forward.

“We couldn’t do a thing when those people attacked us two weeks ago,” she solemnly said. “We were so useless that dad nearly died to protect us.”

“None of us wish to be a burden to those who care about us,” Lydia added.

“Being helpless is the worst,” Madeline chimed in. “I never want to feel like that again.”

“Mhm. That’s a good attitude,” Keira nodded sagely. “Seems my lessons are finally starting to sink in.”

“Yeah… that’s one way to put it…” Robin mumbled.

She was taking this the hardest. Even if she was technically the youngest, she was blessed with the largest frame and strongest muscles. Her gifts made her naturally protective of her smaller sisters, so she couldn’t help but feel like a colossal failure after that night’s events. Her siblings tried to console and reassure her during their ‘vacation,’ but it was a wasted effort.

“You’ll be starting your new training effective immediately,” the catgirl informed them. “I’ve already arranged for specialists who will oversee each of you, so your first task is to go meet them.”

She handed each of them a slip of paper with a name and an address.

“Specialists? What kind of specialists?” Lydia asked.

“Veteran adventurers. They’re people I’ve worked with previously, people I consider both capable and trustworthy. The kind of professionals that value ability and character far more than physical deformities or questionable lineage.”

Keira had made a sizeable number of connections since arriving in Azurvale, and Boxxy had no qualms about using them. In this instance, it was dumping the nephilim on some of the redhead’s peers so it could have a bit more time to itself. Selfish motives aside, their tutelage would be very much to the girls’ benefit. It wasn’t lying when it said it highly valued those adventurers’ abilities. Even if none were Rankers, its experience as a Mentor allowed it to recognize their potential. It was unlikely any would grow to become powerhouses like Jen, but it was possible, and Boxxy felt it worthwhile to befriend them just in case they hit it big later.

“That said, your true nature is to remain a secret,” Keira cautioned the triplets. “If they or anyone else asks about your horns, tell them they’re a deformity caused by an obscure demonic curse.”

“But you said you trusted these people,” Madeline pointed out.

“I trust them to provide guidance and education to a bunch of rookies, not to keep their mouths shut regarding a potentially world-changing secret. Or would you rather have someone else come along and wreck my home?”

“No… I definitely would not.”

“Then keep your divinity in your pants, for all our sakes.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“By the way, where are we, exactly?” Lydia looked around. “I’ve never seen this place.”

“It’s a hotel room on Azurvale’s northern edge,” Keira explained. “It’s not ideal, but it’s our best option, so we’ll be staying here until my house gets repaired.”

“What, all of us? In the same room?” Madeline blushed lightly.

“Yes? Will that be a problem?”

“It’s just that,” the blonde’s face reddened even more, “won’t your wife-to-be complain about you two not getting any… you know… alone time?”

The catgirl stared blankly at the middle sibling for a few unblinking moments.

“Now that Maddie mentions it, where is Miss Slyth?” Robin realized.

“She’s… out,” Keira said curtly.

“What, this early? I thought-”

“Enough stalling you three,” the redhead cut her off. “I’ve prepared some gear for you in that wardrobe. Get dressed and get going! And if I hear that any of you were slacking off, I’ll have to introduce all three of you to another good friend of mine. His name is Mister Wellness Blade, and he’s nowhere near as nice as I am!”

The triplets were understandably less than eager to meet Keira’s favorite disciplinary instrument, so they hurriedly got changed and went on their way. Boxxy naturally didn’t let them go alone. Each sibling would be accompanied by a few incognito FBI agents to provide extra security, though their presence was mostly a formality. The triplets’ main escorts would be the shapeshifter’s familiars. They were vastly more powerful than some pre-Ranker elves, and their presence would allow their master to react instantly in case of emergency. Or, at least, that had been the plan, but it would appear Boxxy had made a slight miscalculation that required its immediate attention.

It may or may not have ever-so-slightly forgotten that it had left Rowana and her mother in Stain’s care a bit longer than it probably should have.


Part Two

Boxxy trudged into its home dungeon feeling especially irate. Though the Honeydew withdrawal was partially to blame, the root cause of its sour mood was Stain. More specifically, the weird memories she put into Doris and Rowana’s heads. While the mother-daughter pair seemed fine, they were convinced they hadn’t done anything besides play Three Dragon Downs and sleep for two weeks straight. No eating, no drinking, no bathroom breaks, just cards and naps. If Stain was going to do something like this again, she’d need to put a lot more effort into the fabricated visions to meet Boxxy’s rigorous standards. Admittedly, she did implant a subconscious suggestion that prevented the Slyths from questioning their recollections, but that would fall apart the instant someone else probed them about the stay. So, the shapeshifter had Snack spice up their implanted memories to make them more believable. The djinn naturally complained about getting so much finnicky brain-work lately and was subsequently silenced when Boxxy shoved an extra meaty tentacle down her throat.

Meanwhile, the triplets were handed off to their respective tutors for individual training. Robin was entrusted to Yoshin Amidori, a dog-eared beastkin and self-described ‘samurai,’ whatever that was. On paper, he was a Level 84 Warrior with a focus on two-handed swords. His fighting style was powerful and careful, relying on his ability to out-think his opponent and anticipate their next move to land a devastating counter. It seemed a good fit for Robin, who had inherited a lot of Kora’s strengths and weaknesses. She had to learn patience and precision if she was to make the most of her innately powerful frame. The former fiend learned the same lessons after her first bout against Jen, though her daughter was far less pigheaded and would likely catch on quicker. Yoshin was also a Level 60 Monster Tamer that rode fearsome beasts into battle. Robin had previously expressed a fondness and respect for the Empire’s mounted cavalry, so the samurai’s skillset seemed a good fit to keep her engaged and, more importantly, busy.

Lydia, on the other hand, was sent to explore the wilderness surrounding Azurvale with Dahmon Greymane. The guy was an oddball, a human hailing from the Kingdom without a trace of small-folk blood in him. He was also one of Lunar’s Monks, providing him access to a few magic-related Skills. His secondary job was Ranger with a focus on thrown weapons, including diversionary tools like noisemakers and smoke bombs. While an odd combination, it made him versatile since he had decent ranged options to cover for the Monk’s melee-centric Skills. His personality was a bit troublesome, though. Dahmon was a wanderer that seemed physically incapable of staying in one place too long, so it was quite fortunate he happened to be passing through Azurvale when Keira needed him. He seemed like the perfect guy to show Lydia how to make practical use of all that theoretical knowledge she soaked up from books and lectures. Plus, she desperately needed to learn to identify a lost cause as such and give up on it while she still could. Her tutor would help with this since he was a coward that ran from most of his problems. This wasn’t necessarily a bad trait for an adventurer, and it had certainly kept this guy alive long enough to acquire a vast wealth of sagely wisdom, not to mention a total Job Level of 150.

It was much more difficult finding someone to school Maddie. While the girl was adamant about not being a burden to her loved ones, she was absolutely useless in a fight. This wasn’t just Boxxy’s opinion, but an official, collective assessment of the Central Consortium’s eight guilds. Madeline took every adventurer aptitude test they had and scored poorly on all of them. It was almost as if she was destined to be little more than eye candy, though the crafty shapeshifter was quick to convince her that wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. Unless the girls planned to do nothing but Mercenary Guild work, they’d have to interact with all kinds of people, and having a social butterfly on the team could help in ways that might and magic could not. The middle sibling had displayed an innate gift for understanding others, and if she leveraged her looks and outgoing personality, her powers of persuasion would be formidable. Boxxy would know, considering it did basically the same thing as Keira.

Incidentally, that chat also caused a certain intrusive thought to resurface – the notion that Madeline somehow inherited a few of the shapeshifter’s traits.

Disturbing implications aside, the most annoying of the blondes was handed over to an equally infuriating fellow named Cereb Abadin. He was an elf native to Azurvale and one of the few Bards that was also a full-time adventurer. There were arguably better wordsmiths among Keira’s acquaintances, but he had something the others did not – knowledge of an obscure technique called the Arcane Song. In essence, it was a way to invoke Spells through rhythm and melody. This technique was slower, costlier, and more flexible than the standard method of invocation through chants and mental imagery. More importantly, it allowed people with zero magical aptitude – such as Maddie – to cast Spells with significantly reduced risk of failure or backfire so long as they had a Bard’s Empowered Vocals Skill. Maddie already had that requirement covered, meaning she only had to pick up the Wizard Job and learn the Arcane Song from Mr. Abadin. That way she could support her sisters both in and out of battle, though she obviously wouldn’t be as prolific in combat as either of them.

All in all, considering the short notice involved, Boxxy thought it did a pretty good job finding private tutors for each sibling. This drastically lowered its workload, as did the small army of clandestine FIB agents that would help ensure their safety. The Bureau was quite eager to help Keira’s students since they wanted to repay the redhead for unraveling the mystery of the Great Collapse. The triplets would also likely not struggle with their new duties thanks to all those divine blessings the pantheon heaped on them. Especially Lunar’s Boon, which drastically increased the rate at which they picked up practical skills and retained information. If properly motivated – which they certainly were – the girls could learn in a week what would normally take half a year. Keira made sure to warn her colleagues the blondes were unnaturally fast learners and advised them to come up with the most intense crash courses they could conjure.

The Essence Concealment Skill was the last and arguably most vital piece that made the delegation possible. This was Jujube’s gift to the first nephilim and made it much simpler for the girls to go through official channels with far fewer questions. Rather than oust them as strangely well-developed two-year olds of an unknown race, the repeated Appraisals would only identify them as human girls in their late teens. Their horns and blazing green eyes would be explained away with an unfortunate, unspecified, and fabricated childhood incident that involved a powerful demon.

Speaking of divine influence, Teresa disliked that her daughters had to lie about their origins but understood the necessity. The world wasn’t ready to have a new race of half-demon, half-divine enlightened appear out of nowhere. While there would likely never be a good time for such a ridiculous revelation, it was probably for the best if it happened after the nephilim had achieved a stable population. Or, at the very least, learned to fend for themselves. Until then, they would have to be cared for and protected, and Boxxy made sure to put in the minimal amount of effort in that regard. That was where its familiars came in. Arms watched over and supervised Robin’s knight training, Claws shadowed Lydia on her out-of-town excursion, and Xera ensured Maddie’s loose lips didn’t sink any ships. While workable, these arrangements were far from ideal. Fizzy was a better fit for Robin’s bodyguard since Arms’ very existence attracted the wrong kind of attention. She also knew a thing or two about putting Lydia’s theory into practice and radiated so much confidence she made Maddie look like a wallflower. Plus, she was a talented Mentor with a knack for teaching. The radiant construct could very well mentor any of the sisters, but she had her hands full taking care of someone far more important.

Namely, a miserable pile of lies called Boxxy T. Morningwood.

“Come on then, let’s get busy,” the golem demanded. “My HERPES isn’t going to test itself.”

“Yeah, yeah…” the shapeshifter grumbled.

The two monsters walked over to the dungeon core platform, the brightest part of the cavernous tree trunk. Boxxy sat cross-legged on the floor, its back to Fizzy. The metallic Artificer proceeded to stick a series of six mithril clamps into the gray flesh covering its spinal column. She linked them together with some wiring that fed into a small half-collar attached to the base of the doppelganger’s skull. She then flipped a tiny switch, causing Boxxy to shudder reflexively as the machinery sprang to life.

“Alright, all set on my end,” Fizzy reported. “Let’s start the first trial.”

The shapeshifter groaned affirmatively while the golem walked around to face it with a sealed vial of Honeydew in her grasp. Its hand twitched as if it was about to grab for it, but Fizzy’s arm-cannon was pointed at its head before it could even make the attempt. Keeping a vigilant eye on the greedy monster’s spotty impulse control was the main reason she had refused to help train the girls. No mortal knew this creeper better than her, and she understood that not even twenty-four-hour supervision would be enough. That was where the Honeydew Exposure-Reactive Preventative Electrocution System came into play. The contraption was designed to deliver a minor electric shock every time the thing it was attached to – in this case, Boxxy – came into close proximity with the narcotic substance. Simply dangling a vial of the stuff in front of the monster was not enough to set it off, but it started beeping quietly once Fizzy uncorked the container and let the drug’s aroma waft over the doppelganger. The closer she brought the sample to its face, the faster it beeped. She dropped a goopy dollop on top of the monster’s cranium.

The HERPES let out the loudest, longest beep yet followed immediately by a painful zap of electricity funneled straight into Boxxy’s spine. The monster shrieked and shuddered in pain before collapsing, its body paralyzed by the invasive current. Fizzy walked over and checked on the controller unit on the shapeshifter’s neck, noting the values on the tiny gauges she had built into it.

“Okay, seems I over-tuned it a bit,” she reported casually. “No, Plus, that’s not how that works. Null, can you please explain it to her? Because I’m busy. Yes, I know it’s pointless, just do it. Thank you.”

The golem idly chatted with her alter egos as she fiddled with the delicate device. Its payload was intended to cause discomfort, not paralysis. She had underestimated just how vulnerable a doppelganger’s spinal column was to its Bane. This proved the testing phase was arguably the most important part of developing a new invention. Unfortunately, the golem had forgotten about the glob of Honeydew on Boxxy’s cranium. The HERPES picked up its presence the instant it finished charging back up and went off before its creator could finish tweaking it. The repeat shock was just as powerful as the first, incapacitating the shapeshifter mere moments after it had regained control of its body. Fizzy realized her oversight and wiped the narcotic substance from its skin to prevent any more… misfires.

“Were you trying to kill me?!” it complained a short while later.

“Relax, the HERPES monitors your vitals. It won’t shock you if there’s a chance it might drain the last of your HP.”

“Doesn’t that mean I can just leave myself near death and-”

“You really don’t wanna do that.”

As expected, Boxxy immediately figured out how to circumvent the device’s automated disciplinary action. However, Fizzy had also thought of that.

“Honeydew takes a few days to completely work itself out of your system. What do you think the HERPES will do if you actually manage to swallow some?”

“… It will keep zapping me, won’t it?”

“Exactly. And it won’t ever run out of juice since it feeds off your MP.”

Boxxy had to admit, the idea of being zapped every few seconds for days on end sounded far more unpleasant than the withdrawal symptoms. It could, of course, just rip the thing from its body, but the rational side of its mind recognized the need for it. The HERPES was there to dissuade Boxxy should it have a moment of weakness while nobody else was around to stop it. Thankfully, it would be another month or so before Ambrosia woke from her ‘nap.’ It would be far more difficult to resist the temptation if the source of its addiction started actively encouraging it.

“Boxxy, you’re drooling,” Fizzy pointed out.

“Yes, and?”

“… Never mind. So, what’s on the agenda for tonight? You mentioned you had something important to do while the meatbags were asleep.”

“Right. I think it’s high time our little group held a more in-depth training exercise.”

“What, another dungeon run?”

“Not exactly. Those are good for getting used to working as a group, but I noticed a certain flaw when we fought the old god.”

“Really? I think we did pretty good, all things considered.”

“I agree, but ‘pretty good’ won’t cut it on the Shattered Isles. We need to be flawless, and what I saw back there was anything but.”

Boxxy was, to put it mildly, a control freak. It made sure to regularly take note of each group member’s strengths, weaknesses, and abilities so it could utilize them to their fullest. However, it felt something was missing during the encounter with the Old God of Destruction. It spent the two days following that encounter reviewing and analyzing its perfect recollection of the fight, courtesy of the Legendary Intelligence Perk. This retrospective analysis allowed it to pick out a lot of small issues that it couldn’t pay attention to during the battle. While the monster-demon coalition had certainly performed well considering this was their first real fight together, there were a lot of missed opportunities. For instance, Jen didn’t give Fizzy a chance to cast Holy Infusion, which would have significantly bolstered the griffin-harpy’s attack power. Plus, the girls had frequently gotten in one another’s way, like when Snack forgot that her fire Spells and Claws’ highly flammable webbing weren’t a good mix. There were a lot of these hiccups, and their root cause was a fundamental issue.

“We, as a group, lack information about one another,” the shapeshifter declared. “And by ‘we’ I mean ‘the rest of you.’ None of you seem aware of any Skills, Jobs, Perks, Spells, or Martial Arts outside your own. You’ve always assumed what the others were capable of and went with the flow. It’s worked so far, but relying on improvisation alone will get us nowhere if we plan to challenge the scores of veterans and VIPs attending the Dragon Festival.”

Though the golem naturally disliked having her shortcomings dragged into the open, she couldn’t argue with Boxxy’s point. Fizzy was a living example of how the right combination of Skills from multiple Jobs could produce a result greater than the sum of its parts. However, she had never bothered to think of achieving something like that with beings other than herself and her Parallels. Conversely, the people attending the Dragon Festival had worked together for decades and were already aware of which synergies worked best. It was safe to assume they’d practiced executing their combination techniques until it became second nature. Boxxy’s group would have to be playing a lot of catch-up in relatively little time, but the endeavor would likely be quite beneficial nonetheless. Fizzy could not argue with the shapeshifter’s logic. Plus, it was the perfect excuse for her to strut her stuff and assert dominance over the rest of the meatbags.

“Alright, how do you wanna do this?” she asked, eager to begin. “I mean, you still need to look after those three meatbags, and one is out of town.”

“Nrgh, yeah,” it grumbled. “We’ll need to wait until things settle down around here.”

It honestly would’ve liked to just stick those oh-so-important triplets in its dungeon and leave them there for their own protection, but that was a no-go. Nelly’s ultimatum regarding Boxxy’s Hero Status required that it actually teach them useful life lessons, and that wouldn’t happen if they were locked up. As such, even though Boxxy wanted to hold that teamwork session immediately, its divine obligations had to take priority, which in turn demanded that the busybodies in the Republic government got all the way off Keira’s back. Boxxy judged that would take at least a week, hence why the troublesome triplets’ boot camps would take just as long.

Sure enough, things around Azurvale had calmed down significantly by the time Teresa’s daughters completed their respective crash courses. Unfortunately, they weren’t able to get through entirely without incident, evidenced by the ‘misunderstanding’ between Lydia and Mr. Greymane. The stoic priestess was apparently quite impressed by the man’s strong body, sharp wit, noble spirit, and kind heart. She judged him a suitable candidate to father the nephilim race and practically demanded that he, in her own words, ‘breed’ her. For better or worse, the wise Monk knew better than to stick his dick in crazy and instantly fled, leaving her alone in the wilderness. Madeline had the opposite issue when the drunken Bard teaching her to sing Spells misconstrued her casually flirty personality as genuine interest. He got too handsy with her, so Snack lightly toasted the right side of his face. Ironically, Robin was the only one to avoid sexual misconduct despite Arms constantly egging her to find a guy and break a bed or two with him. Her issue was she accidentally released all of Yoshin’s monstrous mounts and caused a small stampede through Azurvale.

Those three aside, the Foreign Intelligence Bureau had fully embraced Keira’s scapegoat and cover story. Whether they genuinely believed it or just decided to go with it for convenience was unclear and unimportant. The authorities would relax the heightened security around the capital, making it easier for Boxxy’s crew to move around. Curiously, they had plans to hold off revealing their ‘capture’ of the ‘culprit’ behind the Great Collapse to the general public. A bit of poking and prodding from Keira revealed this decision was politically motivated. At first, she was told the government needed more time to make sure the man was guilty of the immense crime before they publicly condemned and executed him. In reality, voting season was coming up later in the year, and those in power wanted to capitalize on the spike of public opinion this news would bring, effectively guaranteeing their re-election.

The Hero’s public face disagreed with this move, but the shapeshifter underneath was perfectly content with it. The greater the reveal’s impact, the more its Doppelganger Job would benefit. For the moment, however, it focused on its internal information exchange. During a quiet evening, it had Rowana, Doris, and the triplets covertly removed from their hotel rooms and safely deposited in the dungeon’s prison block. The women were sedated through magical or alchemical means, leaving them blissfully unaware of their temporary status as living luggage. That out of the way, Boxxy fetched Jen from its ‘branch office’ in Velos, summoned all three familiars, tore Fizzy away from her projects, and gathered them under the glowing dungeon core.

It briefly explained its concerns regarding their lack of cooperation and then ordered them to participate wholeheartedly in the meeting, even if some thought it stupid or boring. That said, the shapeshifter recognized poring over all of it and its underlings’ capabilities would require far too much time, effort, and concentration. Its monstrous troupe possessed nearly three hundred Skills, at least seventy Spells, around thirty Martial Arts, and a few dozen Perks. While it personally had no trouble keeping all those moving parts in mind, not all of its allies shared its mental acuity or propensity for inventory lists. Thus, it had spent the past week condensing that mountain of information into concise summaries that were handed to everyone in attendance. The shapeshifter had omitted certain things for brevity’s sake, such as Mastery Skills and Artisan Jobs. While the latter had some abilities with potential combat applications, such as Alchemical Fortitude giving it a higher tolerance for ingesting potions, they were primarily passive, low-impact effects. Non-Legendary Perks were excluded for similar reasons.

“Question.”

The girls had barely started poring through the list before a certain someone’s hand shot straight up.

“Yes, Jen?” Boxxy asked.

“Isn’t Fizzy a superbly unfair existence?”

The harpy instantly noticed the golem could generate MP with Engine of Destruction and heal herself with Parallel Plot while simultaneously locked in melee combat. Not to mention how certain Paladin Skills worked a little too well with her mechanical constitution.

“Yes, she is,” the monster confirmed. “You can’t overpower her with brute force and outpacing her self-healing without a squad of Casters is impossible. She can only be defeated if she’s instantly obliterated by magic or her chanting is silenced for an extended period of time.”

The avian hybrid lowered her hand, her tight-lipped micro-expressions hinting at either jealousy or envy. Though she knew the golem to be a powerful foe after fighting against and alongside her, this was the first time she’d been able to grasp just how absurdly synergetic her Skills were. While her own monsterfication had given her a number of potent combinations with her other Jobs, they were nowhere near the level of ‘practically immortal.’

“You sure it’s a good idea to give this bird-brain so much info, boss?” Kora spoke up. “She used to be our enemy, you know.”

“And now she’s not. She needs to understand all of our weaknesses if she is to cover for them and vice-versa.”

“… If you say so, boss.”

The hoarder demon clearly had some misgivings. She was still a fiend at heart, and the stubborn, pig-headed attitude that came with that territory would no doubt be an issue. Her way of thinking would likely change now that she was a hoarder, but that process would probably take years, maybe even centuries. She worked well enough with her co-contractors thanks to the shared mind link, but Kora wasn’t nearly the team player Boxxy needed her to be, and it couldn’t just order her to become one. Well, it could, but an instruction that open-ended was practically pointless. Thankfully, her newly awakened desires gave the crafty Warlock an opportunity to motivate her.

“Do your best to cooperate with others, and I’ll give you suitably shiny things as compensation.”

The demon’s eyes lit up. She turned her attention back to the list of Skills, eager to earn her keep. The rest of Boxxy’s posse were already taking this seriously, so ideas on how to best utilize their combined skill sets started flowing almost immediately. Jen finally realized she could benefit immensely from Fizzy’s Holy Infusion. The Spell amplified the effects of the FTH, WIS, and MNT Attributes, greatly improving her Ki-based Skills and lessening the impact of mental attacks – one of her vulnerabilities. It might even counteract the debilitating side-effects of Boxxy’s Dark Infusion, though she was loathe to actually partake in that. Even if the Warlock’s temporary physical boost would be immense given her Attribute scores, being immobilized for even half a second was likely to prove deadly in high-Level combat.

Meanwhile, Fizzy had already planned a number of combination moves, usually involving Kora or Boxxy. She’d grown used to them hiding in their Vault or Storage and leaping out for a surprise attack. If the hoarder wore her armor or the shapeshifter was using Metal Mimicry, she could use her Magnetize Skill to propel either at high speed towards a target or drag them away as a means of emergency evasion. Xera’s fire-based Spells and Skills, on the other hand, could rapidly raise her body temperature after a Heat Exchange had cooled her down, jump-starting her MP generator so her alter ego could continue pumping out support Spells. She could also use Drea’s Steel Thread as an improvised conductor to shock people from afar with her Static Field, provided the spider silk didn’t catch fire.

The webstalker in question didn’t have much to add. She knew she could rely on the others to help set up her ambushes and was certain they counted on her to ‘gift-wrap’ troublesome targets in her sticky thread. This sort of teamwork did not rely on gimmicky Spells or Skills, and such things would be of little benefit to her. At least, that’s what she thought until Xera pointed out her illusion could help mask both Drea and her webbing. Combined with Spell Crystals, Glyphcraft, and two monstrous Artificers’ worth of explosive devices, she could create death traps the likes of which she never thought possible. That notion appealed immensely to her arachnid sensibilities, and she was suddenly quite excited to start exploring those possibilities. Xera also saw it fit to again remind everyone of her own supportive magics, limited as they were. Amplify Magic was her most potent ability, though it could very well be a double-edged sword if used inappropriately since it increased both outgoing and incoming damage. The Fiery Weapon Spell could add that extra spice to nearly all of their attacks while the combination of Fire Ward and Backdraft would be immensely useful when defending against a dragon’s breath. Granted, Boxxy wasn’t planning to fight a dragon, but considering where they were going, it would be idiotic not to prepare for the eventuality.

Jen, who had felt a bit left out thus far, politely informed the djinn she was mistaken. Apparently, the idea that dragons on the Shattered Isles only breathed fire was a somewhat common misconception brought on by the massive red wyrm that claimed dominion over Hell. Dragons could wield any of the primordial elements depending on their species, with some even using holy or necromantic energies. The aforementioned Fiery Weapon might prove far more useful during the festival than the djinn had been led to believe should they actually encounter any wyrms susceptible to it. She also shared a few tricks she learned from former colleagues regarding the djinn’s illusory abilities, Conjure Mirage and Invisibility in particular. Her experience with the Gilded Hand made her a veritable treasure trove of information, much as Boxxy hoped it would when it recruited her.

Kora, on the other hand, was her usual blockhead self and had trouble thinking of any new tactics. She didn’t like any plan more complex than ‘hit things really hard’ or ‘toss the shiny gnome at people.’ She was a front-line fighter whose job description was to turn herself into a target impossible to ignore. From there, it was a simple matter of letting Fizzy keep her as near death as possible so her Berserker Skills could exhibit their full power. She also wouldn’t complain if a certain ice-spider kept her targets from moving around as she pummeled them into a thick red sauce, but this went without saying. That said, all three demons had a lot to think about thanks to the Warlock Skill Boxxy had received in the aftermath of Eren’s defeat.

[Summoner’s Grimoire]
The unbreakable bond between master and servant allows the Warlock to lend a portion of their arcane might to a bound familiar.
Requirements: Level 85 Warlock, Malefic Union
Type: Active
Activation Time: 3 seconds
Cost: 30% of max MP
Range: 2 Meters
[Effects]
Conjures a semi-autonomous grimoire and binds it to a summoned familiar.
The grimoire will follow its bonded familiar and respond to their mental directions.
The grimoire cannot recover MP and starts with 60% of the MP used in its creation.
The grimoire can use any Spell its creator knows of at 30% effectiveness.
Increases the grimoire’s Spell effectiveness ratio by 3% per Level of this Skill.
Increases the grimoire’s MP by an extra 2% of the MP used in its creation per Level of this Skill.
The grimoire persists until its MP is exhausted, it is destroyed, or a new grimoire is created.

Even with the hefty MP cost and reduced magic power, these ethereal books would prove immensely powerful. One obvious advantage was that Boxxy’s arcane might could be put to use while it was otherwise occupied. Xera would have an entire spellbook’s worth of toys to confuse her opponents, though Drea was far less enthusiastic. A semi-sentient book floating around her at all times just didn’t sit right, mostly since it would give away her position. The upside was that she found the conjured grimoires’ flavor rather agreeable. While Kora’s one-track mind only saw it as a source of Dark Infusion, it was still quite the invigorating incantation, even at a third its normal potency. Still, it would be handy to have one of those fancy books around should she face a ranged combatant able to give her the run-around. Getting out-ranged was her only real issue.

Boxxy disagreed with that assessment. In its opinion, the six-armed demon’s biggest problem was her pitifully low mana reserves. Her new Hoarder Skills were significantly thirstier for MP than her Fiend or Berserker abilities, drastically limiting how often she could utilize them compared to the abilities she had previously as an Archfiend. Her master already knew how to alleviate this and informed her it would be lending her one of its fifty-two Artifacts for the duration of the Dragon Festival. More specifically, a glowing crystal vial on a string meant to be worn as an amulet, aptly called a Portable Mana Battery. It could raise the hoarder’s maximum MP by a staggering 500, nearly doubling her magical reserves. It directly affected the total without going through the INT Attribute which was great as it circumvented the downside of Kora’s Idiotic Strength Skill. The effect would also stack with the standard suite of INT-boosting enchantments, allowing for an even greater boost to Arms’ magical reserves. Her MP recovery would still be effectively nil, but that wouldn’t be an issue so long as she paced herself and didn’t immediately blow her load.

While on the subject, the shapeshifter made it clear the hoarder wouldn’t be the only one to receive this treatment. Once they departed for the Dragon Festival, it would use its vast armory to gear up its minions and allies with all the Artifacts they could benefit from. It had already picked out the optimal loadout for each of them, demons included. Snack would have the Crust Controller staff to massively amplify her Pyromancer Spells. A Spectral Cowl was set aside for Claws to let her phase through solid matter, though doing so would slowly drain her HP. The Divine Decree was a ring oversaturated with holy energy that would be of huge help to both Jen and Fizzy. It even had a staff called Branching Path that Ambrosia’s spriggan vessel would find most useful.

A heavy silence hung in the air at the mention of the slumbering dryad.

“How do you plan to deal with the treacherous shrub, Master?” Xera spoke first.

“Calling her ‘treacherous’ is a bit harsh, don’t you think?” it argued.

“No, it really isn’t,” Fizzy coldly rebuked it. “She led you on for years, intent on turning you into her drug-slave. She will no doubt try again once she wakes up, and I’m not going to let her.”

“Indeed,” the djinn nodded. “If it were up to me, I would see this entire tree turned to ash and cinders. However, it is not. So, tell me, oh wise Master of mine, how will you deal with the whorish vegetable when the time comes?”

“… I don’t know,” Boxxy finally admitted. “I want to stay on her good side if possible, but I have no idea how she will react if I decline her invitation to drink her nectar.”

“Question,” Jen raised her hand once again.

“You don’t need to keep asking permission,” the shapeshifter admonished her. “Asking is free.”

“Alright,” the harpy nodded. “From what I gather, the dryad owns this tree and is responsible for your Honeydew addiction. Correct?”

“… That’s one way of putting it,” it answered evasively.

“More like the only way,” Fizzy grumbled.

“Was it her intention to cause this affliction?” Jen pressed on.

“Don’t be stupid, of course it was,” Xera rolled her eyes. “She practically demanded my Master regularly drink directly from the source. How could it not be?”

“She might not know her nectar is habit-forming and only offered it out of instinct,” the Monk suggested.

Jen was not actually aware of how ancient the dryad-in-question was. She was equally ignorant that the substance’s addictive properties were revealed by one of Ambrosia’s peers. She was, however, intimately familiar with how insistent a monster’s instincts were. The harpy had been steadily coming to terms with her new and strange urges, so it wasn’t hard to imagine something similar was happening to Ambrosia.

“That is… a very good question, actually.”

Jen’s perspective, though partially born from ignorance, had given Boxxy something to think about. It had assumed the dryad had gotten it hooked on nectar out of malice because it didn’t trust her. It didn’t trust anyone aside from Fizzy. However, it now realized that it should not instantly assume malice. The whole thing started while the dryad was under the dungeon core’s influence, which should have tricked her into putting Boxxy’s wellbeing first and foremost. Much like a contracted familiar, Ambrosia wouldn’t have willfully tried to poison the shapeshifter at the time. If one used Lavender’s utter devotion to her dungeon’s owner as an example, something nefarious as ‘drug-slave’ wouldn’t have even crossed the dryad’s mind back then.

“You can’t be serious!” Fizzy exclaimed. “You’re actually buying this bird-bag’s delusions!?”

The harpy took offense to the golem’s words and tone, though Boxxy stepped in to deescalate before things got out of hand.

“I’m not saying she’s right,” it stated firmly. “I just think it would be idiotic to ignore that possibility. Stranger things have happened.”

“Ugh… You know it’s unfair when you use that excuse, right?” the golem complained with a groan.

“You should know I don’t play fair,” it said jokingly. “In all seriousness, I wish to at least speak with her before making a call. I’ll prepare everything beforehand just in case we need to leave this place for good.”

“… Alright,” Fizzy conceded. “But if you immediately latch onto her nipple, I’m zapping you unconscious and dragging you out by force. Got that?”

“Loud and clear.”

Jen’s hand again shot up despite Boxxy assuring her that gesture wasn’t necessary, though the shapeshifter was fairly certain what was on her mind.

“Dryad nectar comes out of their nipples,” it informed her. “The only way to drink it is straight from the source, as it were.”

“… Okay?” she tilted her head in confusion. “That’s not what I wanted to ask about, though.”

“… It wasn’t?”

“I just wanted to know when this Ambrosia person is supposed to wake up.”

Boxxy sighed deeply as it hid its featureless face in its palms.

“Don’t have an exact date, but in a month or so,” it finally answered.

“Understood.”

The creature had been accompanied by one pervert or another for the majority of its life and had apparently come to expect vulgar questions and remarks at every turn. It was a humbling, depressing realization that did little to help its volatile state of mind. On the bright side, it yet again confirmed Jen was no hornball. Though unexpected, her presence was something of a grounding factor that reminded Boxxy the company it kept was a collection of extremes and exceptions. Whether the Monk realized it or not, her peculiar sensibilities and simplistic personality made her the most normal and well-adjusted member of the group.

Relatively speaking, of course.


Part Three

Deep within the hollow space of Ambrosia’s tree lay a certain chamber. Its walls had been fortified against all known forms of intrusion, be they physical, mystical, or spiritual. Very few beings knew this space existed, and even fewer were granted entry. The room was completely still. Not even random gusts of air were permitted to roam around, lest they spread dust over the priceless treasures within. Yet, despite all attempts to stop it, such filth inevitably accumulated within the well-lit chambers. Though its walls were of smooth, hardened Ironbark, not even the powers that preserved it could stop the living, breathing wood from shedding imperceptibly tiny particles everywhere. Thus, a certain flower-girl had the crucial task of making sure the room’s contents were spotless. It was a dull, menial, repetitive task that Lavender performed with great care and joy.

Today was no different. She painstakingly polished the hundreds of articles that lined the chamber’s walls and mannequins. Whether it was plate or leather, bladed or blunt, magical or mundane, the sheer volume and variety of arms and armor was enough to make any aspiring adventurer’s head spin. It was a collection worthy of selling one’s soul, though the hoard’s owner cared not for such un-shiny tribute. Lavender was practically deaf and blind to the extravagance as she carefully and slowly polished one of the dozens of metal shields hanging from a nearby rack. The disc-shaped item rested on top of a workbench, three layers of soft cloth between it and the hard, flat surface. Next to it was a bottle of Boxxy’s handmade metal polish, which the alraune applied in meticulous, circular motions. She wore a sweet smile, hummed an idle tune, and gently swayed her hips, yet there were no stray thoughts in her head. She was utterly absorbed in her work as if bringing the shield to a flawless, mirror-like shine was her life’s purpose.

“Oi! How come you never polish me that hard?!”

She didn’t even hear the brutish, disembodied voice yelling at her from the side.

“Leave the fair flower-maiden alone, Jack!”

Another, far more dignified tone echoed across the silent chamber.

“Leave her alone?! I haven’t even done anything. Not yet anyway, heh-heh-hah!”

“Accursed abomination! It boggles the mind why the Lord would keep you around!”

“Oh? Feeling a smidgen jealous, Virgil?”

“Do not be absurd! To even imply one such as I could ever be jealous of a charlatan like yourself is blasphemy! Heresy, even!”

“Is that the best you got, Virgil? I’ve seen butter knives with more edge than you!”

“At least a butter knife can fulfill its purpose, unlike a forgotten piece of tin rusting away in a dark corner!”

“Now, now. There’s no need to project your insecurities.”

“The only thing I’m going to project is your vile self! Straight into the fires of Hell!”

“That so? Then come over here and do it, you rusty piece of scrap!”

“I’ll have you know, the fair flower-maiden is very attentive and gentle when she tends to me,” Virgil sneered. “Tell me, when’s the last time you had a thorough shine, Jackie-boy?”

“Oh, it’s on, old man!”

“Bring it!”

Lavender finished her task and finally loosened her focus enough to notice the ongoing conversation. Her serene demeanor was overturned by worry and unease. She wasn’t used to dealing with those two, and all this shouting was difficult to tune out. Stopping the quarrel by herself would be no easy feat, either. At least, not with the limitations of her current orders. She really didn’t want to bother her owner, but she had little other choice and requested aid through the dungeon core’s private communications channel.

[Lavender: I’m super sorry to bother you Boxxy, but Jack and Virgil are at it again.]
[Boxxy: What? Didn’t I tell you to separate them?]
[Lavender: I did. They’re on opposite sides of the armory, but they still keep shouting at each other.]
[Boxxy: No, you pollen-brained moron!]
[Boxxy: I meant put them in different rooms!]
[Lavender: Ohhh! That makes so much more sense!]
[Boxxy: I’m sending Snack over to transfer Jack to storage room four. Go calm down Virgil in the meantime.]

Happy for that sagely advice, Lavender carefully placed the freshly polished shield back in its place and sauntered over to Virgil’s location. A few weeks ago she would’ve just teleported herself along with her massive purple flower. However, she now had a Laborer Job to Level Up. Footwork was an integral part of that process, so she had to use her legs as much as possible. She wasn’t too thrilled about this. Walking was slow, inefficient, and her daily polishing quota was significant. On the upside, lying down in her purple flower after a hard day’s work felt absolutely divine. She looked forward to that sweet release as she expertly navigated the weapon racks, armor stands, and display cases that filled the room until she reached a certain article. Propped up in a place of pride was a mithril sword with a glass eye in its hilt, its dimly glowing iris turning to focus on Lavender’s lovely face.

“Oh! Greetings, my dear flower-maiden,” the weapon spoke. “Did my attempts to silence that ruffian pull you away from your duties?”

“Yeah, they kinda did,” she nodded.

“My deepest apologies. I tried my best to remain silent and not escalate things, but it is…”

“And your smith was a whore!” Jack’s voice rang out in the background.

“… Difficult,” Virgil added.

“Boxxy will take care of him, so, like, please stop raising a fuss?”

“Oh, I see. Lord Morningwood has finally decided to rid the world of that accursed maniac. Most excellent.”

Virgil and Jack had a long-standing, still-ongoing rivalry. Both were sentient weapons, though the similarities ended there. One was a noble-spirited and beautiful longsword, the other a cursed and wicked knife. The flows of chaos had conspired to make the pair cross paths on countless occasions over the past several decades, and they had crossed blades more than once. However, this was the first time the pair shared an owner. Neither were used to being within earshot of the other for this long, and by the sound of it, that only amplified their mutual hatred. After all, it was immensely difficult to work out one’s aggression without means of locomotion, so their bickering achieved little beyond frustrating both even further.

In reality, nothing would change even if the pair could clash of their own volition. Though classified as sentient items, they were ultimately lifeless objects. They had opinions, preferences, and memories, but these were the products of a Personality Matrix enchantment. Neither Artifact-grade carried a soul, which freed them from both the burden of free will and the responsibility of making decisions. The one holding the handle was always in control, and the only influence the manufactured personalities could exert was through their words and advice. Even when they spoke it was not truly of their own volition but in accordance with whatever purpose their creators imbued within them.

The entity called Virgil inhabited Vigilance, a mithril blade that could assist its wielder in parrying attacks and possessed omnidirectional perception on par with a beholder’s Mana Locator Gland. It was uniquely suited to maintain and uphold the virtue for which it was named – a sword to reveal trickery and defend the weak. Naturally, the artificial personality that sprang from it was one of honor and discipline. Conversely, Jack was an insidious, selfish piece of shit that dwelled within a serrated dagger called The Ripper. It siphoned the blood of its victims to nourish and empower its user, potentially turning them into an unstoppable killing machine despite the blade’s short reach.

However, as with all cursed equipment, The Ripper’s dark gifts came with a hefty price. The dagger’s power was intoxicating, and its sinister personality brought out the worst in people. It was impossible to tell whether the weapon was intentionally made this way or if its original personality was twisted by the dark magics it shared a container with. Regardless of its origins, the addictive enchantment and deranged voice worked in tandem to steadily warp the weapon’s wielder into a deranged killer. This was the fate of The Ripper’s previous owner, a happy-go-lucky explorer who only took up adventuring for the thrill of it. Jack’s insidious influence turned him into a meticulous, methodical serial killer who stalked the streets of Azurvale, preying on the weak and helpless. He gained notoriety as the Butcher of Elm Avenue, and his reign of terror lasted for over half a year. It came to an abrupt end when the killer set his sights on a certain platinum-blonde apothecary with a bad habit of cutting through dark alleys, only to find himself squaring off against Azurvale’s favorite redhead.

Boxxy recognized The Ripper’s potential the instant the blade fell into its possession. The weapon was undoubtedly lethal, but the shapeshifter had a better use for it than wanton butchery. If, hypothetically, the monster wanted to eliminate a public figure, there were few ways as deliciously devilish as inflicting Jack’s madness upon them. Once the psychotic urges had taken root, the target would develop some ‘hobbies’ that would inevitably make them run afoul of either the law or a suspiciously well-informed vigilante. Granted, pulling this off would be a lot more complicated than simply killing the target, but in such cases it wasn’t the individual that was a threat to Boxxy’s plans. Simply murdering a political rival might turn them into a martyr, but if they were ousted as a bloodthirsty maniac, the public’s perception of the target’s ideals and ideas would be forever tainted with the blood of the innocent. It wouldn’t even matter much if Jack’s involvement was revealed since the emotional response would overpower such details.

While The Ripper certainly held great potential as a tool for character assassination, all of that was entirely hypothetical. Boxxy didn’t actually have any enemies to test this scheme on, and neither did its public persona. Still, it liked to be prepared just in case they popped up in the future. Thus, Xera unceremoniously moved the confrontational weapon to one of the lower priority storage rooms where it could make all the noise it wanted. After all, if a psychotic knife started yelling about wanting to stab things, but nobody was around to hear it, would Boxxy give a crap? Absolutely not. Virgil, on the other hand, would prove very useful in the near future. It was one of the many articles acquired from the Phantom Auction, and according to the provided information, it had been through multiple Dragon Festivals. The sentient sword had become something of an expert on the Shattered Isles. Or, so the shapeshifter hoped, though some of the weapon’s claims cast doubt on the reliability of its memory. Either Virgil was a bit… rusty, or there truly was such a thing as a ‘backwards dragon’ that flew butt-first and upside down. Boxxy knew better than to outright dismiss anything as impossible, but it still took the weapon’s words with a pinch of salt.

Still, even if the sentience proved senile, the blade it inhabited was quite formidable.

Vigilance

A mithril longsword given sentience by its creator, Bonne Stonebreaker. An excellent weapon and veteran of hundreds of battles, Vigilance serves as ally, mentor, and protector to whoever it recognizes as its rightful owner. It does not appreciate being stolen and will rebel against anyone who tries to take it without its current wielder’s express permission, but has no problem being sold, gifted, or claimed through honorable combat. The sword also innately perceives absolutely everything within twelve meters and relays this information to its wielder, though this feature requires a constant stream of MP.

Type: Sword
Quality: Artifact
Offensive Ability: A+
Defensive Ability: B
Durability: B+
Magic Amplification: None
Enchantments: Self Repair, Increased Sharpness, Personality Matrix, Bound By Blood, Swing Assist, Parry Assist, Innate Ability

The ‘A+’ attack rating was the highlight of the Appraisal result as it was the bare minimum required to damage a dragon’s scales. Well, perhaps not an elder’s, but Boxxy wouldn’t dare challenge one of those no matter how tasty the opportunity seemed. The Swing Assist and Parry Assist were features that only sentient weapons could possess, allowing Virgil to bolster his wielder’s offensive and defensive swordplay. The mithril blade could also be used in conjunction with all of the shapeshifter’s Blade Dancer techniques, though that was suboptimal since Vigilance wasn’t a thrusting weapon meant to target gaps and weak spots.

The same could be said of the seventeen other Artifact weapons in Boxxy’s possession. Plenty were swords, sure, but all of those favored brawn over finesse. A notable example was The Jackblade, not to be confused with the slash-happy knife called Jack. It was a weirdly-shaped, one-handed weapon that simultaneously counted as an axe, sword, and dagger as far as Skills and Martial Arts were concerned. Having multiple avenues of boosting the weapon’s power was certainly promising, but it remained far too heavy to be of any use to a Blade Dancer. The only suitable Artifacts in Boxxy’s possession were a set of twinned daggers called Daybreak and Nightfall. While they could bring out the Deadly Dances’ full potency, their short reach was an issue.

Boxxy was rather infuriated at its lack of specialized high-grade equipment for its close-range Job. It wasn’t as if Keira’s now-iconic Masterwork rapier was bad, it just wasn’t an Artifact with a unique Innate Ability. All things considered, the monster’s grievances were akin to a wealthy merchant complaining that his quarterly profits were only three hundred thousand GP. Yet, the shapeshifter ranted and bitched about the ‘issue’ for hours on end, especially recently. It did not take much to set Boxxy off lately. A month had passed since it was forced to quit Honeydew, and its withdrawal symptoms were worse than ever. It also had to deal with Kora’s demonic taint. That was by far the more dangerous condition, but it resisted all attempts to cleanse it. Fizzy’s holy magic seemed to have no effect on it, and the academic community didn’t possess enough information on the phenomenon to devise a cure. The general consensus was one simply had to resist the corruption’s influence until it dispersed naturally over time, but that clearly wasn’t working with the Honeydew withdrawal adding fuel to the flames. Boxxy didn’t exactly have the luxury of waiting things out, either. The Dragon Festival crept ever closer, as did Ambrosia’s awakening. Things would get rather complicated if its attempts to find a quick cure for either affliction continued to meet with failure.

For the moment, the shapeshifter had little choice but to grit its teeth and hope that one of its contacts would come back with good results. It sought to distract itself by focusing on its Artificer and Alchemist Jobs. This proved difficult since one of the withdrawal symptoms was bouts of uncontrollable shaking, especially pronounced in its extremities. Precision was a deciding factor in all Artisan Jobs, so Boxxy’s trembling naturally diminished the quality of its gadgets and mixtures. Trying to control those tiny, sporadic movements required an immense amount of focus and an unhealthy dose of persistence. Luckily, the shapeshifter had those in spades, especially when it came to an Artificer’s craft. It also helped that the monster had a natural affinity for tinkering, which it saw as an extension of its shapeshifting talent. After all, was growing a bushel of eyeballs on one’s skin all that different from assembling a drill-tipped pole weapon? Not as far as Boxxy T. Morningwood was concerned.

This mindset, combined with the sheer amount of time and effort the monster put into its work in the past few weeks, would inevitably lead it to creating great things.

[You have created a Thermo-Accelerated Drill-Lance of Masterwork quality.]

Boxxy barely acknowledged the message as it grasped the finished weapon and applied its only active Artificer Skill.

“Upgrade!”

The drill-tipped mechanical spear shook violently for a few seconds as its internal mechanism was ever-so-slightly tweaked, though not necessarily for the better.

[Your Upgrade was a major failure!]
[Thermo-Accelerated Drill-Lance offensive capability decreased from A to B+.]
[Thermo-Accelerated Drill-Lance is now Superior quality.]

The creature took a deep breath then hurled its latest creation against the workshop’s wall with all its might. It hit the steel-plated surface hard, producing a loud gong followed by it clattering across the floor, its internal motors now misaligned beyond repair. At least the mechanized spear wouldn’t be lonely, given the other ten similarly failed projects strewn about.

“Upgrade didn’t work out, huh?” Fizzy asked from behind.

“No,” the shapeshifter grumbled. “No, it did not.”

“Careful there, your mask is slipping.”

“… Right.”

The doppelganger momentarily forgot it was supposed to be maintaining its public persona. Keira had fed Rowana some sappy made up story about how she still felt guilty for not helping prevent her father’s death and that she may have indirectly caused the Collapse. The catgirl claimed she needed to go someplace quiet where she could keep her hands and mind occupied while she came to terms with these feelings. However, their house and the workshop within were still being rebuilt. This gave Boxxy a plausible excuse to spend most of its time at Fizzy’s place, resulting in the small pile of failed experiments in the corner of her basement.

Unfortunately, while the aforementioned coping mechanism was helping it deal with its withdrawal, it wasn’t perfect. Its previous outburst was evidence enough as it had acted and spoken in a very un-Keira-like manner despite wearing her form. Thankfully, Fizzy was there to remind it that, though her subterranean workshop was as private as a room could get, the shapeshifter was still technically in public. It didn’t want to take any unnecessary risks, so it took a minute to calm down and fix the crack in its Facade.

“There, better?” Keira asked in her usual sweet voice.

“Uh… I guess?” the golem winced. “Honestly, it still creeps me out how you can change your personality like that.”

“Practice makes perfect,” the beastkin shrugged.

“Mhm. Speaking of practice, why are you so obsessed with this drill design?”

“I’m trying to refine a delivery system for the Dragon Thorn,” Boxxy replied as it turned its attention back to the workbench. “The payload worked great once I got it into Eren’s back, but I need a better delivery method than driving it in like a nail.”

“And your solution is a drill on a stick?” Fizzy asked dubiously.

“No, an exploding drill on a stick.”

“Again with the explosions?” the golem shook her head. “With such a one-track mind, it’s no wonder you can’t get to Artificer Level 50. You need to diversify your-”

“Oh, I actually hit that earlier this morning,” Keira casually informed her.

“What? Why didn’t you say anything?!”

“It… slipped my mind.”

“Slipped your-!”

It took a surprising amount of effort for Fizzy to stop herself. Nagging Boxxy about not giving her enough attention would be useless at best and rage-inducing at worst. She had volunteered for the un-tasty task of monitoring the shapeshifter during its withdrawal, so she needed to put its needs ahead of her own. True, it was still wearing the HERPES underneath Keira’s tanned skin, but machinery could always fail, and the shapeshifter could find a dozen ways to slip out of it if its urges got too strong. So, she quelled her annoyance and steered the conversation in a more productive direction.

“I take it you’ve already made arrangements to advance the Job?”

“Yup,” the catgirl confirmed. “Though, you probably won’t like them.”

“What? Why wouldn’t I…” the golem’s voice trailed off as realization dawned. “Oh, sweet Josephine. Jessie’s coming over, isn’t she?”

“Yup.”

“When?”

“In about an hour.”

“Fan-freaking-tastic,” the golem threw her hands in the air. “And you couldn’t have told me this sooner?”

“I’m telling you now, aren’t I?”

“This is not good… I need to clean the place up!”

Fizzy wouldn’t give a crooked bolt if her visitor was some random meatbag, but Jess was special. She was one of the few people the golem respected as a friend and colleague, meaning she actually cared for the woman’s opinion. As such, her prideful and narcissistic personality demanded she greet Jess with an absolutely spotless home, especially since they were both Artificers. Hardcore tinkerers saw their workspace as an extension of themselves, almost like a second set of clothes. Fizzy usually kept hers in a state best described as ‘organized chaos.’ It was comfortable and she knew where everything was even though it looked messy. However, looking messy was exactly the issue. Much like changing out of one’s ugly, casual attire and into something prim and proper, the golem wanted to greet her friend with a tidy workshop. She didn’t have a lot of time, so the first thing she did was bring all three of her empty mithril dolls to life with Animate Armor. Fizzy, Plus, Minus, and Null proceeded to organize the tools, arrange the materials, sweep the floors, put away the doomsday device schematics, and generally tidy the place up. With four perfectly synchronized bodies on the job, the entire facility looked spick and span with plenty of time to spare.

It was about two in the afternoon when the old warehouse’s doorbell rang, prompting Fizzy and Keira to emerge from the workshop’s heavy steel door and greet their fellow tinkerer.

“Hey, Fizzy! Hey, Keira! Long time no see!”

Before them stood Jessiwick Wobblebang, the socially awkward yet undoubtedly talented landmine afficionado. At least, that was who the blonde gnome was when they first met her two years ago. She’d worked with the spunky redhead and brilliant golem multiple times since and had grown slightly more confident and significantly more skilled as a result. However, her abilities or personality had nothing to do with her presence here today. Keira had invited Jess over because she needed an ‘in’ with the Redbolt clan, who had a near-total monopoly on the Artificer Job’s Flamespitter branch. The blonde gnome was technically here in a professional capacity, but it was mostly a personal request. That was probably why she chose to dress casually with a set of casual hempen overalls over a simple red shirt. There was still little question as to her occupation, what with the multi-lens goggles on her forehead and the strange tools dangling from her belt.

“Hey, Jess,” Keira squatted with an extended hand. “How you been?”

“Oh, you know. So-so,” she gave it a light shake. “Much better now that I’m finally here.”

“Why? What happened?”

“Just some trouble with a colleague. It’s nothing important.”

“Well, if you say so.”

“You gonna stand around all day or you coming in?” Fizzy butted in.

“Oh, absolutely! I can’t wait to see what crazy project you two are working on!”

“Uh, what project?” the golem was dumbfounded.

“Well… Keira’s letter said you needed my Flamespitter expertise for an important task.”

The missive had been rather vague, though that wasn’t unusual for the Hero of Chaos. Those who knew her on a first-name basis were well-aware she maintained a constant yet healthy level of paranoia. That included open distrust of third parties when it came to handling information that was even the slightest bit sensitive or personal. It was an understandable precaution given her God-given title and the not-entirely-positive attention that came with it, especially with the recent attack on her home. Unfortunately, this habit also caused the occasional misunderstanding, hence why Jess had shown up ready to immediately get waist-deep in some gigantic contraption’s mechanical guts. She was actually looking forward to it. While the gnome had worked with both Keira and Fizzy individually, this would be the first time all three would collaborate on the same project.

“Oh.”

Needless to say, when the gnome found out that wasn’t at all the case, her disappointment was immeasurable and her day was ruined.

“So, why am I here?”

“Because I recently hit Level 50 Artificer.”

“… Get out,” Jess was taken aback. “Already?!”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Aren’t you, like, eighteen?!”

“Nineteen. What of it?”

“That’s freaking amazing!”

“It’s not all that impressive,” Keira shrugged it off. “Fizzy hit Level 50 when she was around my age, too.”

“Yeah, but she was born a Fizzlesprocket! She’s had lightning in her veins long before the golem thing made that literal! Meanwhile, you’ve been at it for, what, two years!?”

“Closer to three.”

“Same thing! You must be some kind of mega-prodigy!”

“It is quite the feat, now that she mentions it,” Fizzy chimed in.

“Yes, yes, alright, I’m amazing and brilliant and wonderful and all that,” the catgirl’s sarcasm oozed out. “Can you tone it down and hear me out, already?”

“Sorry! Can’t hear you over the sound of me freaking out!”

It took Jess several minutes to calm down enough for Keira to continue. It would probably have taken a lot longer if Plus was around to voice her unrelenting positivity, but she and her fellow Parallels were currently doing some last-minute packing in another room. Boxxy still wasn’t sure if it liked the idea of having three ‘extras’ share Fizzy’s mind, though it could appreciate the sight of their remote-controlled shells moving about. Regardless, it was chronically low on patience, so it cut straight to the chase as soon as it was able.

“I need you to introduce me to someone who can make me a Flamespitter.”

“Yeah, I kind of figured that out,” the gnome shook her head, still in disbelief. “Is that really all you needed from me?”

“For now, yes.”

“Shame,” Jess sighed, earlier disappointment resurfacing. “I was hoping you two were working on another rail cannon or something.”

She had designed and built the combustion engine for Fizzy’s self-propelled siege weapon the year before. It was her first time working on such a scale, and the experience had been both educational and inspirational, not to mention profitable. It was without a doubt the highlight of her career so far. In retrospect, that exceptionally rewarding project might have caused some wishful thinking when she received Keira’s cryptic call for assistance.

“Whatever happened with that thing, anyway?” she asked.

“Mmm,” Keira pursed her lips. “Long story short, the military guys liked it and were about to order more. Then they realized just how expensive the weapon was to operate and maintain without Fizzy.”

“I can imagine.”

It would take a crew of at least twenty veteran military engineers to do what that one shiny could. Knowledge and technical expertise aside, she was also a walking power generator with the ability to magically mend metal objects. She also didn’t require food, water, sleep, or bodyguards. Put bluntly, her rail cannon wouldn’t have performed half as well during field tests if she wasn’t the one to operate it.

“But yeah, I’d be more than happy to introduce you to Mr. Redbolt,” the gnome returned to the topic at hand. “I should warn you, though, he fancies himself something of a mad scientist, so be prepared for, uh, research opportunities.”

“I survived two Overlords fighting each other with me in the middle. I think I can handle some nutty geezer,” Keira stated confidently.

“Weird flex, but okay.”

“So, where does Mr. Redbolt live?”

“Hold on. If we’re doing this, I’m going to need a little something in return. A bit of a give and take, you know?”

This was no surprise to Boxxy. It was immensely difficult for someone not affiliated with a major gnomish clan to get a shot at Artificer Job Advancement. It would be strange for Jess to not charge for the opportunity. She was naive, yes, but not stupid. Boxxy was prepared to meet whatever price she asked, even if it seemed unreasonable. It was possible for the shapeshifter to get its tentacles on the Flamespitter Job without her help, but it would be a colossal pain in the lid. Given its volatile state of mind, the shapeshifter judged that the convenience of Jess’s assistance was worth paying a premium.

“It’s only fair, but keep it clean,” Keira cautioned her.

“Whu-whatever do you mean?”

“Don’t think I’ve forgotten about that stunt you tried to pull on Fizzy last time.”

“Ah-hah… hah… hm.”

Like most of Boxxy’s acquaintances, Jess had a deviant side. More specifically, she had developed an ‘intense interest’ in the golem’s electrified frame, especially her Service Mode’s smooth curves. This trait was made all the weirder by the fact that the gnome definitely wasn’t a carpet-muncher like Keira, but there was no denying she had a few crossed wires in that big head of hers. In the past, she’d offered Fizzy a full-body polish treatment that turned rather… indecent. It wasn’t that big a deal in the golem’s eyes, especially since Jess was one of the few meatbags she considered a friend. Though she gave the blonde a full-power jolt once she realized what was going on, Fizzy didn’t dwell on the incident even if Keira did. Or was that Boxxy speaking? It was honestly impossible to tell. Either way, the golem felt it unnecessary to chime in. Talking circles around people was more her partner’s thing.

“No, nothing like that. I just need some rare materials for a private project.”

This request was quite innocuous, to the shapeshifter’s relief.

“What kind of materials?”

“Oh, I’ll give you a list. Hold on.”

She pulled out a slip of paper and a pencil from her pockets and started writing down her demands.

“Also, why me?”

“Because you run across all kinds of weird stuff on your adventures,” she casually answered. “With a bit of luck, you might actually have some of these lying around.”

She handed over the list, and Keira’s eyebrows nearly leapt from her skull.

“Force-infused volcanite plating?” she exclaimed. “Very fine magmite spike dust? And scourged orichalcum ore?! You trying to blow up a mountain or something?!”

Any Artificer worth their welding wand knew those materials were as potent as they were volatile.

“Hehe, that’s my little secret,” the blonde giggled evasively. “So, can you do it?”

“Not sure. Some of it will be tricky. Like the ascettle extract. Isn’t that a seaweed that only grows near underwater volcanoes?”

“I dunno,” Jess shrugged.

“What do you mean, ‘dunno?’ This is your list!”

“I haven’t actually worked with the stuff, but my research suggests it’d be perfect for my project, so I want it.”

Keira sighed dejectedly as she set the list down on the nearby desk.

“I’ll be honest, you’re asking for a lot. Assuming I even manage to get it all, it’ll take me a month at the least. Probably more.”

This was a bare-faced lie. Boxxy could instantly fulfill the request by fetching the stuff from its stores. Much like its visitor surmised, it did indeed collect ‘all kinds of weird stuff,’ though she was clearly unaware of exactly how much random shit the Hero of Chaos hauled in on a weekly basis. It was times like this that being a habitual hoarder and career kleptomaniac really worked in the shapeshifter’s favor. Unfortunately, much of it was not the sort of stuff Keira would just have lying around, so it had to pretend the job was going to be a lot of bother. This would also serve as a negotiation tactic to get what it wanted right away, and maybe a little bit extra.

“You’re asking for a lot of my time and coin in exchange for something that might not even pan out.”

“What do you mean?” Jess raised an eyebrow.

“Just because you introduce me to Mr. Redbolt doesn’t mean he’ll advance my Artificer Job, right?”

“That’s true…”

“Then there’s also the issue of you not really knowing what you’re doing with these materials. I suspect you haven’t worked with most of the stuff here, not just ascettle. Do I really need to be the one to point out how reckless that is? I don’t want to see you with missing limbs, or worse.”

Jess looked away and shrank into her seat at those words. She’d heard this speech a hundred times – every Flamespitter did – but it hit differently when it came from Keira. Personal history aside, she had a long-standing and well-deserved reputation for taking risks most would consider reckless, oftentimes involving explosions. If that Merry Popper was saying that this might be too much ‘boom’ for Jess to handle, then it probably was.

“So, tell you what,” the catgirl leaned in a bit. “Get me into Redbolt’s office and convince him to put Flamespitter on my Status. After that, we can have a long, hard look at your secret project and make sure we all have our bits attached when it’s done.”

“Honestly, I don’t know. I don’t feel comfortable sharing my secret schematics. I mean, you’re no more familiar with these substances than I am.”

“Not yet, but I’m a quick study. Mega-prodigy, remember? Besides, I’m pretty sure you’d rather not be the one to field test whatever war-crime-in-a-box you’re cooking up.”

“That’s… a good point, actually. Hmm… Alright, how about this – we go see Mr. Redbolt and I’ll see how you handle your promotion before I decide whether to bring you in on my project. However, you have to promise me to get those materials either way.”

Even if rumors painted Keira as a loose cannon, everyone knew her word was as good as gold. Jess could testify to that personally, so her asking for a promise was effectively the same as requesting a magically-binding contract.

“I can agree to that.”

Boxxy had no qualms with the arrangement. Job Advancement was its main goal, everything else was extra.

“Great!” the blonde beamed. “How soon do you want to leave?”

“Right away. I’m practically packed already.”

“But… I just got here.”

“And I’ve been expecting you for a while. I also assumed we’d be going to the Kingdom, so I got my travel preparations done ahead of time.”

“Wow. Didn’t even consider I’d say ‘no,’ did you?” the golem shook her head.

“Of course not. I’m too cute to refuse,” the redhead offered a smug smile and a coy wink.

“If you say so. Anyway, it’s a bit sudden, but I haven’t even unpacked yet, so I don’t mind. Though, is it just going to be the two of us?”

“No. I need to bring quite a few people along, actually.”

This would be far too long a trip for Keira to just slip away unnoticed, so Boxxy had to observe its public persona’s social obligations. The nephilim triplets were a given, and Rowana was a likely addition. The elf had been especially difficult to placate as of late, what with all the recent trouble the couple had been through. It was honestly less of a hassle to bring her with than convince her to stay.

“Will Fizzy be one of them?”

The golem did not respond. She had zoned out at some point during the negotiations and was now staring blankly at a wall, probably working out some formula or schematic in her head while ignoring her surroundings. It was a habit that both Boxxy and Jess were familiar with, so they knew full well not to wait for her to respond. Even though the construct was sitting right there, she might as well have been in another room. Anything short of a polite knock on the noggin would probably fail to get her attention, but neither of the others thought it necessary to disturb her calculations.

In other words, Jess’s question was aimed at Keira, whose initial response was to squint suspiciously at the tiny technophile.

“What?” the blonde pulled back defensively.

“Why do you ask?” the redhead pressed.

“Because… I want to know who I’ll be travelling with, of course!”

“Yet you ask about her, and not the others?”

“Look, I was just thinking that, you know… a long trip might be a good chance to hang out and…”

“And… what?”

“And, if, hypothetically, she asks me to oil her up,” she looked away while twiddling her thumbs, “I’d need to have some lubrication prepared.”

“Uh-huh. Riiiight…”

Her desires were plain as day, and Boxxy struggled to grasp what made this weirdo so attracted to its shiniest of shinies. Admittedly, the shapeshifter was practically obsessed with the golem, but it was a monster with a very peculiar set of sensibilities, not a supposedly well-adjusted gnome.

“Anyway, she’s my Artificer Mentor. Of course she’s coming along,” Keira stated the obvious.

“Great!” Jess instantly perked up. “Let’s head out!”

The mimic-minded monster was crystal clear on one thing about Jess, though.

It did not care for her attitude.

Not one bit.


Part Four

“Well, that could’ve gone better,” Robin grumbled.

“That’s one way of putting it,” Keira agreed.

The youngest nephilim had attempted to test her new Monster Tamer Job by wrangling her first wild creature. It hadn’t gone well. As it turned out, truly feral creatures were much harder to break than the captivity-bred weaklings she had practiced on. It was a common pitfall among rookie Tamers, and falling straight into it was precisely why Keira dragged Robin into these monster-infested woods. In the redhead’s opinion as a professional instructor, the blonde beefcake was the type that learned quickest by making mistakes. The trip had been quite fruitful in that regard since underestimating the monster’s will wasn’t Robin’s only slip-up. These woods had a dozen species a newbie Tamer could potentially domesticate, yet the young nephilim had chosen one of the most difficult targets to capture.

“Still not sure why you had your heart set on a spider, of all things,” Keira grumbled.

“Me either, to be honest. Maybe it’s because all those arms remind me of dad?”

“Those are legs.”

“Oh, right. I still think it would be pretty cool to ride them up walls and stuff.”

The redhead sighed, hopped, and swung the butt of her mithril dagger at the back of Robin’s thick skull. The disciplinary bonk was harsh enough to make her head lurch forward, yet she took it without a peep of complaint.

“Focus on the task at hand instead of dreaming about the outcome,” the redhead reprimanded.

“Yes, ma’am.”

Because of her shortsighted and impulsive decision, the two ladies had to make their way back to their camp while covered in various types of smelly goo and sticky webbing. Giant spiders were understandably hostile to people walking into their nests and slaughtering the colony in an attempt to steal and enslave one of their young. By the time Robin and Keira had cleared out all the adult arachnids, they realized none were left for the muscular blonde to mentally dominate. The infants that hadn’t been trampled in the scuffle had skittered off into the woods.

“We can try again after breakfast if you want,” the catgirl offered.

“No, I’m good. I think I’ve seen enough spider guts for one day. Besides, I don’t want to waste any more of your time.”

“It’s fine. It didn't take that long.”

All things considered, the fruitless expedition took less than half an hour since they were camping out in monster-infested wilds. It wasn’t difficult to find potential ‘sparring’ partners for Robin, especially with a veteran Ranger around. The target-rich environment also meant that some nocturnal monsters tried to creep up on their camp last night, but were instantly repulsed by Fizzy and her Parallels. The ever-vigilant golem was still keeping watch when Keira and Robin returned. The others had just finished preparing breakfast. Jess was dousing the flames in the firepit while Madeline and Lydia divvyed up the freshly grilled mushrooms and sausages. Plus and Minus were keeping busy by folding up the three large tents and loading them into the horse-drawn carriage closer to the road. Null’s mithril shell was also active, though the youngest Parallel had decided that designing a tent-packing apparatus was a far better use of her time. Such a device would undoubtedly be useful, though her perfectionism guaranteed that the trip would be long over by the time she even finished the schematics. This wouldn’t be the first time one of her ideas spent too long on the drawing board, and it sure as steel wouldn’t be the last.

A hearty breakfast and a bit of hustle later, the ladies piled into the carriage and continued on their way. Their destination was the home of Paulman Redbolt, Flamespitter Artificer Mentor and Jessiwick’s employer. The old gnome resided in a rather large private laboratory in the middle of nowhere that also served as headquarters for his guild – Redbolt Dynamics. While formally associated with one of ‘The Big Three’ gnomish clans, it was a largely independent organization that distanced itself from politics so it could focus on getting actual work done. It was certainly Keira’s best shot at getting her Job upgrade quickly and with minimal strings attached. The redhead and her entourage wasted no time in setting off on the six-day-long trip to the Redbolt Dynamics compound. Thankfully, Boxxy was able to dissuade its XP factory from tagging along. Its patience was at an all-time low, and it really didn’t need Rowana complicating things on top of babysitting Teresa’s brats. Plus, the elf had some very important matters to attend to back in Azurvale. She had to supervise the house repairs and deal with her older brother when he finally returned from Velos. He should have received word of his father’s death and was expected to return while Keira was away.

This was rather fortunate timing for Boxxy as it wouldn’t have to participate in whatever sappy family drama was sure to unfold upon the siblings’ reunion. Furthermore, if all went according to plan, the three-headed annoyance called the nephilim would officially become someone else’s problem as soon as it returned to Azurvale. Knowing that allowed the monster to focus most of its attention on the upcoming meeting with Redbolt and the subsequent tinkering challenge. According to Jess, her boss wasn’t against advancing independent Artificers so long as they passed an extremely challenging proficiency test. Unfortunately, the tiny woman hadn’t witnessed any such examination, so her knowledge of its contents was rather limited. The most useful information she had on the subject was regarding the last person to actually pass it.

The individual was a beastkin woman like Keira, although of the foxy persuasion. She was equal parts Artificer and Pyromancer. She combined these disciplines during the trial to prototype a hand-held flame-thrower she called a ‘thermite shotgun.’ It was a pump-loaded firearm that used special ammo to launch highly flammable substances at targets up to thirty meters away. Apparently it was quite flashy, though not all that effective without a Pyromancer’s magic to back it up. Jess couldn’t say much beyond that since she’d heard all that second-hand, but even this limited knowledge was enough to ease Boxxy’s nerves. If combining Artificer Skills with abilities and practices from other Jobs was sufficient to beat this exam, the shapeshifter would pass with flying colors. After all, Keira had been doing that for as long as she was an adventurer, and the monster underneath for longer still. The shapeshifter had the entirety of the trip to think of some sufficiently flashy gizmo to knock Redbolt’s socks off, and imagination was something it had in abundance.

Incidentally, Boxxy had no idea why it was feeling so anxious even though the upcoming trial was, for all intents and purposes, mostly a formality. Even if it failed, there were other ways to attain the Flamespitter Artificer Job. Doing so through official, non-mind-controlled channels was simply the least stressful in regard to its public persona. The endeavor wasn’t critical to its long-term plans and there was effectively zero risk to its life. So, why in Brigette’s spicy pepper was it so goddamn nervous? Was the wrathful corruption playing havoc with its emotional state again? It had to be. Surely it wasn’t anything as pathetically mundane as exam anxiety.

Wherever this un-tasty feeling came from, it subsided once Redbolt Dynamics HQ came into view. It was quite an impressive compound, easily large enough to be called a village. Twenty large buildings were situated atop an otherwise empty hill surrounded by a tall fence of metal and stone. According to Jess, its facilities included a fuel refinery, blast furnace, three greenhouses, wizard’s tower, animal barn, plentiful on-site employee housing, and a three-story mansion. The space between the buildings was filled with smaller workshops, though one structure stood out. It was a massive steel dome with six towering smokestacks, half of which belched dense black fumes. Not the healthy kind, either, if the faint scent of burning rubber on the wind was any indication.

The pollution’s dangerous nature grew even more apparent as Keira’s carriage pulled up to the main gate and the redhead caught a glimpse of the security detail. It was comprised entirely of dwarves and gnomes, which was hardly surprising, though all wore protective goggles coupled with metal gas masks that covered their lower faces. The necessity of such equipment all but confirmed that the air was filled with hazardous fumes and particles. Boxxy wasn’t worried since it had Legendary Endurance and could easily repel some silly airborne pollutants, but it did wonder if Keira should be coughing and spurting. That concern was instantly alleviated when it realized it was just the guards using such headwear. The people milling about beyond the entrance didn’t have any facial protection.

“Halt!” one of the dwarves at the gate yelled as the vehicle came to a stop. “Who goes there?!”

“Oh! We’re here?!”

Jess’s panicked voice came out from inside the carriage, followed by a series of loud bumps punctuated by her falling out and landing face-first on the ground. She instantly bounced back up, dusted herself off, and trotted up to the masked dwarf.

“Hey, Bob! I’m back.”

“Ah, Ms. Jessiwick,” he greeted her with a nod. “I see you’ve brought company.”

The guy eyed the red-haired adventurer and the single-horned knight in the horse-drawn vehicle’s driver seat.

“Very strange company,” he added in a low voice.

“Yeah, just like my letter said,” the gnome merrily replied.

“Letter? I’m sorry, I wasn’t told of any letter.”

“Huh. Weird. I could’ve sworn I sent one out before we left.”

Granted, those events were separated by a few hours, but surely a missive would arrive faster than a whole-ass carriage.

“Did you send it via courier or post?” the dwarf inquired.

Jess blinked a few times, then buried her face in her palms.

“By post, then?”

An embarrassed nod confirmed the guard’s suspicions. Her message was supposed to inform the compound they would be receiving a high-profile guest. Unfortunately, the scatterbrain opted for the economical delivery option rather than express. While her message would eventually arrive, it was far too late to achieve its intended purpose. Seeing this, the catgirl hopped off her seat and injected herself into the situation, lest they be turned away on a technicality. She took off her helmet as she approached the dwarf and saluted him by pressing her left fist against her temple. The guard instinctively returned the gesture.

“Apologies for the unintentionally unannounced visit,” she laid on the charm. “My name is Keira Morgana, I’m here to petition Mr. Redbolt for Flamespitter Artificer advancement.”

Having dealt with dwarves on numerous occasions, Boxxy knew there were two sure-fire ways to get on their good side. The first was to offer them expensive booze as a sign of goodwill. The shapeshifter was, sadly, a little short on ‘social lubricant,’ so it had to rely on the second method – be honest and don’t dance around the subject. As expected, the guard appreciated the direct approach. He signaled one of his colleagues to run off and relay the news then turned back to the visitor.

“I see. And what of your companions?”

“They’re rookie adventurers I’m currently training. Thought this trip might broaden their horizons. Of course, I’ve also brought my Artificer Mentor.”

Fizzy disembarked the carriage, having timed her reveal for maximum impact. Just as planned, the sight of a fully-functional mithril war golem caused quite the stir. None in stout folk society could resist looking, gawking, or staring at such a radiant construct. Fizzy immediately went into full show-off mode. She started flaunting her Service Mode’s sleek and slender curves then cycled through the other configurations of her Physical Augmentation Module. Within minutes, anything resembling productivity had halted as nearly every employee had gathered in the main square in the middle of the estate to catch a glimpse of the Rustblood Juggernaut. Indeed, even though they were gearheads with no real interest in automatons or golems, the curiosity inherent within all Artificers made it impossible for them to ignore the high-performance war machine in front of them.
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Meanwhile, Keira and the triplets were waved through security with such incredible disregard for protocol that a few people would probably lose their jobs, but that was none of Boxxy’s concern. Its immediate goal was to make it inside the compound without anyone taking a hard look at the triplet-shaped international incident. Speaking of, those three quickly found something to keep themselves busy. Robin and Madeline went to the barn to check out what sort of animals were kept here while Lydia investigated the greenhouses. With Fizzy on ‘crowd control,’ Jess and Keira were free to enter the main lab under the smoke-belching dome at the compound’s far end.

Looking at it up close, the hemispherical mass of metal was akin to a fortress. It was huge, sturdy, and had plenty of openings along its surface for windows, balconies, or armed platforms. The hex-patterned outer plating glistened with a reddish sheen in the morning sunlight, suggesting it was not mere steel. Several enormous cannons were mounted at elevated positions, all aimed at the wilderness opposite the direction Keira’s group came from. Though Boxxy couldn’t see what lay on the other side, Snack and Claws reported a wide field of craters stretching out to at least a kilometer away. It was surely a firing range, and given the size and payload of those guns, it was no longer a mystery why the surrounding area was devoid of wildlife. Monsters and animals that weren’t scared off by the thunderous booms would’ve been used for live target practice. The same went for any bandits or raiders with the bright idea of assaulting this place. The compound certainly didn’t need the heavy security detail to repel external threats, so they were likely there to handle internal disputes. Flamespitter Artificers had a well-deserved reputation for short fuses and explosive accidents, so maintaining order in a small village of them was likely quite the undertaking.

Following that logic, the heavy dome was probably there to shield especially delicate and volatile experiments from local disturbances. It was honestly a small miracle the ground hadn’t cracked open with all the shockwaves that pounded it on a daily basis. When Keira and Jess approached the dome’s entrance, they were greeted by the mechanical roar of a pair of engines as the enormous metal doors in front slid to either side. The interior was mostly hollow with hundreds of small lights lining the metallic shell’s underside. A total of six cube-shaped buildings spread out evenly under the circumference, all connected by an asymmetrical web of pipes, tubes, and walkways. There seemed to be a lot less activity here than outside, though Jess reassured Keira this was where the bulk of the brainwork happened. It was also where they would finally come face-to-face with the boss.

However, Paulman Redbolt seemed significantly less enthusiastic about the meeting than they hoped. When the redhead made it into his cramped, dingy office, she found a rather eccentric-looking gnome barely more than a meter tall. She couldn’t see the guy’s eyes behind those multi-lensed goggles, but the rest of his face betrayed the mean look underneath. Obscured expression aside, Mr. Redbolt was clearly an elderly gnome with plenty of wrinkles, especially on his forehead. His hairline had receded and gone white with age, leaving the front half of his bumpy cranium bald. What hair remained stood on edge as if it was exploding outward from the back of his skull. The look was far too fitting for his occupation for it to be accidental.

“Hmpf! So, this is what the fuss is about?” he grumbled while stroking his thick moustache. “I’m severely disappointed in you, Wobblebang.”

“S-sir?” the tiny blonde was taken aback. “Whatever do you mean?”

“First, you up and left your post in the middle of a project without seeing it through.”

“B-but, the prototype was basically finished! It just needed a gearbox tune-up, so I told my assistant to handle it!”

“Yes, and you also failed to consider that Ritzby may have a talent for ballistics, but he’s a lost cause with any mechanical engineering.”

Jess cringed heavily as she deduced where this was going.

“How badly did he mess up?”

“Bad enough for me to fire him. Out of a cannon. Now, you best get your head out of the clouds and back to work if you don’t want the same. You’re already two weeks behind schedule!”

“Y-yes, sir! Right away, sir! Sorry, Keira!”

The tiny gnome ran off to deal with the situation, leaving Boxxy alone with the old codger.

“And you, what’s your deal?” the guy snapped at her. “What makes you think you can just waltz in here and demand advancement?!”

The shapeshifter did not appreciate his tone. The thought of grabbing him by the neck and forcing him to advance its Job was a tempting one. Unfortunately, it would also be catastrophic for its Facade. There were far too many potential witnesses, plus a paper trail. Even if it turned this entire compound into a crater, the follow-up investigation would reveal Keira’s likely involvement. That aside, it promised Fizzy it would try extra hard to keep its temper in check. Much like that incident where the Fizzlesprockets tried to sue her for patent infringement, she didn’t want the science of artifice to lose decades of advancement because of an overpowered box’s hissy fit.

So, Keira took a deep breath and returned the old man’s hostility with a proportionally adequate amount.

“Who do you think you’re talking to?”

“An upstart little twerp who can’t tell her fuses from her wires.”

“Yeah? Then think fast.”

In the blink of an eye, Keira retrieved a hand grenade from her magic belt, pulled the pin, and tossed it at the ornery gnome behind the desk. Redbolt effortlessly snatched it out of the air and, with speed and precision befitting a master Artificer, jabbed a screwdriver straight through the firing mechanism to defuse the explosive. He then disassembled it with such speed and ease it was as if he was undoing a child’s jigsaw puzzle. Within a minute, the explosive device had been broken down into its base components, all neatly laid out on the gnome’s fittingly small desk. He studied them carefully for several minutes while Keira waited at the door, arms crossed and a smirk on her face.

“Hmpf! I’ll admit, this is put together better than I expected,” Redbolt declared. “I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised considering your pedigree.”

“Excuse me?”

“You’re Morgana, right? The one taught by Rory Fizzlesprocket’s girl?”

It was hardly surprising he knew this. The golem’s old life had become public knowledge in Kingdom territory following the aforementioned legal dispute, and the word of her sole apprentice followed closely behind. That and it was a certainty that Keira’s name had crossed Paulman’s desk since she had past dealings with Redbolt Dynamics through Jess. By all accounts, the old coot should know exactly who he was dealing with yet chose to act otherwise. Was he being an ass on purpose, or was he just going senile? Irksome behavior aside, Boxxy noticed something curious about the way the old gnome said that name.

“You knew Fizzy’s old man?”

“Not personally, although I did follow his work. Heard what happened to him down south, terrible shame,” his tone softened somewhat. “Even if he was exiled due to ideological differences, it’s impossible to deny that he was a brilliant inventor. Good to see he passed that on before kicking the bucket.”

“If you say so,” she shrugged. “Does that mean you’ll give me what I want?”

“I would if not for one glaring problem.”

“Which is?” Keira butted in.

“Your lineage,” he bluntly stated.

“Huh?”

“You’re as foreign as a foreigner can get. Personally, I don’t give a damn about that, but my so-called peers do. I’ll spare you the details and cut to the chase – you don’t have the right ancestors. I can’t help you without attracting a bunch of trouble I don’t want to deal with.”

“But… didn’t you agree to teach another beastkin?”

“Ah, you speak of Mimi Flickerbutton. Frankly, I only got away with that because her father was a gnome from an established family, but even then I got a lot of heat. You, on the other hand, haven’t a single drop of stout-folk blood. If I shared Flamespitter secrets with you, they’d probably kick me out of the Tinkerer’s Union, maybe even exile me. I’m sorry you came all this way for nothing, but my career is more important to me than some uppity youngster, no matter how gifted.”

Boxxy somewhat expected this. Gnomish and dwarven culture was deeply conservative and placed a lot of importance on an individual’s ancestry. Even Fizzy, who was doubtlessly a brilliant artisan, could never open a shop in the Kingdom since she had renounced her lineage. Her former Fizzlesprocket affiliation gave her some leeway, but Keira had no such claim. Boxxy might’ve been able to forge some documents if her last name sounded dwarven or gnomish, but it absolutely didn’t. Though, the shapeshifter had something else that might change the old man’s mind.

“Would it help if I said I was the Hero of Chaos?”

“Oh-hoh!” the gnome cracked a smile for the first time. “You had my attention, but now you have my curiosity!”

[Your actions have altered the flows of chaos.]

Ah, crap.

Given the circumstances, it was fair to say this instance of Agent of Chaos would have a direct impact on either Boxxy or Redbolt, potentially both. The shapeshifter’s initial instinct was to instantly take back its words, but it resisted the urge. Wilfred’s Skill merely made the impossible possible, it didn’t necessarily produce catastrophes. Besides, it was too late to back out without seriously jeopardizing a peaceful promotion to Flamespitter, especially if Agent of Chaos was in play. Boxxy knew from past experiences that trying to stifle the ability’s unseen efforts would all but guarantee a painful outcome. The flows of chaos didn’t appreciate anyone fighting against them, it seemed. On the bright side, the shapeshifter’s hunch had been spot-on. Keira’s Hero title was well-known across the Republic and among most adventurers, but this remote compound was far removed from both communities. Redbolt was aware of the redhead’s Artificer connections, but her divine affiliations had somehow escaped his notice.

Naturally, the gnome didn’t accept this claim at face value. He had an on-site Scribe confirm Keira’s title, and then chewed the guy out for failing to inform him the visitor was a Hero. Afterward, he and Keira had a lengthy discussion regarding the social ramifications of advancing her Job despite her ‘problematic lineage.’ While Paulman Redbolt hated playing clan politics, it was a game he could not avoid without knowing all its rules. One such rule was the importance of prestige, and the Flamespitter branch of the Artificer Job was sorely lacking in that regard. It was not as reputable as Artificer or Automata since it was significantly more focused on destruction rather than creation. Their reputation had only grown worse when recent developments revealed the Original Artificer wasn’t just controversial, but a straight up tyrant. This news wasn’t directly related to the Flamespitter branch, but it still caused a significant downturn in the public’s perception of the Job as a whole.

However, this was a chance to turn that around. Keira was the first Hero with such an advanced Artificer Job, and Redbolt’s clique would gain a lot of prestige if she officially associated with them. Admittedly, the redhead’s personal reputation wasn’t exactly spotless, but most commoners only needed to hear the ‘Hero’ title was attached to something before their opinion of it practically skyrocketed. Granted, this sort of publicity would have a lesser impact on the Kingdom’s lineage-obsessed culture since a foreigner was involved, but it would still be a considerable boost in clout for Redbolt Dynamics. The guild could then use that political ammo as leverage should any of the competition try and interfere with their operations. All Keira had to do was allow Paulman’s people to publicize her Flamespitter advancement and maybe deliver a few lectures at the Royal Institute of Technology as an honorary speaker on behalf of Redbolt Dynamics.

First things first, though, Keira had to actually earn that promotion same as any other Flamespitter applicant. More specifically, it was her ingenuity that would be tested. Paulman had no concerns regarding her proficiency. Much as Jess stated back in Azurvale, anyone who could achieve Level 50 Artificer in under three years was undoubtedly a genius and a prodigy, at least when it came to hard work. Anyone could build a device by following a blueprint, but inventing something new was where the Job’s real challenge lay. Redbolt valued inspiration and innovation higher than technical aptitude, and Keira had already shown promise in that regard when she and Fizzy co-developed those explosive arrows during the war. Sure, the concept was hardly revolutionary, and the golem had probably done most of the design work, but the idea had unquestionably come from the beastkin rookie. All Keira had to do was prove to Paulman that she had, in his own words, nurtured that spark of imagination into a fireball of creativity.

Colorful metaphors aside, the actual test would be quite open-ended. The aspiring Flamespitter would be given a theme, free reign of a stocked workshop, and forty-eight hours. She had to use those resources to create a device that would showcase both her ability to think outside the box and her technical aptitude. Keira was barred from employing any tools or materials other than those provided, but was allowed to use whatever Skills or Spells she had at her disposal. She would be supervised by a guild official at all times, both to document and grade her activities and ensure she didn’t receive outside help. There was also a bunch of legal stuff regarding patents and intellectual property, but Boxxy didn’t give a rat’s ass about those details. It barely even skimmed the forms and documents it was given before signing off on them.

With the formalities out of the way, Keira was promptly brought into the examination chamber. It was a sealed and isolated environment similar to the testing range under Fizzy’s warehouse. The high walls were reinforced with blast-absorbing materials, and a series of armored glass windows allowed for observation. The room was supplied with ample tools, equipment, and materials to facilitate most enchanting, smithing, and alchemical tasks in addition to mechanical engineering. Keira entered the chamber around noon, ready to begin her trial. She had foregone her usual attire in favor of protective equipment that consisted of a white coat, welder’s mask, safety goggles, and a set of leather gloves and boots. The girls she came with were lining the windows as spectators alongside Redbolt and dozens of his fellow Artificers. Word that a Hero was taking the Flamespitter audition spread rapidly and the peanut gallery was quick to assemble.

“Testing, testing,” the old gnome’s voice echoed through the isolated room. “Give me a signal if you can hear me.”

The blast-proofing made the walls virtually soundproof, so communication had to be done through gestures and voice pipes. The redhead complied with the instructions and raised two thumbs up at the observation window above her.

“Excellent,” Redbolt remarked. “You already know the details, so let’s not waste any more time. The theme for your trial is ‘delivery,’ and your time starts… now!”

Keira first reached for the drawing utensils, much to the nephilim triplets’ surprise. Graph paper was rapidly filled with lines, curves, and numbers as Boxxy hashed out its idea. It didn’t have to. It was more than capable of working off a mental blueprint, but this was an official examination, so it had to observe proper procedure. The first draft took about five minutes to complete, and it was only then that it started rummaging through the shelves and bins overflowing with components.

“Hmpf. Guess she’s one of yours, after all,” Redbolt commented.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Fizzy responded.

“Went for the wiring first. Typical spark-head.”

“Oh, please. As if fuel lines aren’t the first thing you gas-huffers think about.”

“Heh. No argument there.”

Scientifically speaking, work was accomplished via energy expenditure. It didn’t matter how intricate, ingenious, or innovative a machine was if it lacked power. Therefore, the first hurdle in any new Artificer project was ensuring the smooth transfer and efficient utilization of energy, whether it be electrical, chemical, mechanical, magical, or kinetic. Keira would be immediately disqualified if she failed to observe this common sense.

“I’m actually surprised she’s thinking of incorporating an electric current,” Fizzy admitted.

“Oh? Why’s that?” the old gnome raised an eyebrow.

“She’s had a few… unfortunate incidents that involved getting zapped. Let’s just say I wasn’t all that surprised when she turned to you for advancement.”

Well, that and Fizzy’s Arclight Artificer Job needed to be Level 75 before she could pass it on through the Mentor Skill, so she couldn’t help Boxxy even if it wanted to. The monster’s newly-acquired Universal Instructor was equally useless since it could only bestow Jobs at Level 1.

“So, she’s using technology she’s uncomfortable with?” the old gnome stroked his moustache thoughtfully. “A brash choice, but we’ll see what comes of it.”

He wasn’t opposed to the idea of adapting techniques from different occupations. On the contrary, he welcomed it. The Artificer Job was the most flexible of all crafting vocations. A Blacksmith would never require a Tailor’s help with their craft, nor would an Alchemist have reason to consult an Enchanter beyond securing better equipment. Cross-discipline study held some benefits, of course, but only Artificers truly thrived from it. People like Redbolt and Fizzy took elements, concepts, and ideas never intended to work together and combined them into something exponentially greater than the sum of its parts. This was why imagination and inspiration were vital for those who wished to master the craft. Advanced artifice was almost an art form, though few would openly admit it.

“By the way, is something wrong with those three?”

Redbolt’s concern was directed at the nephilim triplets, whose faces were practically glued to the glass window overlooking Keira.

“Don’t mind them, this is their first time seeing my star pupil in action,” Fizzy bragged. “I take it it’s the same for your boys by the look of them.”

Redbolt raised an eyebrow and looked to the other end of the room with a sigh. He didn’t expect his people to be equally enraptured. While watching a consummate professional at work was always a sight to behold, the redhead wasn’t worth that much attention. However, he was looking at Keira from a purely technical standpoint as an expert in his field. His subordinates had a different perspective. The majority of them were single guys significantly younger than himself, and the redhead was an exceptionally attractive woman. Indeed, these people would stare at her just as hard even if she was just standing there eating a sandwich. Incidentally, Jess was similarly enraptured, though her gaze was directed at Fizzy’s shapely rear bumper.

For once, the golem didn’t seem to notice this attention. She was far too focused on helping Boxxy cheat. Sure, the shapeshifter could have probably passed on its own, but why take chances when it could easily guarantee success? All Fizzy had to do was use her Tactical Readout Skill’s magnification function to closely study her partner’s schematics and handiwork. She picked out flaws and formulated suggestions that she shared with Plus. The alter ego then used her remote-controlled shell to verbally relay the information to Drea, who passed it along to her master via telepathy. While somewhat slow and convoluted, this method of communication was virtually undetectable.

Keira’s unaware audience gradually dispersed over the next hour. They’d either had their fill of the exotic beauty for now or had to return to their own projects. A few took the nephilim on an extensive tour of the compound’s many facilities. Being surrounded by so much machinery made the girls feel as if they’d momentarily stepped into another world, and they were eager to explore. Their hosts were reluctant to show them around – something about trade secrets – but quickly caved once Madeline started laying on the womanly charms. Redbolt returned to his duties a few hours later, though he left a few assistants to oversee the examination. People would sporadically pop in throughout the afternoon, curious to see the Hero’s progress. The only constant observer was Fizzy. She stood completely motionless as she did everything in her power to stealthily assist the shapeshifter.

“Evening, Fizzy,” Lydia dropped by shortly after nightfall. “How’s Keira doing?”

“Good,” the golem answered without looking away. “She’s finished her inner shell and is currently mixing the payload.”

The nephilim looked through the window to see the redhead hunched over a pot of boiling liquid that gave off a weirdly colored smoke.

“Those fumes aren’t toxic, I hope,” the priestess expressed concern.

“What makes you say that?”

“Miss Slyth mentioned that dark purple was generally a bad color in alchemy.”

“They’re probably toxic now that I think about it.”

“Huh?”

“It would certainly explain why she mixed up some kind of medicine beforehand.”

Fizzy was neither an Alchemist nor a breather, so the notion hadn’t even crossed her mind.

“Ah. Well, I suppose Keira knows what she’s doing,” Lydia reassured herself. “What is she doing, by the way?”

“Mixing the payload.”

“I mean, what’s her end goal?”

“She’s making a self-propelled explosive device by the look of things.”

“What, like a bomb that can move on its own?”

“Exactly.”

“… Why?”

“The theme for her test was ‘delivery,’ remember?”

The nephilim cocked her head and squinted at the beastkin for a few moments before realization struck.

“Oh! Now I get it!”

Though the examination was mostly freeform, the test-taker’s interpretation of the theme was part of the test. Redbolt had chosen ‘delivery’ for Keira because of that snafu with the letter of introduction. A self-propelled explosive certainly fit, though it was far from the most… inspired interpretations he’d seen. For instance, one applicant’s idea of ‘safety’ was a self-assembling iron shelter, and another understood ‘teamwork’ as ‘a bomb that required two people to arm and defuse.’ There were no wrong answers, but there were boring ones, and Keira’s was a little too on-the-nose to earn her any bonus points. Now, if she had made a machine that brewed, pressurized, and shot tea into empty mugs from across the room, that’d be another story.

Lydia watched the redhead work for a short while before she bid Fizzy goodnight and returned to the tents the rest of the group had set up outside the main dome. While not the most comfortable, they were still better than the alternative. The vertically-challenged locals didn’t exactly have any rooms or beds for ‘full-sized’ visitors. Several other people dropped by the sealed testing ground, though they didn’t stay long. The last visitor was Redbolt who came shortly after midnight to remind Keira that the bedroll in the corner of the test chamber was there for a reason.

The shapeshifter ignored the thinly veiled recommendation to get some sleep and worked throughout the night under the watchful eyes of Fizzy and the graveyard shift overseer. The project was fairly ambitious and would not be ready in time if it had to pretend to get a full night’s rest. Hunger was a far more pressing concern. While Keira was given plenty of food and water to keep her strength up, it wasn’t enough to sustain a monster of Boxxy’s mass and power. It wasn’t even close. The shapeshifter needed about three times more sustenance than its beastkin persona would usually require. That was why the monster always kept emergency snacks in Storage, but it couldn’t take advantage of them due to the constant supervision. The most it could do under the circumstances was request larger portions, and those did help, but not by much. This was an unforeseen problem. In retrospect, the creature should’ve drunk a few vials of Liquid Bread – an elixir of condensed nutrition – while it still had the chance.

It was ultimately little more than an annoyance. The growing hunger pangs were distracting, but Boxxy would need a lot more than two days to outright starve to death. For now, it could only grit its teeth and focus on its work, much like it had the past few weeks. The first half of the forty-eight-hour test passed by without any significant issues, though it started feeling mentally exhausted around midnight on the second day. It had made tremendous progress over the last thirty-five hours, so it decided to indulge in six hours of sleep and put the finishing touches on its project the next morning. Unfortunately, it underestimated just how much energy it was lacking and overslept despite Fizzy and Drea’s best efforts to wake it. By the time it opened its eyes, it only had five hours left to finish its project. While not an impossible deadline, it would have to cut more corners than anticipated.

Keira’s audience swelled during this final stretch as they were all eager to see her wheel-shaped invention in action. Most had already deduced its intended purpose, and those that hadn’t heard about it from the others. It was a self-driving wheel that used a compact electric motor for locomotion. A mana-infused gyroscopic stabilizer ensured the outer wheel spun around the engine in the middle rather than the opposite. The device was lined with a high-yield explosive paste that would detonate on impact or after traveling a certain distance. Naturally, Kiera’s creation was proof of concept at best. There were dozens of potential improvements one could make. For instance, the wheel’s top speed and range could be improved by replacing the electric motor with a compact combustion engine, the fuel for which would add to its explosive yield. Similar and compounding results could be achieved by employing lighter materials and a more potent payload. There was also plenty of room to add remote steering and magical guidance capabilities for greater control and accuracy. However, all of those upgrades required time, materials, and technical expertise that neither Keira nor the monster underneath had access to.

Boxxy shook its head to chase away such thoughts. While it was fun thinking up new ways to turn its enemies into red mist, it had an exam to pass. Just like it told Robin before, it had to focus on the task at hand instead of dreaming about the outcome. Thankfully, it seemed as though it would finish with a full hour to spare. The device was completely assembled and technically functional, but the gyroscopic stabilizer had a glitch that made the wheel veer hard left during its earlier test runs. Fixing the issue was proving tricky as the component in question was, unsurprisingly, not of its own design. It was Fizzy’s, and it was relying on her to figure out what was wrong with it. At the same time, Jess was hovering around the golem with a cleaning rag. The radiant construct hadn’t moved a millimeter since the trial started, and her lustrous frame had acquired a thin layer of dust and grime from all the oil-stained engineers coming in and out of the observation deck. The slightly-obsessed gnome took this as an opportunity to give Fizzy that full-body scrub she’d mentioned previously, and the golem saw no reason to decline.

That was when Boxxy caught a glimpse of Jess oiling up its favorite shiny out of the corner of its eye. What should’ve been an idle observation caused a spark of something resembling jealous rage. The annoyance and frustration brought on by the gaping chasm it called a stomach only amplified this feeling, and its demonic corruption fanned the flames even further. Boxxy somehow maintained control, but the distraction came at an inopportune time. While it was struggling to keep its temper in check, the line of communication facilitated by Plus and Drea hit a slight hiccup. The Parallel and the stalker had been at it just as long as the shapeshifter, so their focus wasn’t exactly in peak condition. A lapse in concentration caused them to relay ‘plug the blue wire into the blue socket’ to Boxxy instead of ‘blue wire into black socket.’ Were the shapeshifter thinking clearly, it would have recognized the instruction as potentially dangerous and questioned it. Unfortunately for the shapeshifter, circumstances had conspired to cloud its judgment at this critical juncture.

The outcome was a short-circuit that caused the gyroscope to suffer a catastrophic failure, releasing its battery’s modest charge all at once. Good news, Keira was wearing insulated clothing, so the sudden jolt never reached her. Bad news, the blunder produced an electric arc that licked and ignited the explosive paste lining her wheel-bomb’s interior. The ensuing detonation rocked the entire chamber, filling it with smoke and fire while cracking the reinforced glass. The sudden development left the audience in a total state of shock. Yes, the redhead was working with volatile materials, but none expected her to slip when she was one step from the finish line. The sheer power of the blast also contributed to their surprise.

Thankfully, one among them saw the disaster coming. Fizzy’s enhanced vision allowed her to spot Boxxy’s mistake precisely as it made it, but their line of communication was too slow to deliver her warning in time. While she couldn’t prevent the accident, she was able to react to it. Moments after the detonation, the golem used Lightning Warp to teleport herself through the damaged glass and inside the chamber. She immediately picked up on Boxxy’s screams of agony, which took her by surprise. The shapeshifter’s plundered Fire Affinity should have shielded it from the blast’s heat, negating the majority of the damage. Yet when she reached the creature moments later, she found it violently convulsing on the floor with its true form exposed. Quick as a whip, the golem instantly deduced the cause. The shockwave from the blast must have caused the HERPES to malfunction and release its charged payload directly into the shapeshifter’s most vulnerable part. It wasn’t just a simple misfire given how it continuously discharged instead of delivering a single jolt. Not knowing what else to do, Fizzy transformed into her Skirmisher Mode and started fervently chanting Holy Light after Holy Light while instructing Null to figure out what went wrong and how to fix it. The thoroughly neutral personality needed only seconds to figure it out, though the news wasn’t good.

“What do you mean?! Holy Light! There has to be a way!”

“There is not,” Null flatly stated. “The HERPES was designed to utilize the subject’s own magical reserves to power its functions. No repairs can be done while it is discharging, and it will continue discharging until it runs out of energy.”

“Fuck that! Do you have any idea – Holy Light! – how much MP this guy has?!”

“Approximately 7,800.”

“Not what I meant!”

It was enough energy to continuously electrocute Boxxy’s spine for twelve minutes straight, and that wasn’t even factoring its MP recovery. Waiting until the HERPES ran out of juice wasn’t an option. Yes, Fizzy could theoretically spool up her Engine of Destruction and continuously pump healing into the monster, but Boxxy would be in excruciating agony the entire time, and she’d be the one responsible. That thought terrified her more than anything else had in a long while, and in her panic, the golem felt she had no choice but to take drastic action.

“Shit! This better work!”

She rapidly reconfigured herself, this time into her jet-toting Assault Mode. She flipped the convulsing creature onto its face and popped out her new form’s built-in forearm blades. She pinned the creature under one foot and stabbed into its back, near the neck. The impromptu surgery successfully struck the HERPES control unit under the monster’s skin, rendering the device inoperable. Good news, Boxxy finally stopped shaking and was still breathing. Bad news, it was completely knocked out. Even worse news, the test chamber’s emergency vents were now active and sucking away the thick smoke. With Keira’s protective equipment burnt and shredded, there was nothing to obscure the shapeshifter’s true form from all the onlookers. Even if they weren’t there, emergency crews would surely flood into the chamber any second and notice the very obvious monster on the floor.

“Miss Morgana?! Are you alright?!”

Fizzy’s lightning-fast wits instantly painted an extremely uncomfortable picture. Its true self exposed, Boxxy would have no choice but to wipe Redbolt Dynamics’s headquarters off the face of the map, no survivors. The golem didn’t want that, but in the heat of the moment she could think of no way to prevent it other than killing the monster. It was a choice between causing irreversible damage to the craft she was so passionate about and ending the only living creature she actually cared for. Both outcomes were extremely undesirable, and the notion of being forced to pick one or the other escalated her panic to an all-encompassing dread. Though, if the flows of chaos forced her hand, then-

“Fizzy!” Plus yelled in her skull. “Look down!”

The golem’s attention shifted to the monster laying immobile on the ground, and her eyes widened as its gangly skin rapidly shifted to the toned, supple flesh of Keira Morgana. Even the puncture wound at the base of its neck was sealed shut. It was just in time, too.

“Here they are!”

A dwarf healer arrived on the scene just as the smoke screen was clearing up and spotted them both.

“Hurry it up, already!” Fizzy shouted. “You people are useless!”

The man ran up and was immediately confused by the victim’s state.

“Huh? Was she not injured?”

“Of course she was, moron!” the golem was furious. “I already healed her wounds!”

“Right! Sorry, ma’am. We’ll take it from here.”

“Alright, but watch it. You so much as jostle her and you’ll find out what your own balls taste like!”

It would appear that the worst-case scenario had somehow been avoided, though not entirely without casualties. Fizzy shortly found out that a certain blonde gnome had reflexively clung to her radiant frame when she was startled by Keira’s accident. The golem hadn’t noticed and accidentally electrocuted Jess when she used Lightning Warp, leaving the meatbag in critical condition similar to the redhead’s. Both were expected to make a full physical recovery, but only time would tell if the incident would have long-term psychological ramifications.

It was well-known within the Artificer community that powerful electric jolts – such as those generated by the dynamo golem – could permanently affect a person’s brain chemistry. Fizzy was rather worried when the healer reminded her of this, though only for Jess. She liked the meatbag, so the prospect of accidentally altering her personality was not tasty. On the other hand, while feigning otherwise on the surface, she wasn’t at all concerned with Boxxy’s mental wellbeing. The damage it suffered couldn’t have been too severe considering it had already regained consciousness and was merely pretending to be out cold to maintain its cover. At least, Fizzy assumed that’s what happened. It was the only logical explanation for how it was able to take on Keira’s form. Yes, the creature was a shapeshifting savant, but even Boxxy had to abide by certain physical limitations.

[The flows of chaos have returned to their default, causal state.]

A doppelganger’s flesh could not alter its form without a will to guide it.


Part Five

Keira awoke with a sharp yell. She frantically looked around, quickly realizing she was in the Redbolt Dynamics infirmary. The compound was a hotbed for workplace injuries, so their medical facility was well-prepared. The shelves and cupboards were loaded with magic items and potent medicines, allowing the medics on duty to immediately treat any injury or condition that their Spells weren’t sufficient for. There were several beds with Artificer-made monitoring equipment to keep a close eye on long-term patients. It was more of a sick bay than a hospital, so privacy was minimal. The only thing separating Keira’s resting place from the others was a set of slightly transparent curtains. The clinically-white drapes were pulled aside as a rose-nosed dwarf woman with brunette braids rushed in. She and the redhead locked eyes for a few tense moments before a much shinier face joined the portly woman.

“Finally up, huh?” Fizzy smiled. “How do you feel?”

“… Like crap,” Keira groaned. “Who’s this?”

“Ah. Magda Redbolt, ma’am,” the dwarf bowed. “Sorry for barging in, I wasn’t expecting you up and about so soon.”

“Huh? What do you mean? Actually, what am I doing here?”

“You had a rather dangerous accident.”

“I did? What kind of accident?”

“The explosive kind,” the golem butted in. “You really cocked up the old man’s test.”

“Test? You mean Redbolt’s exam?”

“Yeah. What else?”

“But… I didn’t even start yet.”

“Ah. That’s unfortunate,” Magda exclaimed. “It would appear you’ve suffered some short-term memory loss, likely a concussion. No worries, I have something for that. Back in a bit.”

The dwarf left the two outsiders alone, prompting Fizzy to lean in and whisper.

“You really don’t remember the last two days?”

“Two days?!” the redhead exclaimed. “I was out for that long?!”

“No, dumbass!” the golem similarly raised her voice. “The test took forty-eight hours, and you nearly made it to the end before you blew it.”

“Oh… right. Sorry, head’s a blur right now,” she rubbed her temple.

“Hmpf. You’re lucky you didn’t get yourself killed. I told you not to try anything too flashy, but you just had to go for a gyroscopic stabilizer you barely knew anything about! I’d slap you for being an idiot if I wasn’t worried I’d knock something else out of your thick skull!”

“…”

The redhead curled up under her covers as the consequences of her mishap became clear. Magda returned moments later and handed her a vial of bubbling blue liquid that smelled suspiciously like rotting fish. The dwarf explained it was a mental stimulant that would clear up her cloudy memory and practically forced Keira to down the disgusting elixir. Boxxy immediately wanted to vomit it back out, rip off the apothecary’s head, and shove it up her own ass. It only barely resisted the homicidal urge.

“That’s a good girl!” Magda encouraged her. “How do you feel now?”

“Like I just had a whale shit in my mouth,” the beastkin stuck her tongue out.

“Aye, this stuff’s as vile as medicine gets. How’s your memory?”

“… Crystal clear.”

The events of the past two days came back to the shapeshifter in full force and with exceptional clarity, and it was pretty sure that wasn’t Legendary Intelligence at work. It instantly figured out the device in its back was to blame for the near-fatal experience. It had some choice words for Fizzy regarding her HERPES, but that talk would have to wait.

“Good, because Mr. Redbolt said he’d like to speak with you as soon as you’re able. I sent word, so he should be here any minute.”

“I see. What about the triplets?”

“I told them to stay behind and make themselves useful,” the golem chimed in. “They should still be helping clean up your mess.”

“Huh. How long was I out?”

“Ninety-eight minutes and thirty-five seconds. Not that I was counting.”

“Is that… good or bad?” the redhead looked to the dwarf.

“Good, definitely,” Magda reassured her. “Rule of thumb is if you wake up the same day, you’ll probably be fine. I’m surprised you got knocked out at all, given how hardy you veteran adventurers usually are. Though, it’s probably a good thing you were passed out when you were brought in here.”

“Why’s that?”

“We had to, uh, dig some shrapnel out of you. I’m not gonna name names, but a certain someone used magic to close your wounds without removing the foreign objects first. Trust me, you don’t want to know what that feels like.”

“… I already do, unfortunately.”

Fizzy guiltily averted her eyes as she realized Boxxy must’ve been in terrible agony while it pretended to be unconscious. No wonder its memory was hazy. The mean look it occasionally flashed her after drinking the fish juice was well-deserved. Good news, the danger had passed. Bad news, they still had to deal with the fallout. The unpleasant process began when Paulman Redbolt entered the infirmary along with three of his equally short assistants. The monstrous couple recognized the extras as the overseers that helped supervise the exam in shifts.

“Hmpf, I see that Hero title isn’t just for show,” he said. “You really put the ‘cat’ in ‘catastrophic failure,’ didn’t you?”

“Screw you, baldie,” the redhead snapped. “If you’re just here to rub it in, buzz off.”

The old gnome blinked a few times in confusion before letting out a dry guffaw.

“Hah-haaa! Good to see you’re in high spirits, girlie! But you misunderstand. My intention was to praise, not belittle. Been a long time since I felt these old bones rattle like that.”

“Whatever. I still failed.”

“Perhaps, though I suspect the incident was not entirely fruitless. Tell me, Miss Morgana, did you learn anything from it?”

The redhead raised an eyebrow. The gnome’s measured tone of voice suggested it was a genuine inquiry rather than some rhetorical quip that would lead to an asinine platitude like ‘haste makes waste.’ Indeed, though accidental, the shapeshifter had made a certain discovery that it would prefer to monopolize. Unfortunately, Keira wouldn’t, and its commitment to the role was too strong to stay quiet. Besides, it was hardly a ground-breaking revelation.

“It would appear that Openhammer’s ballistic gel formula has a much higher yield when triggered by an electric current.”

“Hmpf. So that’s what happened in there.”

It was a hitherto unknown alchemical reaction. The explosive paste formula Keira used had been around for nearly two decades, yet no one had thought to electrocute it to see what would happen. Turns out, doing so nearly doubled its explosive force. The exact details were a mystery at present, though it would later be discovered that the triggering current had to have a very specific magnitude. Keira’s accident was a one in a thousand occurrence, which was hardly a surprise considering her patron’s nature.

“I appreciate your sacrifice and contribution to the Flamespitter discipline, Miss Morgana,” Paulman flatly stated. “Unfortunately, as you did not succeed in completing my trial, I must decline your request for Job advancement.”

“There it is,” the catgirl let out a sigh.

Boxxy’s attempt to get what it wanted the nice way ended in failure, but that didn’t mean it would leave empty-handed. Though it was a pain in the ass that might raise some suspicions, it had no choice but to implement Plan B. Fizzy would probably object, but this whole debacle was her fault, really.

“However,” Redbolt continued, “I am inclined to offer you a different deal.”

The old gnome presented the hospitalized beastkin with a contract. As with all Kingdom documents, it was laden with fine print and verbose wording as confusing as it was specific. Thankfully, it was a relatively simple agreement that only took a few minutes to decipher. It was, essentially, a trade offer. Paulman Redbolt would make Keira Morgana a Flamespitter Artificer if the latter party forfeited the intellectual property rights of her accidental discovery to Redbolt Dynamics. The agreement had some long-reaching ramifications, but they boiled down to some Kingdom-specific legal nonsense involving patents. Internally, Boxxy had no reason to decline. It wasn’t as if some stupid legality would stop it from researching and replicating the reaction in private. Its public persona had no issues with it either. It wasn’t Keira’s style to take credit for something she stumbled upon by sheer accident. It was a no-brainer.

A few hours later, the redhead was back on her feet, the contract bore her signature, and Redbolt stood on a step ladder. They were situated in the same test chamber as before, the remnants of Keira’s handiwork still very much visible. The metal walls were still scorched, the observation deck’s glass remained cracked, and the concrete floor had a small crater. It was honestly hard to tell which was more impressive – the room’s relative integrity, the blast that put it in such a sorry state, or the girl that survived it point-blank. Most would find this a questionable spot to hold Keira’s advancement ceremony, but Paulman was of the opposite mind. Was there a better place to prepare for the future than amidst the ashes of past mistakes? Maybe, but he had other things to do, and this seemed fitting enough. A glowing, blue, mist-like substance flowed forth from the old man’s skin into the redhead’s cranium like mist soaking into a sponge.

[The Artificer Job has advanced to Flamespitter Artificer.]
[The maximum Level of your Flamespitter Artificer Job has been increased to 75.]

“Congratulations, Miss Morgana,” he smirked, “and welcome to the club.”

There was a small round of applause and cheers from the gathered audience. The onlookers gathered in a small semi-circle around the newly-appointed Flamespitter. They saluted the occasion with a sporadic burst from whatever lighter, flamethrower, or other incendiary device they had on hand, filling the air with a multi-colored array of conflagrations and smoke. Jess was among them as well. Though she took a surprise shock from Fizzy during the incident, the blondie had woken up shortly after Keira, seemingly none the worse for wear. However, the gnome now seemed even more obsessed with the golem, going as far as rubbing her cheek against the construct’s shoulder and reveling in the constant zaps she received in turn. It would appear the experience had, in a manner of speaking, unlocked a new fetish. Boxxy pretended not to notice, though Fizzy was not as forgiving and put the meatbag in her place with a finger-flick to the forehead that felt like a kick.

Impromptu ceremonies out of the way, Keira went to check on the triplets.

“How are you three holding up?”

“You sure you should be asking us that?” Robin stated the obvious. “You almost turned into a blood smear!”

“Yeah? So?”

“So?! How can you just stare death in the face and then act like nothing happened?! You did the same thing back in Azurvale!”

“I agree,” Lydia backed her up. “I understand you live dangerously, but such experiences must take their toll.”

“Oh, they do. Trust me, I’m gonna need a lot of de-stressing after this. Thankfully, I have someone special back home to help with that, so I’m really not all that bothered. You’ll understand once you find someone. Well, maybe not you, Miss Breed-Me, but there’s hope for the other two.”

The eldest sibling pouted and crossed her arms while her sisters had a light giggle at her expense.

“I’m more interested to hear what you girls thought of this weird place.”

“Oh, oh!” Madeline raised her hand. “I thought the fireworks they showed us yesterday were awesome! One of the engineers even gave me this neat gift, see?!”

She pulled out a small wooden cube with a crank lever on one side and gave it a few turns, prompting a tiny carving of a gnome on the end of a spring to pop out of the top. Boxxy was initially confused why the figurine was bent over with its butt pointing forward, but that mystery was promptly resolved when it made a disturbingly realistic sound of passing gas.

“It’s a Fart-in-the-Box!” Maddie declared with a giggle. “Fun, isn’t it?!”

The others stared at the offensive toy for a few seconds before silently and unanimously agreeing to forget they saw anything.

“My favorite part was when they let me ride that thingy,” Robin carried on. “What was it called? Motor-cycle or something? Anyway, I don’t know why, but the way it rumbles and roars between my legs is very satisfying. Makes me feel powerful, y’know?”

“I don’t approve of this place at all, to be honest,” Lydia seemed less than thrilled. “It’s loud, it’s messy, and the air always stinks of burning, not to mention the whole ‘random explosions’ thing. It’s a miracle these gnomes haven’t wiped themselves off the map.”

“Not for a lack of trying, either,” Keira added. “Still, it’s important to keep in mind that people like them serve an important purpose. They take risks to push the boundaries of what is known instead of wallowing in the familiar and simply going through the motions. Without passionate idiots like these, the world would be a very dull and dreary place.”

“Like these, huh?” Lydia raised her eyebrow.

“Hm? What?”

“Aren’t you one such idiot?”

“Watch it, missy,” the redhead raised a finger. “Just because you have a point doesn’t mean you get to smart-mouth me.”

“Noted.”

“Now, then. Go get some sleep. It’s already quite late, and we’re leaving first thing in the morning. Make sure you bring plenty of writing implements as you’ll be writing an essay on what you learned on this little field trip.”

Naturally, the prospect of homework wasn’t well-received, but the triplets knew better than to complain. They trudged off to their quarters, and Keira went back to hers with Fizzy, giving the monster a chance to check on its familiar.

“Claws,” it mentally called out, “how are things on your end?”

“Not very good, Master,” she sheepishly replied. “All the secure areas are underground, and I can’t breach any without leaving a trace.”

“Damn. Snack?”

“This worthless slut fared no better. These nutjobs are somehow more scatterbrained than normal gnomes, so my Dreamweaver Skill didn’t get anything useful.”

The two demons were instructed to quietly scour the facility for any classified blueprints, experimental designs, or rare materials that might be lying around. However, the industrious midgets guarded their secrets well. Physical and magical security measures were one thing, but Snack’s failed mental manipulation was surprising. Redbolt must have arranged for his employees to receive specialized training to bolster their subconscious resistance to psychic probing. Either that or their thoughts were so full of explosions and engines that there was little room for anything else. Whatever the case, it seemed impossible to access their secrets without leaving an obvious trail. Which, considering the group of outsiders present, would raise some unwelcome suspicions.

“Oh, well,” the shapeshifter sighed mentally. “I got what I needed, so let’s leave it at that.”

Boxxy already had one close shave today and didn’t want to test its luck by provoking a second.

“Master, if I may be so bold,” the djinn spoke up, “why not simply ask to see their secret projects?”

“… Now that you mention it, I probably should.”

Gnomes were inherently curious creatures, a trait Boxxy shared. All the employees it interacted with seemed to have a favorable opinion of Keira, which was hardly surprising since she was designed to be universally likeable. It wouldn’t be too difficult to pry into their private affairs under the guise of exchanging ideas. Sure enough, the words ‘So, what are you guys working on’ barely got out of the redhead’s lips before she was dragged into a firing range and given a prototype quad-chambered rocket launcher. That led to an hours-long brainstorming session that Fizzy, not wanting to be left out, also joined in. The Flamespitters seemed less willing to share with her since they much preferred the company of ‘one of their own.’ Indeed, though she was a total stranger until a few days ago, the locals already considered Keira part of their little oil-head community.

By the time midnight rolled around and the security team practically forced the Artificers to break it up, Boxxy had acquired a treasure trove of designs, concepts, and formulas. Granted, it had only seen fleeting glances at the actual blueprints and calculations, but it would have plenty of time to jot those down later thanks to its Legendary Intelligence. It also discretely pocketed a few samples of scourged orichalcum that Redbolt’s people had subjected to an experimental treatment called ‘enrichment.’ It now had a much better idea what Jess had in mind for that shopping list she gave Keira a week ago and used that knowledge to convince her to cough up those super-secret plans of hers. The monster was looking forward to returning home and trying out all these new and exciting ways to make things go boom.

Unfortunately, it first had to sit through another lengthy trip that felt even duller than the first. While its stay at Redbolt Dynamics HQ had been fruitful and productive, following it up with another period of forced idleness was especially frustrating. Worst of all, it wouldn’t have to suffer through all this drudgery if not for those triplets. Keeping its cool was harder than ever since it was even more paranoid about getting exposed than usual, but it kept reminding itself it wouldn’t have to bear with those burdens for much longer. Its plan to get rid of Teresa’s crotch-goblins was nearing fruition, and focusing on that thought made the trip just a tiny bit more bearable. In particular, it started worrying about the nephilim’s weird connection to the Beyond and their ability to converse with demons on the other side in their dreams. Boxxy initially allowed this since they were still banned from spilling the beans by the God of Uncertainty, but it was now reconsidering that stance. It could no longer allow such a monumental security risk when it was this close to achieving Level 50 Doppelganger.

So, in the interest of not fucking up just before the finish line again, it started cooking up some shenanigans. It started by slipping a few drops of extract from the Widow’s Sorrow mushroom into the girls’ dinner. A few days of horrible nightmares might convince them to rethink their stance about dream-talking with the Beyond’s malicious entities, which was technically all of them. It didn’t work as planned. The substance was supposed to be a powerful hallucinogenic that would make anyone have a horrible trip, but these three gods-spawned anomalies actually slept like bricks. Whether it was some weird side-effect of their race or one of the pantheon’s blessings, they didn’t dream at all. Rather than terrorize them, they actually ended up enjoying the secret supplement. Apparently, not having a bunch of demons blabber on the entire night resulted in the most restful slumber they’d ever had. Boxxy could relate. More importantly, it provided an opportunity.

After a week of subtle manipulation and persistent gaslighting, Keira convinced the girls they deserved to rest undisturbed by the Beyond’s attention-starved residents. She gave them her ‘empty head juice’ recipe and made them promise to drink it regularly before bed. While far from a permanent solution, they’d hopefully stick with it long enough to avoid any leaks until the wedding in a few months. That was the original intent, but Agent of Chaos decided it needed to work overtime and get involved in the process. The increasing frequency with which it triggered was more than a little concerning considering Boxxy had a few long-term plans in play. On the upside, this latest activation finished without any immediate ramifications, so the shapeshifter decided to declare this incident an FBP – Future Boxxy’s Problem. The shapeshifter honestly stopped counting the FBPs it set in motion over the years once that number reached twenty. So far, none of those postponed consequences had caught up with it, so this latest batch likely wouldn’t either.

That business aside, the monster was greeted with some welcome news upon its return to Azurvale. Keira’s homestead was restored to its former glory without any visible signs of the battle that decimated it. Rowana had yet to replace all the destroyed furniture, but having the comfortable and familiar space back was an honest relief. More importantly, there was a highly anticipated reply waiting for the redhead, which held the answer the monster within was counting on. The very next morning after their return to the city, the freshly brainwashed triplets were assembled in Keira’s renovated living room to meet their new caretaker.

“Good morning, ladies. My name is Nao Shoki, the current Hero of Magic,” the boyish wolfkin introduced himself. “The big, scary guy behind me is Kuro, my sworn brother and trusty bodyguard.”

“‘Sup?” he greeted them curtly.

“Hello. I’m Lydia,” the eldest sister bowed her head. “These are Robin and Madeline.”

“Hey.”

“Hi.”

While the girls tried to hide their disappointment, it was fairly obvious that Lunar’s chosen hadn’t made a stellar first impression. Not through any fault of his own, though. Between Sigmund Law’s smoldering intensity and Keira’s harsh pragmatism, the triplets were expecting the Hero of Magic to be a touch more extreme than just some guy in a fancy robe. Nao noticed they weren’t all that thrilled, though he didn’t let that bother him. He was quite aware he lacked the ‘oomph’ of his more bombastic peers.

“A pleasure to finally meet all of you in person,” he said, positively beaming. “I’ve been looking forward to this moment for weeks!”

While the timing of this visit was convenient, it was anything but coincidental. Keira had sent a letter to her fellow Hero a while ago asking him if he could tutor the triplets in the arcane arts much as he did for the redhead. However, recent events had prompted the catgirl to escalate her request from ‘teacher’ to ‘guardian.’ That letter she received yesterday confirmed Nao would happily look after the nephilim for the foreseeable future. There didn’t seem to be any objections from the pantheon side of things, either. Honestly, it was a small miracle Teresa didn’t step in and forcibly separate her daughters from Boxxy after the way it ‘handled’ them during that rogue cult situation. Unfortunately, her own Hero was still busy handling matters on Velos, and Nao was the next most appropriate caregiver candidate.

“I am really looking forward to learning more about each of you.”

Judging by his overwhelmingly positive attitude, he was almost as happy to have them as Boxxy was to be rid of them, though the shapeshifter couldn’t be too gleeful on the surface.

“Uh, Nao?”

“Yes, Keira?”

“You remember you promised not to experiment on them, right?”

“Of course I do, don’t be silly,” he brushed her off.

“Then what’s that weird thing poking out of your pocket?”

“Oh, just a thermometer. Surely there’s nothing wrong with a few health checkups, yes?”

“I guess not.”

The triplets couldn’t help but feel some unease, especially with the way Nao’s lip twitched at the word ‘experiment.’

“What about our tutors?” Lydia forcibly changed the topic. “We may have had to take a break, but there’s a lot we can still learn from them.”

“Ah, yes, of course,” Nao leafed through a notebook. “Yoshin Amidori, Dahmon Greymane, and Cereb Abadin. No worries, I’ve already reached out and made the necessary arrangements. They’ll be joining us aboard the Endeavor.”

“What’s the Endeavor?” Madeline asked.

“A flying ship I helped design.”

“Woah, woah, woah!” Robin waved her hands around. “An actual flying ship?”

“Yup,” Nao answered triumphantly. “It’s quite the luxurious vessel. It’ll be doing a cruise of the continent over the next few months, so I figured it would be the perfect way to get you three acquainted with all of Atica’s colorful cultures.”

“Yeeees! This is gonna be awesome!” the youngest threw her fists in the air.

“I hope we get to visit the Bakanas Islands!” Madeline bounced around happily. “I heard their beaches are lovely this time of year!”

“I suspect we’ll meet plenty of strong, virile men, too,” Lydia said with a dangerous glint in her eye.

It legitimately warmed Nao’s heart to see the girls finally get excited. Their unrestrained, childlike glee was so infectious he couldn’t help but get dragged into their pace. Ah, no, that wouldn’t do. He lightly smacked his cheeks and tried to compose himself. If he wanted them to heed his teachings and respect his opinions, then he’d need to take a firm stance. That wasn’t going to be easy if they had grown accustomed to Keira’s harsh-but-fair teaching style. Nao couldn’t bring himself to be anywhere near that strict. Thankfully, he had backup.

“Alright, alright, calm down ya brats,” Kuro growled. “It’s just a boat, don’t get your panties in a bunch. Go on, get your stuff ready. We have a Forest Gate to catch.”

He followed the bubbling triplets up the stairs, leaving the two Heroes alone.

“Keira?” Nao spoke after a moment of silence.

“Yeah?”

“What did Lydia mean when she spoke about meeting strong, virile men?”

“Ah. She’s a bit, uh, obsessed with propagating the nephilim species.”

“That’s only natural, isn’t it? Being the first of their kind and all.”

“Oh, absolutely, but she takes it too far. She wants hundreds of babies.”

“Hundreds? Really?”

“Yeah, and her standards for father material are dropping by the day. She even asked her tutor to, and I quote, ‘breed her’ even though they’d only known each other a few days!”

“Uh, how’d that turn out?”

“Dahmon abandoned her in the woods and nearly fled the country. Barely convinced him to give her another chance. They’re cool now, but… yeah.”

“Oh, dear. Are the other two like that?”

“Not really. Maddie flirts with everyone, but she only does it for fun. Robin’s too focused on training to even think about that sort of stuff. I imagine neither would hold back if someone strikes their fancy, though. They’re not big on hesitation.”

“Hmm. That’s good to know.”

Nao’s eyes were opened to a possibility he hadn’t really considered before. One that he would not have had the confidence to pursue if he hadn’t met Keira over two years ago. That said, it wasn’t something he felt comfortable discussing with her. Or saying aloud for that matter.

But…

Well…

Suffice it to say, he’d be more than happy to step up if the nephilim needed his help with their population problem.


Interlude
Guardian Angel

“Incoming!”

A boulder-sized chunk of diseased flesh crashed on top of the Inquisition’s ranks. Though most managed to get away, a few were trapped underneath. The others immediately surrounded the disgusting brown mass and showered it with fire and purification magic, causing it to shrivel and wither away into harmless dust. The troops had only seconds to spare before the concentrated hunk of Blight claimed the lives of the soldiers and transformed them into fearsome Death Knights. It was paramount they got rid of it as quickly as possible, so them crowding around it was precisely what the enemy was aiming for.

“Another! Incoming!”

A second profane projectile came hurtling down on the same spot. The Paladins and Priests hesitated for a split second, torn between saving their trapped allies and preserving their own skin. Thankfully, a massive shadow passed overhead and relieved them of the burden of that decision.

“Fear not, friends!” the figure yelled down. “Björn is here for you!”

Two loud stomps, a cloud of dust, and a wet thud later, they looked up to find a steel tower on legs had leapt between them and the enemy.

“Hahaha! You’re going to need more than that!”

The three-meter-tall man laughed heartily as he shook the sticky meat-boulder from his equally gigantic tower shield. Clad head-to-toe in battered metal plating with decorative horns poking out of his helmet and shoulders, it would be easy to mistake Björn for a fiend. However, even those imposing demons would find it impossible to reach the size of this man. He was an absolute unit even by giant standards.

“Onward, friends!” he encouraged them. “Take heart and stand behind Björn!”

Those few simple words were all the Inquisition troops needed to turn their shock into vigor.

“Ooorah!”

The soldiers piled behind the walking fortress as he pushed toward the undead ranks. Arrows, Spells, stones, bones, and flesh clattered against the ridiculously heavy shield like raindrops on a window. The regular-sized folk thanked their respective deities that Björn and his comrades were on their side. Not only were their immense size and strength deeply appreciated, but their hopeful and positive attitude in the face of dire straits helped uplift and maintain the grunts’ spirits.

“Weehahahaha!”

Another giant roared with laughter further down the frontline. Dozens of ghouls were sent flying every time he swung that tree-sized totem of his. He was mostly bare chested, showing off the colorful shamanistic tattoos covering his entire upper body. His thick brown hair, beard, and moustache were styled in rope-like braids that swung around wildly whenever he moved, which was all the time. The seemingly endless tide of undead meant the giant had to constantly stay on his toes lest he get buried under an avalanche of flesh. Noticing a particularly dense group of foes approaching, he slammed his simplistic weapon into the barren ground.

“Sunder Soil!”

The gnarled inscriptions along the totem’s length let out a dull green light as he channeled his magic through it. The ground groaned, heaved, cracked, and then suddenly split open to swallow and bury his targets.

“Watch it, Gisli!” the gnomish woman riding his shoulder shouted. “You nearly hit some of our guys!”

“Apologies, tiny one!” he bellowed back. “The land is sick, it resists my commands!”

“Ugh, this is why I hate you naturalist types,” she grumbled. “You wouldn’t know mana control if it walked up to you and bit you on the nose.”

The little Pyromancer looked up to see another boulder of rotting flesh about to hit the platoon behind Gisli. She demonstrated some of what she was saying by intercepting the projectile with a well-placed Fireball. While her Spell wasn’t powerful enough to incinerate it outright, it knocked it off course so that it landed between the Inquisition’s formations rather than on top of them. She turned her attention back to the ground where a bunch of howling zombies were trying to run past Gisli’s legs.

“Hope you were paying attention yesterday!”

That was the only warning she gave her ‘ride’ before a wave of magical flames enveloped both the undead and the giant’s lower body. Gisli grit his teeth and steeled himself for the pain, but it was surprisingly mild. Though he had forgotten in the heat of the moment, he had indeed heeded the pint-sized Pyromancer’s earlier warning to wear fireproof pants and emerged from the blaze mostly unscathed. He had to admit, having this snarky flamethrower on his shoulder was a far more effective combat strategy than he thought it would be. He feared he would throw her off with how much he usually moved around, yet this tiny woman called Jinny Sparklight remained firmly attached to him while maintaining pinpoint accuracy with her Spells. Gisli knew gnomes had a penchant for precision yet was constantly surprised and impressed by his new companion’s proficiency. Most important of all, it was immensely reassuring to have her watch his wide back.

“Weehahaha!” he roared with laughter once again. “This must be how two-headed ogres feel!”

“Focus, Gisli! Some of your old friends are incoming!”

“Aye,” the man’s bright smile faltered. “I see them.”

It was the first time Jinny had ever seen anything put a damper on the giant’s mood, but she understood. The three lumbering figures running at them were a species of undead called jotun. They were ancient giants who died exploring northern Percepeia’s frozen wastes only to be raised from their icy tombs by the Boneshaper’s vile magic. The creatures were formidable warriors who commanded the same unforgiving cold that had claimed their lives centuries ago. They also served as a grim reminder of the fate that had befallen the giants’ homeland, and Gisli couldn’t help but feel shaken. No living thing wanted to see the twisted, shambling corpses of their own kind walking around, let alone trying to kill them. The giant Shaman felt it was his responsibility to liberate his dead ancestors from the Blight’s wretched grasp, so he stepped forward to challenge the jotun trio despite Jinny’s protests. Taking on three of those things at once wasn’t necessarily suicidal, but it was pretty damn close.

A streak of golden light suddenly appeared overhead and darted ahead of Gisli just as he was about to do something incredibly stupid. He only caught a glimpse of the radiant figure – an angel draped in white and gold robes of purity and piety, the Inquisition’s eye upon her chest and a golden halo over her hooded face. With a single beat of her ethereal wings, the angel charged straight at the trio of jotun. The towering zombies swung their frozen clubs upwards, launching an avalanche of icy spikes that threatened to swallow and drown the holy eyesore. She broke through the barrage like a stone through glass, the barrier of her Aegis Spell easily fending off the unfocused attack.

“Symbol of Purity!”

The angelic priestess activated her Ultimate with a commanding shout, causing a flower-like sigil of golden light the size of a barn to manifest around her. It lingered for a moment before bursting into countless radiant petals that rained down on the undead, reducing all of them – jotun included – to dust. The angel darted off to another part of the battlefield, eager to purge more of the vile heresies besieging her allies. Gisli and Jinny could do little but stare, awe-struck and slack-jawed, as she proceeded to deliver Teresa’s judgment upon another towering wretch.

Naturally, the giant-gnome duo weren’t the only ones watching.

“Tsk. I don’t have many of those frosty boys left.”

Several kilometers away, a certain man stood by his lonesome. He had chalk-gray skin, glowing purple eyes, and ghostly white hair parted by a pair of elfin ears. A luxurious-looking coat the color of dried blood covered his otherwise bare torso, its rigid collar tall enough to conceal the lower half of his face. A matching skirt-like garment obscured his lower body, and his clawed fingers gripped a foul-looking staff of polished bone and preserved sinew.

“I suppose it doesn’t matter in the end,” he grumbled. “Those fools may win the fight, but they won’t win this war.”

This wasn’t the first occasion where the Inquisition forces dispatched to Velos had clashed against his undead armies, nor would it be the last. As a Blight Lord, Aleister could easily raise an army or six in a matter of days. He just needed sufficient raw material to work with, and that was hardly a concern. Life on Velos was stubborn, virulent, and viral, ensuring that Aleister had a constant stream of ‘recruits.’ Though by no means a match for the infamous Boneshaper, he shared many of the same ‘gifts’ as the original Blight Lord. As his species’ name suggested, he could conjure, control, and manipulate the undead plague with ease. He didn’t need to invest his MP into producing minions like a Necromancer, though he certainly could if he wanted to. It was simply far more efficient to contaminate an area with Blight and then seize control of the monstrosities and aberrations that rose from it.

Unfortunately for Aleister, this passive yet efficient approach would never produce the critical mass necessary to begin his conquest in earnest. Living things tended to run from a Blighted area due to those bothersome survival instincts of theirs. The disease also moved quite slowly after he ‘seeded’ an area, so only those caught in the initial wave of Blight would succumb to it. And since his Blight Dispersal Skill had a range of ‘only’ three hundred meters, getting tens of thousands of bodies caught up in that had proven understandably difficult. Furthermore, the quality of the carcasses normally left behind was quite poor since only weaklings failed to escape the initial Blight cloud in time. That was the downside of trying to set up shop on a continent teeming with life – too much squirming.

Realistically speaking, Aleister would never make much progress on Velos unless he gathered enough death to produce a plague belcher. The unliving tower of flesh would allow him to expand the Blight’s influence exponentially until it swallowed up even this verdant expanse. Getting that snowball rolling was why he covertly incited, directed, and assisted Gutzstompa’s orcish invasion. His plan was to have the greenskins and raptors kill each other until they produced a veritable mountain of corpses, then arrange for the orc warlord and Axel’s bothersome martyr to take each other out. It had all gone swimmingly, and Aleister got his much-desired plague belcher, only to immediately lose it to some rogue variable. To make matters worse, he’d shown his hand, and now an entire heavenly-backed coalition was after him. He needed to bleed out the Inquisition and their adventurer supporters, and that required he use some of the special undead he brought over from the Blighted Lands. Since he wasn’t exactly on speaking terms with his old boss anymore, he would not be getting reinforcements and had no way to recover their loss. That angel wiping out so many of his ‘frosty boys’ before they could inflict any meaningful damage stung quite a bit.

Aleister nevertheless felt adamant he’d win in the long run. Even if his most powerful units were quite limited in number, the living were even more restricted in the forces they could field. As powerful as those angels were, they were too few in number to change the course of a full-scale war. The rank and file soldiers were far more important in terms of overall military strength, and replacing those took time, resources, and willing volunteers while the Blight Lord could mass produce fodder with impunity. Not just from the overflowing wildlife, but also from the ranks of the Inquisition’s fallen. While the living struggled with attrition, the undead war machine thrived on it. The grim reality of this unholy incursion was that it could not be stopped conventionally. The living’s only hope for victory was to cut it off at the head.

None understood this better than Aleister, which was why he never once stepped foot on anything even remotely resembling a battlefield. Having obtained and mastered the Lightbinder Job from his lengthy stay in the giants’ desecrated homeland, he could observe and direct his armies from afar. He also shrouded himself with layers of obfuscating illusory magic and defensive barriers while suppressing the copious amount of Blight his body normally emitted. He was a phantom that orchestrated one massacre after the next, always watching anonymously from the sidelines. Aleister wasn’t conceited in thinking himself nigh-impossible to track down. He had, however, severely underestimated the resourcefulness of those burdened with the title of Hero.

The Blight Lord was so focused on his clairvoyance magic that he failed to notice a Gate Spell open above and behind him. He definitely realized he’d been found when something smashed into his outermost defensive layer, cracking its invisible barrier. Aleister’s consciousness snapped back to his surroundings and he looked up to see none other than the embodiment of justice, the Hero of the Hammer, the Grand Inquisitor himself – Sigmund Law. A man whose sanctified holy armor, inscribed two-handed mace, radiant aura, furrowed brows, and glinting scalp made it abundantly clear he was not here by chance or coincidence.

“Taste the wrath of the Goddess, villain!” the Paladin declared. “Justice From Above!”

A torrent of divine energy fell upon the Blight Lord as a waterfall of white light, its overwhelming force instantly demolishing all magical defenses. The mastermind behind the largest orc uprising in history didn’t even get a chance to speak before his body was obliterated. When the effects of Sigmund’s most powerful Skill dissipated, the only thing left was a crumbling statue of salt in Aleister’s image and a rather interesting damage notification.

[Your target has been thoroughly purified. Target HP -31,536.]

Justice From Above grew in power in direct proportion to how evil and beyond redemption the Skill’s wielder deemed their target to be and how powerful that conviction was. Which, considering Aleister was the most despicable, deceitful, and blasphemous existence Sigmund had ever known, meant the Blight Lord was instantly obliterated. Having an ability like that was straight up cheating, no matter how one looked at it. Yet, the human Paladin did not relax his guard. His gut told him this wouldn’t end so easily.

These things never did.

His hunch was proven true before the proverbial dust had a chance to settle. Mere moments later, the elf-like statue of salt burst to reveal a perfectly unharmed Blight Lord. With the villain’s defenses down, Sigmund wasted no time in charging at him head-on, determined to put hammer to face with all haste. Unfortunately, he was not faster than Aleister’s next move.

“Grasp of the Undying!”

Thrusting his palm forward in a pushing motion, the undead commander caused a massive skeletal hand to burst from the withered soil at his feet. The Paladin swung his divinity-radiating weapon at the colossal limb before it could wrap its fingers around him. He shattered its hand, but the broken wrist still hit him in the chest like a battering ram, throwing him back. He tumbled across the ground, managing to get to his feet as he skid to a halt. When Sigmund turned his gaze back toward his opponent, he saw Aleister already retreating through the air. It seemed the Blight Lord would escape the ambush unharmed as non-Ranker Paladins couldn’t fly and were rather limited in their long-ranged attack options.

However, Sigmund was just the vanguard.

“Kinetic Slam!”

An invisible wave of force crashed against the fleeing undead, sending him face-first into the dirt with so much force that the Hero of the Hammer felt the ground tremble.

“Took your sweet time getting here,” the bald man grumbled.

“Apologies, Gux needed time to tie his shoelaces.”

The barefoot Hero of Rain offered a rather questionable excuse as he descended from the still-open Gate Spell. However, Sigmund had no right to complain. It was through Gux’s Ultimate Skill that he even found Aleister to begin with as the vile being’s illusions shielded him from all other forms of visual and magical detection. Yet, the Heroes knew he would be skulking about since scouts recruited from the locals had found traces of a powerful undead being in the area surrounding their previous large-scale battles. There was no guarantee those tracks belonged to Aleister or that he would show up to every war zone. Nor was Gux confident he could find the undead commander with his Wandering Mind even if he was lurking about. The sightless lizard had to roam around with his disembodied consciousness, hoping to ‘bump into’ the Blight Lord’s illusory command post. The fact that he located him a mere thirty minutes after the nearby skirmish started was nothing short of a miracle. Then, in a manner the Goddess of Probability would vigorously applaud, the Heroes leapt at the offered chance with zero hesitation.

Unfortunately, though Gux inflicted a horrendous amount of damage, the Blight Lord still rose to his feet without so much as a stagger. Granted, the Kinetic Slam wasn’t anywhere near as powerful as the signature move of Teresa’s chosen, but the blind raptor was certain he heard bones crunch when his target hit the ground.

“Be aware,” his words echoed through his psychic link. “Our foe possesses a powerful recovery ability.”

“I do not think it that simple,” Sigmund added. “He took nearly thirty thousand damage from me and has not suffered a single scratch.”

“He cannot elude his destruction forever,” Orrin’s reassuring words followed. “We will not fail to stamp this evil out!”

The Hero of the Sun was last to pass through the open Gate before it shut tight. The Blight Lord was an unknown quantity, though it was safe to assume he would chew up the rank and file soldiers. He would also likely not show himself if too many big names were missing from the battle. Hence, it was decided a strike team of three Heroes would be held in reserve to challenge Aleister while the rest dealt with his minions. At least, that had been the intent, but it would appear someone else made it through the collapsing gateway.

Someone short, armored, and perpetually pissed off.

“Heads up, ye snivelin’ jessie gomerel!”

Those words were the only warning Hilda gave before she landed in front of the Blight Lord, her axe cleaving him top to bottom, right through the middle. It passed so effortlessly through him that the dwarf momentarily thought she was cleaving butter. However, when she looked back up, she saw he was completely unscathed and already preparing a counter-attack. His hand came down on her in a wide swiping motion while sheathed in a putrid-looking brown-green gas. The unexpected and ominous counter-strike would have definitely hit her if not for Gux, who managed to push Aleister away with a telekinetic shove. Sigmund dashed past the hot-headed dwarf as he chased after his quarry. He took a swing at the undead, but it was deflected by a barrier of bone that rose up from the ground to surround Aleister. Orrin followed up by striking at the undead with a Holy Smite Spell, but it was negated by a bubble of curse energy. Hilda pulled her axe from the ground just in time to have Gux place a hand on her helmet and ‘invite’ her into the Heroes’ telepathic channel.

“You are not authorized to be here!” Sigmund’s commanding voice entered her thick skull.

“I go where the fight’s at, Baldie!” she responded immediately.

That really was her entire reason for being here. Hilda had done nothing but clean up fodder since she came to Velos. First it was the orcs, then the undead, and occasionally undead orcs. She’d had plenty of fights, but they were all as dull and monotonous as sweeping the floor. She didn’t come to this continent to do chores. She was here to hone her skills and shake off the rust in preparation for the Dragon Festival, and so far she’d found little she could call challenging. Her intuition and insight told her something big was about to go down, so she lurked around the Heroes’ area of the camp. That was how she was able to follow them through that portal, the Inquisition officers at the other end finding themselves entirely incapable of stopping her.

“Your assistance is most appreciated, Hilda of the Raging Tempest,” Orrin greeted her. “This foe is proving to be far more durable than expected.”

“Yeah, ‘bout that.”

Hilda was well aware this guy wouldn’t die easily. She’d noticed the giant beam of light that accompanied Sigmund’s Hero Skill just before she leapt through the Gate, yet Baldie’s opponent was still standing. She expected the guy would somehow survive her full-powered swing, but for him to shrug it off so effortlessly was… sobering. Also enlightening. Unlike the others, she had gotten up close and personal with Aleister at the moment of impact, and that proximity gave her a peek at what lay underneath his fancy open coat. Dozens of tiny dolls made from hair, bone, and skin hung from the garment’s inner side by a small chain. She only got a glimpse of the macabre collection, but two in particular caught her attention. One was turned into salt, and the other had been cut in half.

“He’s got some weird dolls on him that are taking the damage in his stead!”

Befitting a veteran adventurer, the dwarf instantly connected the dots and shared that vital information clearly and concisely. Though neither she nor the Heroes had ever heard of such a magic, the unshakable confidence attached to her telepathic message left no room for doubt. Indeed, though based entirely on intuition, her blind guess was spot on. The Skill in question was called Undying Effigy, a Blight Lord exclusive. It gave Aleister quite a few ‘extra lives’ to work with, but creating a new effigy wasn’t something that could be done quickly or easily, least of all in the middle of a fight. His enemies didn’t know that detail, but they correctly assumed that any ability powerful enough to counteract a Hero Skill would have a severe limit or cost attached.

In other words, all Sigmund, Gux, Orrin, and Hilda had to do was keep killing Aleister until he stopped getting back up. This quickly proved far more achievable than initially anticipated. The undead was slippery, but far more fragile than one would expect from a being in his position. It only took one or two clean hits to shave off an effigy, though landing those was the hard part. The Blight Lord continuously assaulted them with conjured bones and beams of piercing light while hiding behind barriers and illusions. He also allowed the Blight to spread out like a heavy cloud of death. Orrin did his best to disperse the disease, but this strain of the plague was far more potent and resilient than any he’d encountered. Its presence made Aleister’s game plan obvious. He was intending to keep the living busy while the Blight oozing from him seeped into his enemies’ through their skin and lungs. It seemed to be working, too. Despite Orrin and Gux’s combined efforts to ward off the disease through their respective Priest and Shaman Spells, it eventually started affecting them and their comrades. Their HP began draining at an accelerating pace, and their limbs grew heavier and heavier as the vigor was drained from their bodies. Even if the infection was cleansed, it would only take moments to start setting in again.

The fight had essentially turned into a race wherein the four enlightened tried to snuff out all of the undead creature’s lives while they still drew breath. They could retreat, of course, but Aleister would not give them another chance. He had been evading them for months, and this was the only time they’d managed to lay eyes on him, let alone attack him directly. If he escaped now, he would surely take measures to ensure this sort of situation never repeated itself. Unfortunately for the Heroes, victory continued to slip away with each second until it seemed as though it was impossible. Gux and Orrin had to devote almost all their energy into warding off the Blight, leaving them unable to assist Sigmund and Hilda in landing hits on Aleister. They’d lost their initial advantage, and the battle was steadily swinging against them, much as the Blight Lord expected his overall campaign to go. The Heroes were unlikely to receive any reinforcements, either. If they had the fighters to spare, they would’ve sent them all in at the start. To make matters worse, the undead plague around them was now thick enough to form an off-brown fog. The disease not only weakened the living and obscured their surroundings but also empowered their enemy, making him even faster and harder to pin down than before.

“… Forgive me, Solus,” Orrin muttered under his breath. “It seems I will require your aid after all.”

Though he didn’t want to take away from what little precious divine power his patron deity had, the Hero of the Sun had no other option. He activated Celestial Avatar with a silent prayer, and his massive body turned into what could only be described as solidified sunlight. The warm, nurturing light he emanated rapidly dispersed the foul disease and filled his allies with unparalleled vigor. Aleister let out a pained hiss and raised a hand to shield his eyes from the golden radiance, his body already dissolving into streams of black smoke.

“Praise the sun, mortals!” Orrin’s voice boomed. “For it will deliver you from this creature’s vile machinations!”

The giant spread out his luminescent arms, and a swirling beam of sunlight shot from his chest. It instantly enveloped Aleister, leaving him little more than a shadow drowning in a sea of blinding light. His form pulsed as withered flesh rapidly disintegrated and then just as quickly grew back. The Celestial Avatar’s stream of concentrated energy was tearing through his stockpile of Undying Effigies like a hungry mimic through an orphanage. However, though it seemed the Blight Lord was done for, the Heroes forgot one thing. The Boneshaper had no doubt faced a Hero of the Sun before, and as his lieutenant, Aleister was fully aware how to handle the troublesome bright-eyes. The smog-like cloud of Blight surrounding the area began moving like it had a mind of its own. It rose up, rapidly converging overhead as it grew thicker and denser. The other Heroes and their vertically-challenged ally were still blinded by Orrin’s radiance, so none could see what was going on before it was too late.

The burst of energy coming from the Celestial Avatar began to diminish and fade away, forcing Orrin to return to his usual, fleshy self. The giant fell to his hands and knees, feeling both drained and confused. He looked up to see the Blight cloud had turned black as charcoal, completely blocking the sun’s rays. As powerful as the Celestial Avatar was, it could not function without a direct line of sight to the source of its power. Making matters worse, Aleister was still standing, albeit barely. His regal coat and any remaining Undying Effigies underneath had all been burned off, leaving his scrawny upper body bare. This revealed a gaping hole on the left side of his chest that hadn’t been visible under the aforementioned garment. A ball of thorny vines was visible within the ancient wound, the mysterious organ pulsating within his chest like a makeshift heart.

Having spotted the now-obvious weak point, Sigmund and Hilda immediately moved forward to finish the job, but the Blight Lord had one more trick up his sleeve. He activated Blight Dispersal, causing a literal wall of the disease to spread out from his profane being. It washed over the Berserker, the Paladin, the Psionic, and the Priest, forcing them back. The enlightened choked, sputtered, and coughed as the disease filled their lungs and robbed them of their strength, causing them to writhe around on the ground like fish out of water.

“That’s more like it!” Aleister declared triumphantly. “Took you long enough to blow your load, sunny-boy.”

Blight Dispersal was his most potent weapon, but it couldn’t match up against the Celestial Avatar. He knew full well just how unfair a Hero’s Skills would be, and just like with Hesk and the plague belcher, he made sure to bait it out before he showed his hand. Sure, he had just barely survived on his last ‘life,’ but these mortals stood no chance of claiming it. Even if they somehow mustered the strength to stand, they would find Aleister immensely empowered by the same Blight that left them gasping and choking. His previously scrawny form grew several sizes larger, adopting a powerful build and wide frame that put even Sigmund’s respectable muscles to shame. Even the gaping hole in his chest was sealed up, the mysterious organ within disappearing from view as if to taunt the living in their final moments.

Naturally, Aleister himself wasn’t above a bit of trash talking.

“Aw, what’s the matter, human?” he gloated as he loomed over Teresa’s chosen. “Where’s all that pep you had a second ago?!”

He kicked the Paladin, sending his heavily armored bulk crashing into Orrin’s heaving body.

“I will admit, you almost had me there,” his mockery intensified. “Too bad you were so pathetic even your godly gifts weren’t enough to defeat me.”

“I don’t need… no blimey god…” Hilda spoke as she rose to her shaky feet. “All I need… to squash a limey cunt like ye… is me own fists!”

The dwarf unleashed the indomitable wrath only a Level 100 Berserker could muster. She let out a deafening war cry and charged at Aleister, ready to throw her life away if it meant she could take this insufferable twat-lord with her. The undead grinned under his face mask and spread his arms out as if to welcome her futile charge. He wouldn’t let the dwarf touch him, of course. He merely looked forward to seeing her wallow in despair when he swatted her away with minimal effort. Once she and her companions had perished, he would raise them to be his subordinates just to spite the gods that turned their backs on him and his family oh-so-long ago. Unfortunately for Aleister, his calculated machinations would once again encounter a rogue variable of unprecedented magnitude.

*THUUUUUUUUM*

Something fell on the Blight Lord with such speed that Hilda didn’t even see it come down. It landed with an earth-shaking impact that flooded her vision with a wave of dust and rock. Her ears were then deafened by a strange thunder that made the very air tremble. This sonic shockwave was accompanied by a turbulent rush of wind so fierce it scattered the unnaturally heavy Blight cloud. It was a testament to the Ranker’s endurance that she remained standing in the face of all that chaos, during which she couldn’t help but imagine that the ‘limey cunt’ had spontaneously exploded. An amusing thought, albeit highly unlikely.

It took a few more seconds for the elements to resolve the absurd forces they’d been subjected to. It was only then that Hilda allowed herself a gasp of blissfully clean and surprisingly cold air. As her vision cleared, she identified a face she never thought she’d be happy to see. It bore the beautiful features of a mature woman locked in a mask of indifference around a lazy look in her inhumanly yellow eyes, all framed by a familiar head of raven-black hair. The dwarf momentarily questioned if she had the wrong person since the one she was thinking of didn’t have feline ears, furry forearms, bird feet, or a tuft-tipped tail. The wings were there, but they were significantly more tangible than the ones in her memory. By all accounts, this should be a completely different creature, yet that thoroughly unique visage could not belong to anyone else.

“… Jen?” the dwarf mumbled in disbelief.

“Hilda?” the griffin-harpy answered unthinkingly.

“What in Goroth’s gravelly ballsack is going on?!”

“Ah… whoops.”

A realization dawned on the harpy. She was not supposed to reveal her monstrous disposition to anyone. Yet here she was, with four very prominent people staring straight at her. She had no idea that her old frenemy and three entire Heroes would be in this cloud of Blight when she decided to ‘drop in’ on a whim. She just happened to be in the area because she was searching for powerful foes to sharpen her talons on, and her Disciple of Chaos Skill guided her to the nearby battlefield. It didn’t seem like a matter she should get involved in and was about to leave when Orrin’s superbly flashy transformation drew her attention to this spot. It seemed like a chance to snag a shiny prize worthy of giving to Boxxy as a token of appreciation. That really was all she came here for, yet this was how things turned out.

Worse still, she couldn’t silence these four without killing them. Though the battle maniac part of her relished the challenge, her monstrously pragmatic side knew the idea was a very poor one. Though these four were clearly exhausted from their battle, the high-altitude supersonic Air Raid that Jen had just pulled off had taken its toll. Though she hid it rather well, the recoil from that ridiculous impact had left her right leg broken in three places. She was in no condition to challenge four veteran fighters, not to mention her new boss might have plans for these four high-profile individuals.

Then there was the matter of the pulverized remains in the middle of the freshly-made crater underneath her talons. Jen genuinely had no idea who or what she was aiming for since she couldn’t see very well with all that smog in the way, so she naturally aimed for the largest silhouette. Identifying the smear her target had turned into was all but impossible, but the Monk had enough experience to make a few educated guesses. One, it was clearly undead, seeing as her Ki had purified parts of the body into gray ash. Two, it probably wasn’t important to Boxxy’s schemes since that creature hated the undead – they tasted horrible. Lastly, and most importantly, the creature was a high-value target that instantly boosted her Harpy and Griffin Jobs from Level 23 to 25. That was a lot of XP for what was essentially a stolen kill. Jen wasn’t expecting to hit the Rank Up threshold today, but now that she had, she made it her next objective. The process would heal her leg, make her even stronger, and fulfill the first task Boxxy had given her after it removed the shackles of her humanity. Letting these do-gooders live with knowledge of her new self wasn’t ideal, but it was still a worthwhile trade.

It took Jen several awkwardly silent seconds to mull all this over. Mind made up, the griffin-girl threw her captive audience a cheeky ‘V’ sign with her right hand and darted off into the sky with Dustoff, her talons still wrapped around Aleister’s mangled remains. It all happened so fast that it took the Hero squad and their ‘plus one’ a few more minutes to fully recover from the mental shock of everything that just transpired.

“So… care to explain what that was about?” Orrin questioned Hilda as he treated everyone’s injuries.

“Why ye askin’ me?”

“It seemed to Gux the angry one knew our mysterious savior,” the Hero of Rain pointed out.

“I know a lot of folks. Most of them weirdos. Jen just topped that list, though.”

“Jen?” Sigmund raised an eyebrow. “As in, Jennifer Jackson of the Gilded Hand?”

“Aye. Ye heard of her, Baldie?”

“Few in the Empire haven’t. Her wanted posters were spread all over following the war. You can still see them here and there around the capital.”

Her bounty remained active since her death was never confirmed, and meeting her on Velos certainly answered a few questions, though it raised far more.

“Any clue what her goal was?” he asked the most pertinent one.

“Dunno what to tell ye, Baldie,” Hilda scratched her helmet. “The Jen I knew only cared about pickin’ fights, but that was a long time ago. I haven’t the foggiest what that loony bird was actually after.”

“Well. The Blight Lord has fallen, if nothing else,” the giant chuckled. “I say we focus on that and let the rest be.”

“You know what, Orrin?” Sigmund looked up at him. “That is the best idea I have heard in a month.”

Frankly speaking, the man was tired of this blasted continent. The countless greenskins, man-eating plants, swarms of insects, and maddeningly humid climate were one thing. The Boneshaper wannabe and that incomprehensibly powerful Realm Scar demon were another. A wanted war criminal turned harpy bailing him out of a tight spot and then just leaving as if she happened to be passing through the neighborhood?

“Fuck this place, I’m going home.”

That was where he drew the line.


Chapter Two
Legacy




Part One

It hadn’t even started, and people were already calling it the trial of the century. Officially, the legal proceeding had a very lifeless designation marked with serial numbers, abbreviations, and jargon. Unofficially, it was the sentencing of the worst criminal and terrorist to ever set foot on Republic soil. An exaggeration without a doubt, though it certainly felt true to the people, and theirs was the only opinion that mattered as far as the government was concerned. Indeed, this entire ‘trial’ was ultimately a farce, a show put on to appease the angry populace. The defendant, a human spy called Whittaker, didn’t even have legal counsel since nobody wanted to represent him. Even the Imperial embassy didn’t want to get involved. His guilt had clearly been decided long before he was dragged before a judge.

The courtroom was filled to the brim even though only select people were allowed to enter. That didn’t stop the commoners from gathering outside the courthouse, chanting angry slogans as they voiced their pain and outrage at the villain inside. The more cynical among the citizens even noted that the Republic government could’ve made a fortune if they sold tickets to the highest bidder. A few even believed that was what had happened, given the social status of those inside. Business tycoons, guild leaders, government officials, military commanders, foreign dignitaries, and influential VIPs were the only ones allowed to observe the mock trial. They all glared at the defendant in the front of the room, who was chained up and under heavy guard. Whittaker seemed entirely unfazed by the bloodlust hammering at the back of his head, mostly because he was nothing but a meat-puppet dancing to the tune of a pair of shapeshifters.

“So, that’s the piece of filth who murdered my father?” a voice grumbled amidst the general murmur. “I wish I could have five minutes alone with him and a crowbar.”

“Easy now, Elias,” Doris attempted to calm him. “He’ll get what’s coming to him.”

What was left of the Slyth family was among those present. The eldest son had only returned from Velos a week ago after word of the Collapse and his father’s death had called him back, so his anger and grief were still fresh. Not that the other spectators were any different. Everyone in that courtroom had lost loved ones in that catastrophe. They deserved to see this through.

“I hope they don’t execute him,” Keira whispered menacingly. “Death’s too good for scum like that.”

Her presence was also a given. It was the Hero of Chaos that brought in the culprit, after all, so her testimony was crucial to the proceedings. The Sandman was also there, though not in person. Xera was allowed to stand in as the mercenary’s representative. She sat cross-legged at the end of the row with a stunning red dress wrapped tightly around her old succubus form.
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While hardly what one would call appropriate, none dared question her attire or the malicious grin on her lips. Just a demon delighting in mortal suffering, same as they always do.

“All rise for the honorable judge Underwood!”

The murmur ground to a screeching halt as an elf with dull red hair and a dignified beard upon his square jaw entered the chamber. Boxxy had never seen this Underwood before, but that was hardly surprising considering how widespread they were around various government institutions. There must have been at least six among the eighty or so attendees, and the only familiar face among them was Cecilia. She was here in her capacity as the Collapse’s chief investigator, a role many would consider career-defining. Though she personally felt she had done a very poor job of handling this case, that was a sentiment the entire FIB could get behind. In her colleagues’ eyes, Cecilia deserved praise for having the foresight to involve and cooperate with the Hero of Chaos, and the commendation she received showed the higher-ups agreed.

When the time came, the judge tried his best to progress the trial in as orderly and civil a manner as possible. Cases were stated and evidence presented. The method used to cause the Collapse was also brought up, though the specifics were not revealed out of concern for national security. Relevant witnesses were called up next. Keira performed her part in incriminating the suspect admirably, as did the scapegoat himself. He went into strongly-worded tirades about how the ‘twigs’ were all ‘subhuman trash’ and this trial was a ‘perverse mockery of justice.’ As if that hadn’t been enough to make him appear the worst kind of scum, he also stated he’d ‘do it all over again a hundred times.’ Boxxy was momentarily worried that Stain might have overdone it with that particular outburst. Whittaker was supposed to appear unrepentant and bigoted, not megalomaniacal.

However, the doppelganger had slightly underestimated the queen slime. She had ready access to the thoughts and memories of the worst criminals in Republic history, allowing her to put on a uniquely convincing act. It was so well received the guards had to physically restrain a few attendees from assaulting the defendant. Surprisingly enough, the slime was also in the courtroom. It was a bit unexpected but not at all unwelcome since it made the co-conspirators’ job easier. As for why ‘Warden Stain’ was making a public appearance, that became apparent when the predetermined sentence was handed out.

“In light of overwhelming evidence, I hereby find Jeremy Whittaker guilty of all charges,” the judge loudly declared. “For his many crimes against the Ishigar Republic and its people, I hereby condemn him to spend the next five hundred eighty-six years of deathless suffering within Bitterhold’s deepest, darkest reaches.”

Murmurs and nods of approval rose from the audience as Judge Underwood passed down the harshest punishment within his legal authority. ‘Deathless suffering’ was a torture and execution method left over from the brutal days of the Elven Dominion. It involved a disturbingly creative application of necromancy that left the soul of the damned trapped within an enchanted vessel, subjecting him to never-ending pain. In other words, the court judged that this unrepentant mass-murderer’s sins were too heavy to be washed away by Mortimer’s Final Mercy. He would spend the next six centuries in such excruciating agony that he would wish he could die. It was a terrifying sentence that spat in the face of a god and would, in all likelihood, outlast the Republic itself.

None of that would actually happen since this was all just for show, and the time had come for Warden Stain to play her part. She personally oversaw the transfer of her ‘prisoner’ to the pit of despair and hopelessness known as Bitterhold. The elf-shaped blob of goo kept licking her lips while making slurping noises, all while giggling menacingly to herself. It was without a doubt the look of someone who couldn’t wait to break in their new toy. The Warden already had a certain reputation given her flawless track record, and those creepy and sadistic mannerisms reinforced those rumors. Her unsettling behavior reassured those in attendance that Whittaker would be in ‘good hands’ until the state-sanctioned Necromancers finished performing the necessary rituals.

A government official later announced the verdict to the crowds still gathered outside. It was a controversial ruling handed out to a controversial individual, so it was unsurprisingly met with a whole lot of loud and angry yelling. Unlike the individuals inside the courtroom, the populace called for blood since many did not grasp how damning the sentence was. Crowd mentality took over and it seemed as though a riot might break out, but then a certain someone exited the building. With crimson hair like fire, brown skin like chocolate, glimmering eyes like gold, and pointy feline ears, even those in the far back instantly recognized the Hero of Chaos. Keira’s appearance was enough to stifle the shouts of outrage and disapproval. The crowd fell quiet, staring and murmuring among themselves. Boxxy wasn’t sure what to make of their reaction or how to respond, so it defaulted to a quick and humble retreat from the scene alongside the Slyth family. At least the crowd parted ways to give them safe passage, though the overbearing silence and staring made the shapeshifter feel as though it was attending a funeral procession.

Still, the redhead and her soon-to-be extended family left the scene without much incident and made their way through the busy streets.

“Glad that’s finally over,” Keira sighed. “That was exhausting.”

“You alright, love?” Rowana asked with worry in her voice. “It felt like you were up on that stand for hours.”

“One hour, forty-three minutes, and thirty-five seconds, to be precise.”

“Spoken like a true Artificer,” she smiled for a moment. “Seriously, you sure you wouldn’t rather go home and rest?”

“No, I’m fine. House-hunting is hardly that stressful.”

“You’d be surprised how heated it can get,” Elias chimed in, “especially in the current market. Prices for ground-level real estate have shot up threefold since I last checked. Hardly surprising, considering people don’t feel safe on the branches after everything that’s happened. It’s unfortunate but understandable. I might not have been here to see the Collapse, but just imagining it is… terrifying.”

It was also the main reason he was looking to rebuild his family’s mansion on solid ground rather than up in the air.

“Frankly speaking, I have no idea how you two still feel comfortable up there,” he added.

“I just don’t like giving into fear,” the catgirl responded. “You’ll go crazy if you worry about every little thing that might happen.”

“And when I’m with Keira, I feel as though I have nothing to worry about in the slightest,” Rowana happily hugged her future wife’s arm.

“Seriously though, are you sure it’s wise putting that much money into real estate?” the redhead continued. “Wouldn’t it be better to wait until the marked normalized?”

“Maybe, but… Uh…” the big brother scratched his nose. “That would take months, maybe even years, and, well….”

“He doesn’t want to intrude on you two for that long,” Doris added from the back, “and neither do I. Though it was very kind of you to let us stay with you during these troubled times, it’s quite awkward to see Rowana walk around in her underwear every morning.”

“Yes, that,” Elias added. “I’m not sure when my baby sister became so immodest, but I’d rather not see it.”

“Oh… Sorry,” the girl in question apologized. “I’ll, uh, try to be more mindful.”

“That aside, money isn’t really an issue,” he stated confidently. “We’ve always had considerable means, and we got a sizeable sum from father’s death insurance policy, so we can afford to spend a small fortune on land.”

“Death insurance policy?” the redhead raised a dubious eyebrow. “That sounds… ominous.”

“It’s a service offered by an Alliance-based nosferatu guild. You purchase a timed contract that entitles your family to significant monetary compensation in the unlikely event of your death. Father bought a five-year one just when that war was about to break out and I expect the payout to arrive in the next few days. His final contribution to the Slyth household…”

The conversation had taken an unexpectedly dark turn, prompting Doris to hug her only son across the shoulder while Rowana tightened her grip on Keira’s arm. The group continued walking in silence for several minutes before Elias forcefully changed the topic to something less depressing.

“Anyway, thanks to that, even these horrendously increased prices are not an issue. I’d say availability is a more pressing concern. Ground space has always been quite limited, so we need to claim a suitable plot of land before the other wealthy families buy them all up.”

In other words, supply was at an all-time low and demand was at an all-time high, hence the insane rates.

“I see,” Keira answered thoughtfully. “Sounds like a really tough spot.”

“Indeed, though the prices aren’t as bad as I thought they’d be,” Elias cupped his chin. “Like, have any of you noticed how cheap everything seems?”

“Can’t say I have,” Keira shrugged.

“Hmm, now that you mention it,” Rowana crossed her arms in thought, “it does feel like prices for pretty much everything have dropped since last year.”

“I do believe my dear Samulus said something about that,” Doris chimed in. “I believe ‘deflation’ was the word he used.”

“Mhm,” Elias nodded. “I met up with some people I know, and they confirmed that the average cost of living is markedly lower than five years ago across the country. Around twelve percent in Azurvale and six to ten percent elsewhere.”

“That’s good, isn’t it?” his sister asked.

“No, it isn’t. The only reason goods and services cost less is because the value of gold coins has gone up. I won’t bore you with the details, but this could be very bad if it continues.”

“Wait, what do you mean the value of coins has gone up?” Keira asked rather demandingly. “How does that even happen?”

“The same as it does with any trade good – there’s a lot less in circulation than there used to be.”

“Oh. But can’t the government just mint more coins? It’s not like gold is all that rare.”

“Indeed they can, and I imagine that’s exactly what they’re doing,” Elias speculated. “However, that’s a temporary fix that merely addresses the symptoms of this sudden deflation. It doesn’t address the root cause.”

“Which is?”

“That’s the scary part. Nobody seems to know. It’s like millions of gold coins disappeared off the face of the planet over the last few years. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think we were paying tribute to an elder dragon.”

While humorous in its intent, the statement was frighteningly accurate considering a certain chest’s hoarding habits.

“Keira, wait a minute!” a woman yelled from behind. “I want a word with you!”

The catgirl turned around to see Cecilia Underwood rushing to catch up. The FIB investigator no doubt wanted to discuss a sensitive matter, so Keira told Rowana and her family to go on ahead. It seemed to have been the right decision as Cecilia pulled the redhead into a slightly secluded alleyway for a more private chat.

“What is it this time?” Keira asked, sounding cross. “Did Tol-Saroth rise from his grave and threaten to conquer the Republic?”

“… What?” she asked with genuine concern. “Is he?!”

“I’m joking, Cecilia,” the redhead sighed. “It’s just that every time we meet there seems to be some crisis.”

“Oh. Right. Of course,” the elf smiled awkwardly. “It’s just that you’re, uh… you, and… Actually, never mind.”

“So, what’s this about?”

“I have something for you.”

The elf pulled a rather thick envelope from her military uniform and handed it to Keira.

“This is a little something from all of us down at the Bureau. We wanted to show just how much we appreciate all that you’ve done for us, this city, and our nation. It’s not some governmental award or medal, just a little something-something from those of us in the trenches.”

The catgirl raised an eyebrow and broke the seal, revealing half a dozen folded pieces of paper crammed inside. Most were covered in scribbled messages expressing a mix of gratitude, encouragement, and admiration, with more than a few wishing that Keira could join the FIB officially. The deluge of well-wishes would’ve been incredibly endearing and touching if they were aimed at an actual person. But, since Boxxy was Boxxy, it was merely annoyed that they wasted its time with this sappy crap. Its inner mood did a drastic one-eighty when it got to the final slip of paper. It described the location of a hidden cache of potions, gear, and valuables that the field agents had set aside for Keira’s personal use.

“I also arranged for a special gift from yours truly to be delivered to your house,” the elf added. “It should already be there waiting for you.”

“I… I don’t know what to say.”

“You don’t need to say anything, just accept it,” Cecilia smiled. “Anyway, I’d like to chat some more, but I really gotta run. Hopefully, next time we meet under happier circumstances, yeah?”

Well, wasn’t this a nice surprise? Boxxy doubted whether these presents would be up to its advanced standards regarding shinies, but it wasn’t about to turn down free stuff. It also made a mental note to prepare for an ambush when it went to retrieve the FIB’s care package, just in case this was some elaborate ruse. As for right now, it merely bid Cecilia goodbye and hurried to get back to the house, curious as to what her ‘special gift’ could be. The Slyths would likely be busy for the rest of the afternoon, so it wouldn’t have to worry about them getting their hands on its stuff first.

Unfortunately, what awaited Boxxy on the front porch wasn’t some shiny treasure or a relic of great power. It was an old-yet-elegant hard leather briefcase with a pale brown coloration. An odd gift for someone like Keira, yet made stranger still by its container. It was locked inside a steel cage typically used to detain feral creatures. Surely there were better ways to deter thieves. Or did Cecilia expect the item within to spring to life and run away? It was probably a very valid concern, now that the ex-mimic thought about it.

“She didn’t…” it mumbled. “Right?”

The note in the envelope attached to the cage confirmed its gut feeling to be, as usual, painfully accurate.

Hi Keira,

So, you probably don’t remember, but when we first met, I mentioned some of my underwear was mysteriously disappearing. Well, that kept happening, and it drove me absolutely looney. The good news is that I finally managed to apprehend the culprit. The bad news is that I don’t really know what to do with it. Then I remembered you had that little yipping box, so I figured you’d know what to do with this thing. Thanks for taking this off my hands, you’re a lifesaver!

All the best,
Cecilia Underwood

P.S. Oh, this whole Collapse case somehow got me a promotion! I’ll probably be out of town and on my way to my next deployment by the time you read this. Wish me luck!

“Cunt!”

Thankfully, nobody was around to see that outburst, because randomly screaming profanities and tearing up an innocent piece of paper was hardly fitting behavior for a Hero. Boxxy couldn’t help itself, though. It had just managed to get rid of those infuriating triplets, and that conniving woman not only had the gall to selfishly dump her responsibilities on it, but even called this thing a ‘special gift?’ Her sudden departure from Azurvale was no coincidence either. She planned this. Under the circumstances, it was honestly a small miracle that Boxxy resisted the natural urge to punt the offending piece of luggage into the damn sun. Cecilia’s cheekiness aside, this wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. After calming itself down, the shapeshifter brought the caged briefcase inside and briskly removed it from its confines using the key inside the elf’s letter. The catgirl-shaped monster set it down on the ground, squatted next to it, and stared at it with all the murderous intent it could muster.

As expected, the living briefcase couldn’t help but respond to this terrifying hostility. It suddenly sprouted six familiar arachnid legs and dashed down the hallway as if running for its life, only to have the heavier-than-she-looks beastkin sit on it, pinning it to the floor. In a misguided attempt to free itself, the thing suddenly expanded into a much larger travel trunk at least ten times its previous volume. Though, it only managed to lift the shapeshifter atop it half a meter higher. Being trapped with no way out, the creature let out a pathetic, muffled whine that made it sound like an injured dog despite the fact it hadn’t received a single point of damage.

Well, not yet, at least.

“Snek!” Keira shouted at the top of her lungs. “Get your shiny ass down here!”

The sentient serpentine bracelet arrived moments later, though it didn’t do so alone.

“Yip! Yip! Yip! Yip!”

At some point, Snek had gotten into the habit of riding atop Minic as if the square moron was a trusty steed. The energetic jewelry box didn’t mind as it saw the whole thing like a game. That, and it was genuinely happy to spend time reconnecting with its estranged sibling. Snek mirrored that sentiment, though it had a more selfish reason. It realized its cubic companion had become a singularity of good fortune, and resting on its lid was the safest place to be whenever the master of the house was out. The shiny serpent was rather flabbergasted to find said master had returned with another old friend.

“Snek?! Sneeekekekeke! Sneeek!”

The animate bracelet leapt off Minic and lightly bumped its golden snout against Boxxy’s unwilling seating partner.

“Arf?! Ruff, ruff, ruff!”

The trunk seemed to recognize Snek and answered in deep, rapid barks.

“Yip!? Yipyipyipyip!?”

This made Minic run circles around it in a highly confused manner, turning the formerly quiet house into a headache-inducing cacophony. Still, Boxxy maintained its position while Snek spoke with the newcomer on its behalf. As expected, the sentient luggage container turned out to be one of Tol-Saroth’s original house mimics, unsurprisingly named Trunks. Apparently, it used to be responsible for keeping the elven sage’s clothes warm, clean, and secure during long trips. That was why it came equipped with the same Storage Skill that had served Boxxy so well ever since its infancy.

Over the subsequent centuries, the house mimic had lost sight of its original purpose and developed an obsession for undergarments. More specifically, the lacy bras and panties that only successful women could afford. Trunks apparently liked the feeling of class and elegance those articles gave off. It seemed like a ridiculously specific quirk, but the doppelganger knew it was authentic. Boxxy liked shinies, Minic liked softies, and Snek liked hands. It would be far weirder if this newcomer didn’t have some sort of compulsive predisposition toward a particular set of objects. Trunks just happened to like collecting women’s panties, and Cecilia Underwood had merely been the latest in its long list of ‘victims.’

That aside, it was rather impressive that it managed to stalk her for so long. Even if she mostly worked a desk job, the woman in question was still an FIB operative. A bit of questioning on the subject revealed that Trunks had grown quite adept with the Sneak and Lockpicking Skills over the past four hundred years. It was how it survived for so long despite being a pacifist. It could also alter its dimensions a lot more freely than other mimics, allowing it to squeeze into tight places. Boxxy had Snek ask about the spider legs in particular, which Trunks claimed had been copied from arachnids it observed throughout the years. It certainly explained why they were so similar to the ones Boxxy occasionally used, so the shapeshifter took that answer at face value. Otherwise, it would have to speculate how far back Jeronimo had started manipulating events behind the scenes, and that line of thinking was both unproductive and terrifying.

“Alright, here’s what we’re gonna do.”

With the history lesson out of the way, Boxxy freed Trunks from its rump and established some ground rules. Trunks could live in the house, giving it a safe place to sleep and plenty of food just like its siblings. However, it had to respect the pecking order, which had Keira at the top followed by Snek and then Rowana. It would not be forgiven if it dared to raid the couple’s underwear drawers. There were quite a few pieces of unreasonably expensive demon silk lingerie in there. Trunks would probably attempt to steal those anyway, but Boxxy was confident it would learn its lesson after a few rounds of disciplinary action. While not quite on Snek’s level, it was significantly smarter than Minic.

Next, it had to convince Rowana to look after yet another sentient object. That probably wouldn’t be an issue, though. Trunks could respond to both its name and certain verbal commands, even if it didn’t fully comprehend the language. If simple directions proved insufficient, then Snek would be on hand to act as an intermediary. Its dietary needs were of little concern. The transforming trunk was an herbivore with a preference for hylt fruit, just like the other two. All in all, it really wouldn’t be that hard to convince Rowana to take Trunks in.

The real challenge was getting that elf to look after any other house mimics that Boxxy ran across.

Which, considering its immediate intentions, would likely be quite a few.


Part Two

“So, let me get this straight,” Boxxy said dubiously. “You went out to stretch your wings.”

“Yes,” Jen confirmed.

“Just flying around, minding your own business?”

“Yes.”

“At least until you decided to get some ‘work’ done.”

“Yes.”

“Which led you to a battlefield.”

“Yes.”

“But since the Inquisition was there, you focused on the toxic Blight cloud nearby.”

“Yes.”

“The one so thick that you couldn’t even see through it.”

“Yes.”

“So, you decided, ‘Hmm, this seems like something I want to poke my nose into.’”

“Yes.”

“Which you proceeded to do by diving headfirst into it from a high altitude.”

“Feet-first, technically,” Jen corrected it.

“Uh-huh. And you somehow ended up killing the big bad undead lord that’s been terrorizing the continent.”

“Yes.”

“Completely by accident.”

“Yes.”

“While revealing yourself to three Heroes in the process.”

“Three Heroes and a Hilda,” she pointed out.

“Right. But one of them was Sigmund Law.”

“Yes.”

“Whom I explicitly stated you are to never even approach, let alone confront.”

“… Yes.”

Boxxy took a deep breath. This sort of thing was bound to happen eventually as Jen had never been the most subtle of Edward’s former subordinates, even before her monsterfication. The only reason she’d remained hidden since the Gilded Hand’s fall was because, prior to the Inquisition’s arrival, nobody on Velos knew she was a fugitive. Since the Hero of the Hammer decided to stay behind and personally lead the charge against Aliwhatshisface, it was practically inevitable he’d run into Jen. The harpy was instinctively drawn to battlefields, especially those with particularly powerful individuals. All things considered, Boxxy would be lying if it said it was disappointed in her.

“I am disappointed in you.”

Jen cast her eyes down and twiddled her claws in shame.

“But,” the shapeshifter added, “I am going to overlook this failure since you fulfilled your objective.”

The killing blow on Aleister had given the harpy the last chunk of XP she needed to Rank Up into a Harpy (Royal Griffin), and she underwent the transformation shortly before requesting this meeting through ‘Hookenstein.’ Though, ‘transformation’ was too strong a word. Jen was a tiny bit taller, her wings slightly larger with a fresh set of plumage, and her hair turned from black to snow-white and had a few feathers poking out of it. The internal changes were far more pronounced. Her musculature was lighter, leaner, and more compact, granting her increased speed and agility without sacrificing raw power. She also claimed that her new feathers made flying easier, though that could have been because the minor Rank Up stabilized her physical condition. Her initial transformation had been both abnormal and traumatic, so it wasn’t hard to imagine that it left her with some subconscious hang-ups or less-than-optimal mutations. Fizzy, for instance, hadn’t fully settled into her golem body until her Level 25 Rank Up.

On the mental side, Jen seemed the same as ever, complete with the enthusiastic tackle-hug she gave Boxxy when it dropped in to check on her. It was almost too enthusiastic, considering she managed to break a bone or two in the process. The shapeshifter couldn’t get mad at her, even if it was painful. A negative reaction might alienate her, and it wanted to remain in her good graces at least until the Dragon Festival was over. If things turned sour between them afterwards, that would just be another FBP.

“I am confused,” Jen reported. “Wasn’t keeping my new form a secret vital to your plans?”

“‘Vital’ is too strong a word. ‘Convenient’ is far more apt,” it reassured her.

The Grand Inquisitor would surely spread word the wanted war criminal called Jennifer Jackson was both alive and no longer human. The Empire would likely update and redistribute her bounty. This could potentially prove detrimental as elite bounty hunters could target her if the money was good enough, even across the ocean. Not to mention that adventurers attending the Dragon Festival might come prepared in case the rogue griffin-harpy showed up. As for Sigmund, he would certainly show up on Keira’s doorstep with questions since Fizzy’s monsterfication was public knowledge.

Boxxy then realized something.

“Actually, did any of them even recognize you?”

It hadn’t actually heard any details besides the ones discussed earlier.

“Hilda did,” she confirmed.

“And they just let you go?”

“They didn’t have a choice. They were exhausted from the battle, and their allies had their hands full with the undead army.”

“But you didn’t attack them?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

Jen’s secret wasn’t worth pissing off multiple deities by executing their representatives, but it also wasn’t like her to pass up a challenge.

“Because I… misjudged how fast I was falling and seriously injured my leg when I landed,” she bashfully admitted. “I determined fighting them in my condition was too risky, so I withdrew while I could.”

“Interesting,” Boxxy mused thoughtfully. “I think I can work with this.”

Sigmund’s group was surely confused by the whole ordeal. However, regardless of her motivations, it was an undeniable fact that Jen had both saved their lives and helped end the undead threat on Velos. It was possible to claim that the former angel simply wanted to do what was right as a form of penance. Religious nutjobs like Sigmund loved silly things like redemption, so Boxxy could use this confusing event to put forth the idea that Jen could be an ally to the Inquisition if they let her. Admittedly, it was highly unlikely such an extreme long shot of a story would work, but if anyone could pull it off, it was the Hero of Chaos.

“Then… I did a good job?” Jen asked flatly.

“Yes. You did a good job.”

Boxxy reached up and gave her whitened mane a congratulatory pat, causing the harpy’s cheeks to flush red. She also smiled wider than the shapeshifter had ever seen. It was fortunate she responded so well to praise. It made fostering her loyalty relatively simple. Well, her weird griffin instincts and the pledge she had made in Brandi’s name probably helped, but Boxxy made sure that she was personally invested in its wellbeing. After all, it planned to keep using Jen for a long time, even after the Dragon Festival, so it considered her thorough indoctrination into its cult of personality to be an important goal.

“Ah. I almost forgot about the corpse,” Jen suddenly realized.

“Corpse? What corpse?”

“The undead’s. I brought it with me, but that was all that remained by the time I made it back.”

The harpy pointed at a particular spot on the wall from which her impressive trophy collection hung. On a pedestal near the bottom was an apple-sized bundle of brown-green brambles that served as Aleister’s ‘heart.’ As far as Jen could tell, the rest of his body had practically melted away shortly after his re-death. The organ continued to ooze Blight, hence why it had to be kept inside a glass case. There was, however, one other aspect that worried Boxxy.

“Is… is it supposed to be pulsing?”

The ‘heart’ seemed to be ‘beating,’ its thorny carapace undulating slowly yet rhythmically as tiny puffs of brown-green smog oozed from it.

“No, it wasn’t doing that a few hours ago,” Jen replied.

“Stain? Do you know something about this?”

The slime-infested body of Hook had been sitting silently in the corner this entire time, either sleeping or meditating. It lifted its ooze-dripping face and looked at the profane object.

“Hmm… no idea,” Hookenstein shrugged. “I’d appreciate if you could get it out of here, though. The smell is quite distracting.”

Jen didn’t want to part with her prize, but she agreed it wasn’t prudent to leave the thing as it was, especially since it was showing signs of unlife.

“I’ll bring this with me for now. I might have a use for it.”

Boxxy stepped forward, intending to put the thing in its Storage. However, it instantly reacted when the hylt creeper reached inside the display case and hopped into the shapeshifter’s outstretched palm. The monster reflexively pulled away, but some brambled vines shot out of the heart and wrapped around its wrist. The reanimated lump attempted to bury itself deep into Boxxy’s flesh like a tick with a bone fetish, but the shapeshifter’s hide proved far tougher than the thing assailing it. It couldn’t even break the skin. The monster nevertheless detached its arm, wary of what this bizarre parasite might do if it managed to invade its body. The limb fell on the floor, whereupon Jen flattened it with her Ki-empowered staff. The Blight Lord’s heart let out a high-pitched screech as the divine energy purified it into inert brown sludge.

“Jen?”

“Yes?”

“Next time you want to bring back a body part from an incomprehensible undead being of terrible power… don’t.”

“Agreed.”

The shapeshifter parted ways with the harpy shortly afterwards, though not before telling her to keep pushing her body’s limits. It also warned her that it would be relocating her to Atica in due time. Now that she had Ranked Up, she could dial back on the Level-chasing and focus more on teamwork and strategy. This endeavor required that Jen, Snack, Arms, Claws, Fizzy, and their leader fight it out in different scenarios and team compositions within the safety of Boxxy’s main dungeon. It might not be a bad idea to bring Jen back to Velos so she could ‘stretch her wings’ on occasion, but she would be spending the majority of her time indoors from now on.

However, that was an issue for later as the shapeshifter had a more pressing project at present. Back when Snek first joined Boxxy, it made a request of its new owner – find, gather, and shelter its wayward siblings. The selfish monster initially refused, stating that the endeavor would be ‘a massive waste of time and energy.’ The sly bracelet then claimed its fellow house mimics could lead it to one of Tol-Saroth’s secret laboratories. The elven sage was as reclusive as he was brilliant, so it stood to reason that much of his legacy remained buried and forgotten. Boxxy couldn’t ignore this opportunity. It positively reeked of powerful items, valuable secrets, and exotic shinies. Unfortunately, Snek’s claims were unsubstantiated at best, so the shapeshifter pushed that conversation toward the back of its mind. It was then promptly buried under the Great Collapse aftermath, the One Truth cult, and the god-born triplets. It wasn’t until Cecilia delivered Trunks onto its doorstep that Snek’s offer resurfaced from the depths of Boxxy’s memory, provoking an epiphany.

Tol-Saroth’s original house mimics were a fusion of doppelganger and demon. Which, in a manner of speaking, was also the crux of Boxxy current problem. Its attempts to uncover some kind of treatment for the demonic corruption plaguing its psyche had proven quite fruitless. Though it learned of several promising rituals, mixtures, and ceremonies that might cure it of its affliction, none had worked. They had been developed for use on enlightened beings whose bodies and minds worked in fundamentally different ways compared to a mimic-turned-doppelganger.

In short, Tol-Saroth’s build-a-pet research seemed like Boxxy’s last remaining chance for a cure. Well, other than Russel’s I. O. U., but the monster refused to spend that ace in the hole until it had exhausted every other option. As skeptical as it felt regarding this house mimic angle, it was still an unexplored lead, and Boxxy had precious few of those at the moment. Once the shapeshifter returned from its transcontinental jaunt, it immediately began searching for more of Tol-Saroth’s surviving creations. The ones already in its possession would be of no help, unfortunately. Minic was a moron, Trunks only cared about underwear, and Snek seemed either unwilling or unable to divulge any relevant information. With no other options, Boxxy had to gather their scattered kin the hard way and with as wide a net as it could muster. Tol-Saroth apparently created hundreds of these companions and assistants that he kept across multiple residences, so there was no telling which ones held the secrets that their monstrous cousin was after.

The monster’s first recourse was a visit to a certain Monster Tamer called Jeremy Rizzlecrank. The gnome in question was the expert that Keira had consulted when she first acquired Minic. He knew quite a bit about the elusive buggers, not to mention he had one of his own. The mimic in question was called Crusty, and its form was of a cookie jar that walked around like a crab and made rapid chirping noises. Intelligence-wise it ranked above Trunks since it had a much better grasp of the Common tongue and could also communicate by altering the pigmentation of its ceramic shell to form crude letters and pictures. Boxxy would later reassign Crusty to the idiot side of the spectrum once it realized the only thing the crab-jar ever ‘talked’ about was the preparation and consumption of baked sweets.

Thankfully, Jeremy didn’t take much convincing to let Keira take custody of Crusty. Apparently, he was too busy preparing for the Dragon Festival to give the little bugger the attention it needed, so he was comfortable with letting the catgirl care for it for a few months. A temporary arrangement, but it would last long enough for Boxxy’s needs. Jeremy also shared everything he had learned about house mimics over the years. It wasn’t much as it was more of a pet project than anything he dedicated serious effort to, but his information nevertheless held quite a few confirmed and unconfirmed sightings. This was far more useful than Crusty, whose only contribution to the search for Tol-Saroth’s secrets was the guy’s favorite cookie recipe.

Armed with Jeremy’s notes, Boxxy quickly tracked down a silver hair clip styled after a colorful butterfly. Its previous owner was the Republic’s former Minister of Public Safety, who ironically died when he was struck by a falling handrail during the Great Collapse. What was left of his belongings had been claimed by the state until they figured out what to do with them since the deceased had no immediate family to inherit them. Keira pulled some strings with the FIB to check out the warehouse where those items were being stored, which was how she found the silver hairclip called Teenie – possibly the smallest house mimic in existence. The insect-like creature instantly fell in love with the catgirl’s luscious red hair and started styling it into something more presentable than a wild mane with its comb-like legs. Unfortunately, it had brains to match, and its feeble mind was already taxed to capacity with techniques relating to hair care. Suffice it to say, Teenie offered no new leads on the legendary sage.

Up next was an oil-fueled table lamp named Lumi that had been locked away in some wealthy merchant’s treasury. The idiot had caged it up and not fed it in years, but it survived by hibernating – something mimics did a lot, now that Boxxy thought about it. In any event, its negligent owner wasn’t initially willing to part with Lumi since it was a part of his collection. He got significantly more cooperative once the shapeshifter relieved his shoulders of their head-shaped burden. Freeing and feeding the abused creature proved sufficient to earn the lamp’s trust, and it eagerly expressed its gratitude with some creative shadow puppetry. It then used the same medium to convey it would be most grateful if its new owner could provide it with some high-quality whale oil. Lumi proved about as useless as the other mimics when it came to new information, but its golden base and crystalline shade made it just shiny enough to alleviate Boxxy’s frustration.

The next few leads were dead ends, but the shapeshifter coincidentally happened across a sentient mannequin posing in a storefront window, deep in Empire territory. The shapeshifter wouldn’t have thought to look for humanoid-shaped mimics, but its Eyes of the Dead God clearly showed the name ‘Manny’ floating above the life-sized wooden doll. A closer inspection revealed the faceless creature had a functional mimic-grade MLG inside its head, leaving no doubt as to its origins. The problem was that Manny’s MLG sensed Boxxy’s MLG and realized that it had been discovered. It proved itself to be the most intelligent mimic encountered thus far by using teleportation magic in an attempt to flee. It took a few hours for Boxxy and its familiars to track it down again, at which point the mannequin teleported once more. This time its pursuer managed to tag its quarry with the Hunter’s Mark Skill just before it vanished, so reacquiring the wayward dummy the second time only took minutes. Manny was summarily caught and seemed quite unwilling to assist the shapeshifter with its schemes. Some choice words from Snek and a peace offering in the shape of a fancy hat quickly changed the mannequin’s mind.

Bringing Manny on board provided Boxxy with the first real breakthrough of the search. Though it couldn’t speak, the wooden doll had sufficient manual dexterity and mental ability to write and, more importantly, draw. It made a surprisingly detailed map of the mountainous wilderness at the heart of the Republic, a few days north of Azurvale. It was a remote and sparsely-settled region that, apparently, held Tol-Saroth’s vacation home. The property wasn’t exactly secret, but records of it might not have survived the fall of the Elven Dominion. Boxxy wasn’t expecting to find much in terms of data there, but it knew house mimics were a nostalgic lot. One or two of them probably hung out around the area, waiting for a master that would never return.

Incidentally, Crusty, Teenie, Lumi, and Manny had been recovered within the span of just two weeks, and were then summarily left in Rowana’s care alongside Minic and Trunks. The elf honestly found herself at a bit of a loss since she wasn’t sure how to deal with the weird things her wife-to-be was dragging home all of a sudden. While she had agreed to care for the creatures Keira gathered as part of an alleged Lawrence-issued Quest, she didn’t expect to have four of them dumped on her so soon. Still, she couldn’t complain too much since the mimics’ company helped fill that nagging void left behind by her father’s sudden death and her lover’s sporadic absence. She certainly understood why Tol-Saroth made so much of them, given how notoriously lonely the guy was. She also had a hunch as to what might have driven him crazy, given how hyper and starved for attention all of them were. Even Minic. Especially Minic. At least this would be good practice for whenever she and Keira eventually had kids of their own, but that was a discussion for after the wedding.

While Rowana was playing house, her wife-to-be arrived at the location Manny provided to find an empty clearing in the woods. The redhead wasn’t alone, either.

“Well, this is promising,” Fizzy grumbled sarcastically. “I honestly don’t know what I expected.”

The golem decided to join ‘Keira’ on her ‘Quest’ after the latter had dropped by Azurvale to drop off Manny. Though she was mostly here to keep Boxxy company and monitor its condition, Fizzy made the search for mimics her top priority once she understood it could lead to an actual cure and wasn’t just some weird coping mechanism. She wanted to be rid of that demonic corruption just as much as the shapeshifter. It had already caused one major fuck-up, and the last thing either of them needed was a repeat. Fizzy naturally had a selfish angle in this as well. She felt something resembling guilt over the fact that her invention nearly killed Boxxy back in the Redbolt compound and wanted to regain the monster’s trust. Little did she know, the master of deflection had already forgiven her by blaming that near-disaster squarely on Jess. That unfortunate explosion simply wouldn’t have happened if the dumb gnome had kept her hands to herself.

“What do you wanna do now?” Fizzy asked.

“Hmm, maybe that mannequin’s mental map is out of date?” the catgirl-shaped monster theorized.

“Snek? Snek, snek. Sssnekek,” the bracelet on her wrist argued.

“Well, it has been hundreds of years since it had last been here,” she countered. “Plenty of time for the terrain to change and forests to shift.”

“Could be we have the right place but we’re too late,” Fizzy chimed in. “I mean, this flat and empty clearing seems like a good place to build a house. Maybe it was torn down?”

“Snek,” the creature nodded.

“Maybe, but there should be traces of its foundation at least. Anyway, we’re already here so we might as well search the area.”

And by ‘we’ Boxxy naturally meant ‘Snack and Claws.’ The djinn-stalker duo was promptly summoned and told to comb through the surrounding foliage for anything that might give off a magic signature. A legendary sage’s dwelling this deep in the wilderness would surely be enchanted, their master reasoned. Sure enough, an old structure giving off faint magical emissions was located twenty kilometers south of Boxxy’s current position. The monster transported itself and its companion to the site with a Gate Spell while telling Xera and Drea to maintain a perimeter and watch for locals. The region was largely uninhabited, but there were some unmapped cabins and villages dotted throughout.

The shapeshifter stood before a surprisingly intact two-story cottage built out of hylt lumber, which was at odds with the surrounding pine and birch forest. Upon closer inspection, the walls and roof seemed to be one solid piece of wood underneath the peeling paint and cracked tiles, suggesting the house had been carved out of a gigantic block of lumber. The magic it gave off was too faint to determine its original purpose, but it was likely something boring, like increasing the wood’s durability or longevity. The interior looked much worse than the exterior as the place had been thoroughly vandalized and stripped of everything except the walls and floorboards. Even the stairs to the upper floor were gone, though that wasn’t enough to deter two highly resourceful monsters from exploring it.

“Nope, nothing in here either,” Fizzy reported as she exited one of the rooms. “Just a big, empty, wooden shell.”

“Well, this was to be expected,” Keira grumbled. “There’s a limit to how lucky I can get.”

Strictly speaking, stumbling upon Manny had been nothing short of a miracle. Boxxy hadn’t even been looking for house mimics at the time, but hunting down an Artifact owner it happened to catch wind of. It just happened to be using Eyes of the Dead God to track down its target when it stumbled upon Manny. It never did find the person it was originally after, but the mannequin made for a suitable consolation prize.

“Hmmm… Let me take another look around.”

Realizing that it should’ve done this at the start, Boxxy searched the house yet again with the aid of the aforementioned Skill. Though there was no furniture for a mimic to impersonate, one could easily be blending in as part of a wall or a random piece of debris. Anything was possible with these things. Unfortunately, no random floating names appeared in the monster’s field of vision during its second sweep. It seemed as though it had hit another dead end.

“What about underground?” Fizzy suggested. “Might be something buried under the floorboards.”

“There really isn’t, I’ve already checked,” Keira sighed. “Nothing down there but wood, dirt, and stone.”

“What, with your MLG?”

“Yeah.”

“You need to stop relying on that thing so much,” the golem insisted. “There are things that can confuse it, right?”

“That is… a good point, actually.”

Boxxy had almost forgotten it, but its Mana Locator Gland was presumably modeled after a beholder’s by Tol-Saroth himself. If the man understood the organ well enough to replicate it, what was to say he couldn’t come up with some kind of illusion specifically designed to trick that supernatural sense. Yes, it was unlikely such fine-tuned magic would persist for four hundred years out here in the sticks, but this place’s very existence was a testament that it was, at the very least, a possibility.

“Alright, let’s see if Tol-Saroth was fond of sneaky basements.”

The hylt creeper flexed its Phytokinesis Skill with a wave of its hand. The wooden floor creaked and groaned yet refused to bend to its will.

“Huh… sturdier than it looks,” it grumbled. “Let me try again, harder this time.”

So, it did. Repeatedly. And just as fruitlessly. The only thing the extra effort achieved was a mild brain ache.

“Damn, this thing’s tougher than some fortress ramparts,” it remarked while rubbing its sore upper back. “Guess being gentle won’t cut it.”

“Want me to do the honors?” Fizzy grinned as she brandished her titanium wrench.

“Sure, go for it.”

“Alright. Might wanna stand back a bit, though!”

The radiant construct spent a few moments charging up her weapon’s DILDO before slamming it into the stubborn floor with all her might. The lightning-assisted brute force approach proved effective as the boards splintered apart with a bright flash, a loud crack, and a gush of yellow… blood?

[You have caused minor blunt force trauma. Target HP -340.]
[You have electrocuted your target. Target HP -914.]

*HOOOOOOOOOOHN*

A whale-like cry flooded the forest as the building began to lurch, warp, and shake. Fizzy and Boxxy reflexively leapt through a window and door, landing on the quivering soil ready to defend themselves against whatever was causing all that ruckus. It quickly became apparent that the golem had unwittingly roused a massive creature from hibernation. The behemoth stood up slowly yet steadily, its six massive legs raising it up from its burrow and leaving a massive gash in the forest floor where its bulk had been moments ago. It stood to its full height of a dozen meters and, when confronted with the two concentrated bundles of violence nearby, did what any pacifist would do.

It ran through the forest at full speed, knocking down dozens if not hundreds of trees along the way.

“So…” Fizzy was the first to speak. “Was it me… or was that…”

“Aaayuuuup,” Boxxy slowly nodded its head.

“Ssssnek…” the stupefied serpent agreed. 

In retrospect, this sort of thing was bound to happen eventually, but still…

What sort of madman would create an actual house mimic?


Part Three

“No, no, it’s not like that at all, Vicky,” Rowana firmly denied. “They’re just allies, comrades.”

“Oh, yeah?” her female coworker crossed her arms. “Then tell me, why is your girlfriend off on some long trip with her rather than here, by your side?”

“Because Keira’s a free spirit. Sure, it gets lonely when she’s off on her adventures, but I know she’ll come back.”

“Uh-huh. That’s just the sort of the thing Vala used to say about her husband before he abandoned her for that blue-haired harlot. Mark my words, you better put a tight leash on that one or she’ll be gone before you know it.”

What started as an innocent conversation over lunch had rapidly degraded into Vicky suggesting Keira was somehow having an affair with Fizzy. Though she tried to disguise her venomous words as concern, they were born of spite and envy. Vicky had secretly hated Rowana for quite a while. The platinum-blonde elf’s lineage, wealth, looks, fashion sense, demeanor, and skill as an Alchemist were all superior to her own. Not to mention she was both younger and in a stable romantic relationship. With a Hero, no less. The only thing Vicky had that Rowana didn’t was the ability to marry, but even that was about to change. The bitter old maid simply couldn’t keep her ugly thoughts to herself.

“My sweet Keira is nothing like that scumbag. She’s the best, most wonderful, and loving partner a person could hope for. I can understand why others might fall for her, but I know deep in my heart that I’m the only one for her, and she’s the only one for me.”

“Ugh…”

Rowana was impervious to Vicky’s malicious envy. The mere mention of her wife-to-be prompted a gushy string of words one would only find in steamy romance novels that formed a barrier of sickeningly sweet fuzziness. The elf’s friends – her real friends – took this lovestruck attitude with an awkward smile and were genuinely glad that she’d found such happiness. Spiteful bitches like Vicky, on the other hand, found themselves wanting to violently vomit.

“Excuse me, are you Miss Rowana Slyth?”

The women’s conversation was interrupted by a man in polished, silver-colored armor. A member of the city guard, he had approached the pair’s outdoor table after spotting the brilliantly white hair that the Slyth family was known for. It was a peculiar and unnatural shade produced by a secret dye treatment that all of Rowana’s relatives went through. This was also a big reason why Keira refused to take the Slyth name following their marriage. She wasn’t ready to give up her now-iconic crimson locks. Her future spouse had no qualms. If anything, she was rather looking forward to being known as Rowana Morgana. Everything else aside, it had acute rhyme to it.

“Miss?”

“Hm? Oh!” she snapped out of her daydream. “Sorry, yes, I’m her. Can I help you?”

“I apologize for disturbing you, but I’m afraid we have a Code K and require your immediate assistance.”

“I see,” she sighed. “Understood. Sorry, Vicky, but I need to handle this. Can you take care of the bill? I’ll pay you back later.”

The other woman didn’t even get a chance to respond before Rowana walked off after the guard. The man led her through the streets at a brisk pace, the crowds parting in front of the authority figure to let them pass through undisturbed. This became increasingly necessary as crowd density grew the closer they got to the city’s edge. Azurvale was situated in the middle of an ancient hylt forest – assuming twelve trees qualified as such – which gave the city a natural defensive barrier of roots. Dozens of meters thick and just as tall, these walls of steel-like bark had protected the elven capital for millennia. There were only seven passages through the living fortifications that an attacking army could potentially assault, and those chokepoints were so well-fortified they were practically impregnable. All of this was in theory, of course, as there was not a single recorded instance of an enemy besieging Azurvale directly. In practice, those imposing gatehouses served as little more than checkpoints for monitoring land traffic in and out of the city. Even then they didn’t see much use. There was little reason for people to travel the old highways when Forest Gates provided a safer, faster, and cheaper mode of long-distance transport.

Yet the checkpoint Rowana was taken to was positively packed with people. As a native of the city, she knew how unusual this was, and though she didn’t know for sure, she had a pretty clear clue as to what the cause was. The man who fetched her mentioned ‘Code K,’ which was an informal and polite way of saying that a certain someone was being exceptionally stubborn and causing a public disturbance. The city guard had quickly learned that the best way to resolve this infuriatingly frequent situation was to call in the ‘cavalry.’ Sure enough, upon arriving at the city gates, Rowana instantly spotted the ‘Code K’ arguing with a group of officials amidst a crowd of onlookers.

“But it’s harmless!” Keira insisted. “I personally guarantee it won’t hurt anyone!”

“No, see, that’s not the issue,” the exasperated official argued. “You need the right permits if you want to bring something that big into the city. It’s the law!”

“What am I supposed to do with it, then?!”

“Anything you want. So long as it’s not bringing it into the city or blocking traffic.”

One couldn’t help but feel impressed with how firmly the Scribe stood his ground against the irate Hero of Chaos breathing down his neck. In truth, the guy was already used to dealing with business tycoons, politicians, and VIPs. He hadn’t budged a single millimeter for them and he wasn’t about to start doing it now. At least he could sympathize with the redhead’s issue, which stemmed from her ignorance of a specialized regulation that only a handful of merchants would normally worry about. The Scribe would’ve been far less tolerant if she was throwing a hissy-fit because of an over-inflated sense of self-worth. Part of him wanted to just wave her on through, but the cute catgirl wasn’t worth endangering his ongoing employment.

“Keira!”

“Oh, hey Rowie!”

Thankfully, the Scribe’s ordeal was at an end as the guards had successfully mobilized the Code K contingency and were now escorting her through the crowd.

“Stop harassing the poor man!” the elf shouted as she drew closer. “You’re causing a scene!”

“But I-!”

“No buts! How many times have we had this conversation this year alone?!”

“… Five,” she sheepishly answered.

“Five! That’s five more than it should have been! Do you have any idea how embarrassing this is for me? For us?!”

“… Sorry.”

“I’m not the one you should be apologizing to.”

The catgirl turned back to the Scribe and bowed deeply.

“I apologize for the trouble. I didn’t mean to cause a ruckus, I just got a bit hot-headed.”

It was a far more truthful claim than the deceitful drivel that normally fell out of Boxxy’s mouth. It stubbornly wanted to bring its latest acquisition into town, figuring things would work out somehow. However, it hadn’t considered that it might be violating an actual law in the process. It would appear this was one bundle of red tape the beloved Hero of Chaos would not be allowed to side-step.

“Apology accepted,” the Scribe said with a huff. “Now, could you please move your house?”

“Wait, move her what?”

Rowana glanced around dumbly as she asked. She figured her future wife was trying to bring something outrageous into the city, but she wasn’t carrying any luggage. It wasn’t until she followed the irate Scribe’s pointed finger that she finally spotted the cause of the argument on the other side of the gigantic portcullis.

“Is that a cottage with legs?”

“Yeah! It’s a house, uh, house mimic,” Keira responded with a smile. “Pretty neat, huh?”

“Neat?! There’s nowhere we could possibly keep anything that huge! What in Nyrie’s stiff nipples were you thinking?!”

“W-well, you did mention you wanted a summer home…”

“Not one with legs!”

“But it’s so cool!”

“Excuse me, ladies?” the Scribe interjected. “I seriously need that thing out of the way. It’s blocking traffic.”

“What traffic?” the redhead raised an eyebrow. “There’s nobody else in line.”

“There might be if there wasn’t an untamed house-sized monster in the way.”

“… Fine.”

The beastkin grabbed Rowana by the hand and rather insistently led her away from the scene and just outside the city’s limits, placing the still flabbergasted elf face-to-porch with the sentient building. Up close it looked to be a massive slab of dirt and rock with a wooden cottage growing out of its top. Its six crab-like legs appeared to be made out of loose stones held together by vines and roots, each limb as thick as a tree trunk. It didn’t have a nose, eyes, mouth, or anything even remotely resembling a face, though it clearly had a front and a rear.

“Homer!” Keira shouted. “Can you let us on, please?!”

*HOOOOOOHN*

The creature let out a deep bellow, after which it lowered its upper body and willed a wooden staircase to extend down, providing easy access to its back.

“Homer? You already named it?” Rowana asked in disbelief.

“Not me. That’s just what it’s called, right Snek?”

“Snek,” the serpent nodded.

Though this little exchange suggested otherwise, Boxxy’s Eyes of the Dead God revealed the mobile home’s name. The shapeshifter hadn’t seen it at first because it had been inside its target, making it impossible to notice the floating text directly above it since the ceiling was in the way.

“Come on Rowie, I’ll show you around.”

While the elf was understandably apprehensive, she trusted Keira wouldn’t put her in danger. She climbed onto the walking platform and was given a brief tour of the place while it stepped away from the city gate. She had to admit the cottage had a cozy, welcoming feel despite being filthy and devoid of furniture. Apparently, Homer could shift the dimensions and layout of the rooms at will. It could also seal the place up tight in case it sensed any thieves or intruders lurking around. What surprised Rowana the most, however, was the way Homer walked. It looked really heavy and clumsy at first glance, yet its stride was so smooth, quiet, and gentle that the elf didn’t notice she was in motion until she glanced out a window. Granted, the house couldn’t move faster than a dwarf’s walking space if it wanted to maintain this smooth gait, but Rowana was nevertheless impressed.

“Okay, I admit. Homer is pretty neat,” she said after a while. “I can certainly understand why you want to keep it.”

“So, can I? Keep it, I mean?” Keira asked expectantly.

“I don’t know… Are we even capable of feeding something this big?”

“Oh, we don’t need to worry about that. Homer’s plant-based. Should be fine so long as he has soil, sunlight, and water.”

“Well, hardly a surprise, I suppose,” Rowana breathed a sigh of relief. “The others can look after themselves for the most part. I guess their big brother wouldn’t be any different.”

She was correct for the most part, but this one was definitely special, and not just because of its bulk. Boxxy wasn’t certain, but it made an educated guess that the plus-sized mimic was part hylt creeper. It would certainly explain why it was so resistant to its Phytokinesis, not to mention its ability to freely shape its timber bits. It could also imitate brick and stone to such a degree that even Boxxy’s MLG couldn’t tell a living creature lay under the floorboards. In short, the thing’s biology and anatomy made as little sense as any demon or shapeshifter. That hylt creeper relation might have also been what allowed the smaller monster to calm Homer down after Fizzy unwittingly bruised its interior. All doppelgangers possessed innate psychic abilities, and that trait had been passed on to Tol-Saroth’s creations with varying degrees of success. Strange as it seemed, Boxxy and Homer were able to establish some kind of instinctive connection that put the big guy at ease, though it was still scared of Fizzy. She had to make her way back to Azurvale separately as a result, which worked out fine since someone needed to warn the gate guards that the six-legged house on the horizon wasn’t a threat. The guards didn’t fully buy the construct’s words and remained on alert, but at least they didn’t fire upon the monster.

“How are things with the others, by the way?” Keira shifted the subject. “The little ones giving you any trouble?”

“Nope. Not really. It took a while for me to get used to them, but I can understand why Tol-Saroth made so many. They’re quite handy. I’m especially fond of Teenie.”

The elf swept her silky hair to the side to show off her new style and the animate butterfly hairpin currently clinging to it.

“Wow. Did Teenie braid your hair like that?”

“Mhm.”

“That’s amazing!”

“Does it look that good on me?” the elf asked coyly.

“Anything would look fantastic on you, honey,” the redhead smirked. “Though I personally think straight hair suits you best.”

“Well, when you put it like that… Teenie, would you be so kind?”

The tiny mimic grasped the wishes of its ‘client’ and instantly began undoing its hard work. The ornament would only need a few minutes to return Rowana’s hair to its original style. It was honestly rather impressive how something that small could work so quickly.

“Thing is,” the elf continued, “the rest actually belong in the house. Homer is the house. I’m going to assume you have an idea as to where it can actually stay.”

“Kind of. I was hoping your brother would let me borrow that empty plot of land he bought recently. It has plenty of room, and it’s pretty close to our place. He and Doris can even stay with Homer until the new mansion is built.”

While Elias had managed to purchase property befitting the Slyth family’s legacy, the workers had only just finished clearing it out. It would be another ten to twelve months before construction was finished.

“I figured they’d want a place to call their own rather than impose on others or pay for hotels,” Keira added. “It should also give me plenty of time to find a more permanent place for Homer to park his foundation.”

The vague ‘I did it for your family’ excuse seemed to convince Rowana to play along. Her brother and mother also agreed to let Homer rest on their newly acquired property, though they seemed understandably reluctant to sleep inside a living creature. Regardless, Keira pulled some strings to obtain the paperwork needed to get Homer into the city and escorted it to its new resting place. A walking house naturally caused a huge ruckus, but there were no incidents since the redhead followed all the protocols and regulations. It wasn’t all that strange for wide, heavy loads to pass through the capital, after all. This one just happened to be self-propelled.

Once it arrived at the Slyth’s plot, Homer spent most of the night slowly but surely burrowing its foundation into the hard-packed dirt. Once it was done settling in it looked so natural that one would think the old house had always been there. The laborers and engineers working at the adjacent construction site were quite confused to find a cottage had materialized overnight. They turned positively ecstatic once Keira explained the situation and introduced them to Homer. Much as Redbolt’s people did with Fizzy, the workers were enthralled with the living building. Over the next few days, they grew so familiar with the friendly hovel that they even convinced it to help excavate a few areas. They repaid it with a much-appreciated coat of bright-green paint. The site’s chief Architect was equally thrilled to have Homer around since the mimic could instantly bring his designs to life. It certainly made it easier for Elias and Doris to decide on a few finer points regarding their future home’s construction.

Though the living building seemed to be earning its keep, none of the above had anything to do with why Boxxy brought it to Azurvale. According to Snek, Homer gave off a sort of psychic homing beacon whenever it was awake, subtly beckoning other house mimics towards it. That was the same ‘connection’ that the doppelganger sensed before, though it couldn’t ‘hear’ the call as clearly since it wasn’t the intended recipient. With a bit of luck, that beacon would draw out any house mimics still lurking around the capital and lure them towards Homer. Claws was left behind to monitor the place while her master attended to other matters. It definitely seemed to be working since Minic, Manny, and Trunks showed up at the construction site of their own volition within a few hours. The jewelry box and luggage container seemed confused as to why they were there and left shortly afterwards, but the mannequin had a much more profound reaction. It was overjoyed to see its old home again and immediately began sweeping its floors and scrubbing its interior walls. Those workers might have given Homer’s exterior a fresh makeover, but the inside was as filthy as ever. The homing beacon’s efficacy was further proven when Rowana mentioned that Crusty seemed to make a beeline for the place while out on a walk. The shapeshifter briefly questioned why a cookie jar needed walks in the first place, but that was hardly the strangest part of this situation.

That was all well and good, but Boxxy didn’t need to lure in mimics it had already collected. It took a few days before the effort of bringing Homer back finally started paying off. The property was visited by a number of previously unknown mimics that had been masquerading as mundane furniture. The first newcomer was Cookers, a sentient stone oven with an unhealthy obsession with fire. It was followed by a fancy hylt-wood table named Tablesworth and a flower-patterned armchair called Sir Seatmeister the Third. Apparently, those three were ‘natives’ to Azurvale like Minic, no doubt part of the same residence while Tol-Saroth had been alive. The little jewelry box was so overjoyed to see these familiar ‘faces’ that it kept running in circles around them for almost thirteen hours straight, yipping happily all the while.

Rowana was surprisingly accepting of these new additions to the Morgana household. Her initial apprehension towards the mimics had been replaced by fondness and appreciation. Even the larger ones proved to barely be a bother. They could morph their exterior to match whatever style, color, or pattern the elf desired, so making them fit in with the existing interior decorations was effortless. On top of all that, they were good company and generally handy to have around just like their tinier siblings. The only house mimic without any kind of utility was, ironically, the first of them. But what Minic lacked in usefulness it made up for in unrelenting positivity.

And yet Boxxy’s issue remained unchanged – none of these critters had any leads on Tol-Saroth’s research. Or if they did, they were too stupid to convey the information. Whatever the case, the tainted shapeshifter was starting to lose its patience. Its demonic corruption wasn’t getting better. Just the opposite. Its violent impulses and murderous urges were growing increasingly more frequent and difficult to quell. It was incredibly tempting to give in and indulge in the furious madness, but that would only make matters worse. Its short-term coping mechanisms diminishing and no sight of a long-term solution, Boxxy grew increasingly more desperate. It stubbornly refused to spend Yorick’s favor, but each passing day made it seem like divine intervention was the only option. It certainly wouldn’t be funny if it ended up being so frugal with the I. O. U. that it lost its mind to rage before it could use it.

Thankfully, that worst-case scenario didn’t seem likely. Boxxy had yet to have another fit of blind rage and remained in firm control of its faculties and actions. Since it had time, it decided to let Homer’s mental beacon do its thing. Of course, it tried to uncover the ancient sage’s secrets the old fashioned way, but it felt the house mimic angle was its best bet. The Foundation was obsessed with the guy, so they likely exhausted any traditional leads, and most of the information they had would’ve been cratered along with their secret think-tank. It was possible that Rhistel Faleth guy might know something, but he’d up and vanished along with the remnants of the secret organization. In an effort to bring in more mimic-shaped leads, Keira put in a few Quests and bounties with the Republic’s various guilds. After all, she purchased Snek from that Druid lady on Velos, so there was a chance some other adventurers might want to sell off their living furniture. While a long shot, Boxxy had nothing to lose. Even if the endeavor didn’t pan out, it would have only wasted a few hours to fill in the necessary paperwork.

Yet, this lazy method provided some of the quickest results as Keira received a message from the Mercenary Guild that someone wanted to collect on her mimic bounty after just one day.

“Yo! Miss me?”

Walking into the shady organization’s meeting room, the redhead was met by none other than Kaede, the Hero of Death. The cheerful nosferata was wearing a light blouse and shorts, her flawless pale skin and beautiful face on full display with a cocky grin on her lips. She had her legs up on the table and hands behind her head. A hooded black cloak was neatly folded on the chair next to hers, likely intended to shield her delicate skin from the late afternoon sun.

“… ‘Miss’ isn’t the word I’d use,” Keira said after a brief pause, “though I am happy to see you’re alright. What’s been going on with you, Kaede?”

“Nothing much, just helping this old geezer out with some fraudulent insurance claims. Not the most exciting of jobs but it pays well.”

“Good for you, I suppose,” the catgirl took a seat. “Any of those got anything to do with my request?”

“Funny story that. See, I already finished with those and was thinking of heading back when I heard a certain someone had been collecting house mimics. Knowing how stubborn you get, I stuck around just in case you ran out of options and started openly offering coin for information. It took you a while, but I’m glad you came through in the end.”

Kaede sat upright and rifled through her cloak for a second before producing a palm-sized, silver-plated pocket watch.

“Otherwise, I would’ve been holding onto this for nothing.”

She tossed it over to Keira, who easily snatched it out of the air. The shapeshifter inspected it thoroughly. Its metal plating was old. Really old. Tarnished, scratched up, and with unidentifiable stains, yet surprisingly intact. The engraving on the lid was peculiar, showing the image of a large oak tree growing out of the roof of a small house. Keira tried to open it up, but it wouldn’t budge. Well, not with an appropriate amount of force. Boxxy could easily rip it off if that was its goal.

“Found it about three weeks ago, skittering in an old warehouse,” the nosferata added.

“Skittering?” Keira raised an eyebrow. “You’re telling me this is a house mimic?”

“Yup. Tap its lid twice and gently trace a finger around its edge.”

The lid suddenly flipped open after the redhead did so. Inside was a slightly-worn clock face protected by a scratched-up glass lens. Six tiny insectoid legs sprouted from its underside, momentarily startling Keira as it climbed up her arm and onto her shoulder like a really fat-yet-flat beetle. It tried to bury itself in her collar while making rapid clicking and ticking noises like an inebriated grasshopper.

“Cute, isn’t it?” Kaede commented.

“… Again, not the word I’d use.”

Indeed, only a nosferatu would find this creepy-crawly of a timepiece ‘cute.’ Well, among the enlightened races, at least. Boxxy secretly agreed the creature had some appeal, though that was mostly because of its silver shell. Tarnished, yes, but still shinier than not.

“This is rather unbelievable, though,” Keira continued. “As in, I’m having trouble believing this is legitimate. House mimics are supposed to be four centuries old, but clockwork watches are an Artificer product, and those haven’t been around nearly that long.”

Indeed, a cursory glance at this thing’s inner workings revealed it was more machine than flesh. Then again, ‘flesh’ was definitely a part of it. Plus, it wasn’t impossible to create clockwork contraptions without the Artificer Job, just immensely difficult. Either way, the statement that this was one of Tol-Saroth’s original creations was plausible but ultimately suspicious.

“I am insulted that you would suggest I would attempt to scam you,” Kaede scowled.

“Did you or did you not just admit to holding onto something valuable knowing I might offer a bounty for it?”

“Well, yes, but that’s just me anticipating demand and preparing beforehand. It’s got nothing to do with how genuine the article is.”

Boxxy felt something weirdly approaching pride. Kaede was heeding the Sandman’s lessons well.

“Jokes aside, I get what you mean. The guy that appraised it for me was pretty confused, too,” the nosferata’s tone turned serious. “Apparently, it can show up as both an item and a living thing, depending on the Appraisal method. Here, I got the results and everything, too.”

The Hero of Death produced some official papers that stated a number of promising facts. The critter was a four hundred and thirty year old house mimic named ‘Tick Tockleton,’ and its guild affiliation was listed as Tol-Saroth’s household. Honestly, at this point the stupid name would’ve been enough to convince Boxxy that this was indeed one of the sage’s pets. With all the additional details, there was no doubt about it. It still wasn’t sure about the whole ‘ancient pocket watch’ angle, but it wasn’t in a position to turn away a potential lead.

“Alright, I guess this is good enough,” Keira conceded. “Come on, let’s get you sorted out.”

The two went over to the receptionist and Kaede was paid in full for her ‘timely service,’ after which she threw on her cloak and disappeared into the streets. Keira reissued the Quest just in case there were other people holding out on her and started walking back home. On the way, she held Tick in her left hand so that Snek, who was wrapped around her wrist, could interview it discreetly. Boxxy was planning on checking what it had learned about this clockwork cockroach later, but the golden serpent wasn’t as patient and repeatedly squeezed its owner’s wrist. This meant it had something urgent to say, so Keira ducked into an empty alleyway and lifted her left arm to her face, putting both mimics at eye level.

“This better be good.”

The shapeshifter spoke using Whisper Wind, just in case someone was listening.

“Snek, sneksnek, snekekenek!”

“Running late? What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Snek, ssssnek. Sneknek. Snek snek snek, snek.”

Apparently, Tick Tockleton had served as Tol-Saroth’s secretary and organizer and was upset its creator was four centuries late for an appointment.

“Yeah, I imagine death would make it difficult to stick to a timetable. What’s that got to do with me?”

“Snek! Snek snek, snek!”

“An experiment? Like the kind you would perform in a secret lab?”

“Snek,” the serpent firmly nodded.

“Does Tick know how to get there?”

“Snek,” the sentient bracelet turned to its sibling. “Snek, snekek?”

The pocket watch let out a series of clicks that sounded like a code. Boxxy couldn’t understand it, but nevertheless received its answer a few moments later when the engraving on Tick’s silver lid began to shift and morph in a manner typical for its siblings. The image of a house-tree was quickly replaced by that of an arrow and a number, indicating both direction and distance.

“Well, now,” a manic grin spread on Keira’s lips. “Isn’t that convenient?”


Part Four

The easternmost of Azurvale’s hylt trees was nicknamed ‘the outcast’ by the locals due to it being the farthest from the inner city. Both its branches and the surrounding area were loosely populated and mostly devoid of buildings. This was because, in addition to its relatively remote location, the outcast’s roots were also home to Azurvale’s main cemetery. It was a long-standing local tradition that their remains, cremated or otherwise, be laid to rest where they would fertilize the hylts. It was the elves’ way of giving back to the titanic plants that provided shelter and nourishment to so many, completing the cycle of life.

Boxxy’s presence had absolutely nothing to do with any of this. It was merely where the shapeshifter ended up after an hour of following Tick Tockleton’s directions. The trip wouldn’t have taken this long if the bug-like watch didn’t constantly get lost and turned out. The delays were infuriating, but inevitable. Azurvale’s layout had undergone some drastic changes in the four centuries since this particular mimic had gone out for a stroll. It nevertheless managed to find its way here, to the site of the last appointment Tol-Saroth made before he was forced into weaponizing his mimic creations. According to Tick, there was a three-year gap between its creator’s disappearance and the fall of the Dominion. It hadn’t encountered any of its siblings until Boxxy reintroduced it to Snek, mainly because it was captured by looters that were rampant at the time and repeatedly sold and stolen since. The traumatic series of events left it with a deep-rooted fear of people, so it hid its true identity for centuries even as it changed hands countless times. Kaede was the first person since Tol-Saroth to recognize the house mimic for what it was, likely due to her Eyes of the Dead God. Tick seemed rather calm while it was in her position, probably because she was the first person to treat it with kindness in a very long while. Despite that, it confessed to Snek that it remained apprehensive of strangers.

Yet, despite having a supposed phobia of people, the silver-plated secretary instantly warmed up to Keira much like every other house mimic. The shapeshifter wasn’t sure why that was. Mimics were, barring a few exceptions, simple creatures with basic instincts, so their instant attachment to Boxxy had to come from some deep-rooted quirk. Perhaps they sensed the creature used to be one of them? Neither Snek nor Manny felt this way, though they might have been the exception that proved the rule. Instincts and intelligence seemed to be mutually exclusive, and those two were firmly in the big-brained branch of the family. In the end, it was impossible to say for sure what made Boxxy so popular with house mimics, though it was largely irrelevant.

The most important thing about this incidental likeability was its convenience. If not for that, then Tick likely wouldn’t have guided it to this graveyard, and the shapeshifter would’ve never looked for a secret lab here. The grave-digging and mourning made it a terrible hiding spot, not to mention it didn’t fit Tol-Saroth’s profile. The great sage might’ve been an antisocial recluse, but he was a fundamentally good person with strong morals. That was the impression Boxxy had after running into so much of the work he left behind. Nearly all of his research was aimed at improving the lives of everyone – rulers, soldiers, and citizens alike. Granted, his research was also the basis for a few unnatural abominations and some monsterfication serums, but those could be blamed on the Foundation. Point was that Tol-Saroth didn’t seem like the kind of guy that would desecrate a graveyard just to hide his stuff.

Then again, between Boxxy’s assumptions and the living compass in its hand, it was clear which one was more credible. After a few minutes of walking through the rows of rotting wooden headstones – another elven burial tradition – it reached one of the area’s few dwarven mausoleums. The stone building was old, filthy, and positively overgrown with moss and vines. Dwarves would typically maintain their ancestors’ burial sites out of reverence for their lineage, so this sorry sight suggested this particular bloodline had ended and was forgotten or this was simply the entrance to a secret lair disguised as a mausoleum. Tick’s directions hinted at the former. The shifting arrow on its silver lid pointed unerringly at the entrance, but there was one small problem. Boxxy was still wearing Keira’s skin and wanted to avoid adding ‘grave robber’ to the rumor mill surrounding its public persona. Thankfully, it had taken a few precautions to ensure that it could keep whatever it found all to itself.

“Claws, is anyone following us?”

One was having its stealthiest familiar follow it discretely, keeping an eye out for any suspicious activity.

“There were some curious kids following you through the streets earlier,” Drea reported, “but they were too scared to enter the graveyard. There are also four ongoing funerals, the nearest one about four hundred meters away.”

“Good enough. Watch the mausoleum’s entrance and inform me the instant anyone gets within fifty meters of it.”

“Yes, Master.”

That out of the way, Boxxy grabbed the old rusty grate covering the would-be tomb’s entrance. It had the overwhelming urge to rip it off, crumple it into a ball, and piss acid on it, but it just barely kept itself from doing anything unseemly. Its corrupted psyche seemed to have momentarily enflamed its old hatred for metal grating. These fits of rage were steadily growing harder to control, so Boxxy hurriedly slithered between the vertical bars and ventured down the steps beyond. The descending passageway was dark and dusty, its walls and floors caked with centuries’ worth of grime and dirt. At the bottom was a rectangular central chamber. However, upon checking back with Tick’s surface-mounted compass, it was met with a series of shifting question marks rather than an arrow and a number.

“Snek, what’s wrong with this guy?” the shapeshifter asked.

“Snek, snek snek, snek,” the bracelet explained.

“What do you mean it can’t see in the dark?”

“Snek snek, snek ssssnek.”

“Oh.”

Apparently, Tick didn’t have an MLG and relied on a number of tiny, barely noticeable eyes lining its sides for vision. They worked well enough in dimly light environments, but this place was pitch dark. Boxxy had a number of ways it could remedy this situation, though it decided it might as well summon some backup in case Tol-Saroth’s graveyard hideout had guardians or traps.

“Ugh. What a positively dreadful place,” Xera immediately complained.

“Snack, make some light,” the shapeshifter commanded. “Just light. No flames.”

“As you wish, Master.”

The demoness used her Conjure Mirage Skill to produce an illusory lamp that bathed the chamber in soft, white light. It revealed the room was home to a total of fourteen statues of various dwarves, each carved into the stone walls. Tick instantly chirped and clicked as it directed Boxxy towards one in particular, a rather lovingly rendered image of a bearded warrior in heavy armor and a sword in each hand. The chest-minded monster attempted to inspect the article with its MLG, but its supernatural perception was blocked by a counter-divination enchantment. A promising sign, to say the least. As Keira stepped closer, the sentient timepiece hopped out of her hand and quickly skittered up the stone carving. The shapeshifter watched curiously as Tick climbed up to the statue’s face and started poking at its beard. It must’ve hit a hidden switch as the dwarf’s mouth suddenly opened with a click and a rattle. The stopwatch climbed inside for a moment and there was a second click followed immediately by a deep groan as the statue slowly sank into the ground, revealing a hidden passageway.

It was rather impressive how advanced this mechanism was considering it was four hundred years old. Then again, so was Tick, so some level of mechanical competence was to be expected. And yes, this was certainly a machine at work rather than some magical device. The monster had been an Artificer long enough to recognize the familiar clacking of gears and cogs hidden behind the shell of stone. It realized there probably had been plenty of tinkerers before the Artificer job existed. In retrospect, it was silly to think civilizations didn’t employ mechanical devices until a hundred or so years ago. Regardless, the door was open, so Boxxy picked Tick back up and had Xera go inside first. The succubus happily obliged, expecting to be viscerally dismembered by some kind of trap meant for her master. And while there was a certain surprise in store for her, it wasn’t the kind she was expecting.

[You have entered Stonetusk’s Parting Gift.]

“… Master,” she said after a brief pause, “I do believe we’ve stumbled upon a dungeon.”

Her reaction struck Boxxy as odd. It shouldn’t have been all that surprising Tol-Saroth had a personal dungeon. He had been one of the foremost experts on dungeon cores of his era, perhaps the greatest of all time. Xera had supposedly been wiped out by a Calamity-like detonation that he caused, so it only stood to reason he’d have a few crystal balls lying around. Then why was she so… uncharacteristically wary of this place?

“What’s wrong, Snack?”

“I do not know, Master,” she responded quietly. “This place feels familiar, yet I have no memory of it.”

“Don’t waste my time with your stupid feelings!” it snapped at her. “Is there any actual danger here?!”

“Not that I can tell, Master.”

“Then move!”

Boxxy’s patience was already at an all-time low, and it was quite eager to explore this monumental discovery. It shoved Xera aside so hard she cracked a rib against the wall, then practically ran down the narrow passageway. The djinn picked herself up and followed without making any lewd sounds. This strange, unshakable feeling of foreboding was so strong it even overpowered her never-ending lust.

The tight tunnel opened up to an exceptionally spacious chamber surrounded on all sides by tree bark and decorated with mostly empty shelves. It seemed Boxxy wasn’t the first to realize that the hollowed out interior of a hylt tree was a great spot for a dungeon. The crystal core floated in the middle of the room, bathing it in a soft yellow glow like some sort of chandelier. The shapeshifter wasted no time and went to touch it. Previous experience had taught it that an orphaned core would latch onto the first creature it came into physical contact with, and this one’s owner had been dead for centuries. Or so was the theory, yet it refused to yield. The exact reason was unclear, but it couldn’t be that Tol-Saroth was actually alive. Xera’s contract with him would not have been annulled if he hadn’t bitten the big one. It was possible he might’ve come to life and reclaimed his secret lab, though it was far more likely that something else tagged the core in the centuries since, maybe a passing ghost. Or perhaps its ownership reverted to whatever deity it was originally stolen from.

Regardless of the circumstances, it would appear Boxxy would not claim this place so easily. It could steal the dungeon core, but it would be unwise to do so immediately. The ambient mana coursing through this place wasn’t nearly as abundant as that within Ambrosia’s trunk. It was unlikely this hideout could muster much in terms of traps or defenses. Plus, whatever limited MP it could siphon off was likely allocated towards maintaining whatever devices or experiments were present. The ensuing exploration confirmed there were quite a few of those. Boxxy checked every door, passage, and hallway linked to the central core chamber and found no fewer than seven workshops. Each facility was specialized and equipped to facilitate a particular enchanting or alchemical practice. There were countless shelves, drawers, and, yes, chests filled with materials, but they had all withered and lost their potency. There were mountains of notebooks and scrolls, too, though far too many to bother with right now. Those chambers aside, there was also a fairly large bedroom full of various cupboards, wardrobes, and coat hangers, though none were alive and all were devoid of anything useful.

On the whole, the secret base beneath the graveyard was only slightly larger than the warehouse Fizzy had converted into a tinkerer’s workshop. Secrecy seemed to be its only line of defense, as Boxxy encountered zero monsters or traps during its cursory exploration. Though completely devoid of life, the former mimic’s instincts warned it to remain wary – something wasn’t right about this place. Xera apparently agreed, seeing as how she sheepishly followed her catgirl-shaped Master without begging to get her holes drilled into oblivion even once.

“Sssssnek,” Snek whispered quietly, breaking the deathly silence.

“Oh, right, I almost forgot.”

Boxxy checked its pocket-sized navigator, only now realizing that Tick had been giving it directions this entire time. It had yet to investigate the entirety of Stonetusk’s Parting Gift, so it followed its prompts. The silver watch guided it to a four meter tall chamber at the very back of the underground lair. The room was brightly lit by magical lights, revealing it was over fifty meters long and twelve meters wide, making it clear this dungeon was much larger than Boxxy had originally estimated. The laboratory’s size was certainly impressive, but its contents were far more noteworthy. It held two long rows of giant crystalline cylinders that rose up to the ceiling, each of them filled with a heavy orange liquid that bubbled lightly as if simmering. Boxxy walked up to the closest container and wiped away some of the dust and grime stuck to it. It peered into the murky fluid to see a naked female body floating inside.

And what a body it was. Nearly three meters tall, with enough muscle to make the average fiend feel inadequate yet stacked in all the right places to give succubi a run for their money. Its demonic origin was made even more obvious by the pair of long, spiraled horns protruding from her forehead. Boxxy’s fully developed Demonology Skill identified the test subject as a spire fiend, an exceedingly rare subspecies composed of equal parts wrath and pride. They were the strongest among fiend-kind, superior in both physical might and martial prowess. Their greatest weakness was their pig-headed arrogance, which kept them from fully utilizing their enhanced abilities and made them extremely difficult to control. Familiars didn’t need to like their summoner, but they should at least respect them, and a spire fiend would never offer any of that to a mortal.

“Wait…” Xera pressed her face against the glass. “I think I know who this is…”

“Probably one of Tol-Saroth’s other familiars, isn’t it?” Boxxy suggested. “The history books say he had a fiend under his command.”

“Yes! That’s the one!” the djinn declared. “What was her name again?! Freaky-Arse-something-something? Wait, has she been here for four fucking centuries?!”

“That’s not her, just her body,” the shapeshifter revealed. “There’s not a single sign of life emanating from it.”

It would seem the old sage had figured out a way to keep demon flesh stable even after the soul was removed. This weird crystal tube and the orange stuff inside were probably part of it, and the dungeon core was what kept them in a functional state. Boxxy was glad it left the crystalline heart be. It imagined maintaining this chamber in working order for so long took a mind-boggling number of environmental settings and variables. A balance that delicate wouldn’t last long if an outsider started tearing up the place.

However, none of that answered the shapeshifter’s most pressing question.

“Why would Tol-Saroth make an appointment to come here?”

Tick had gone still and silent as soon as they entered this chamber, suggesting this was the final destination it received from its creator. Boxxy carefully inspected each of the other tubes and found they were all filled with demon corpses. The ones on the right had copies of the spire fiend while those on the left were filled with the conjured bodies of a certain pyromaniac succubus. The emotions coursing through Xera’s head upon seeing so many of her old selves pickled up like this were… complicated, to say the least.

“You seriously don’t remember this place?” Boxxy asked again.

“No, Master…” she shook her head. “I told you, I remember almost nothing from my time as Tol-Saroth’s familiar.”

“How can you forget this?!” the monster angrily smacked one of the tall tubes.

“That is what concerns me so, Master,” she spoke grimly. “This isn’t the sort of memory that time alone can wash away.”

“… Are you suggesting Tol-Saroth was capable of altering a demon’s memories?”

“It would certainly seem that way.”

Common sense dictated that was impossible. Unlike mortals, a demon’s consciousness was intrinsically entwined with their soul. This was what allowed their memories and personalities to persist through death and why magic that targeted the mind was woefully ineffective against them. Unless, of course, one had a certain Perk. The same one that Boxxy would unlock upon advancing its Summoner’s Grimoire Skill up to Level 3, gaining an extra +6 MNT in the process.

[Legendary Mentality]
A being whose power of will is the stuff of legends.
Requirements: Reach 750 Mental Fortitude (MNT).
[Effects]
Spells and Skills that affect the mind can be used on Golems, Demons, and Undead at 30% effectiveness.
Reduces the duration of hostile mind control effects by 80%.

It would take a lot of time and effort, but it was theoretically possible one could erase days or possibly even months’ worth of memories from a demonic mind. Though, as far as Boxxy was aware, the Warlock Job didn’t have access to any such Spells. Of course, there were other means through which one might learn some brain-fucky incantations if given enough time, and Tol-Saroth had both opportunity and motive. Memory manipulation was invaluable when it came to keeping one’s secrets – something Boxxy had learned after making such frequent use of Snack’s Dreamweaver Skill. The old sage would surely not equip himself with such a potent means of protecting the legion’s worth of skeletons in his closet.

This was clearly one of them. Given the size of this chamber and its contents, it was quite clear this laboratory was intended to fulfill a very vital purpose. Boxxy hadn’t the foggiest idea what that purpose was, but it nevertheless recognized this as a golden opportunity to finally get its tentacles on the legendary sage’s demonology research. The shapeshifter promptly stopped gawking and started searching with Snack’s help. It noted that each of the pickled corpses deviated from their base form in some way. One had different proportions, a second had extra fingers, and a third was so thin it looked positively emaciated. They had plenty of smaller deformities as well, mostly weird bumps and growths just under the skin. The monster deduced these defects and mutations were caused by their prolonged exposure to whatever formula preserved the conjured bodies. It was therefore rather surprised when it reached the crystal column furthest from the entrance. The female spire fiend within was, as far as it could tell, in absolutely pristine condition. Her features and rippling muscles were prime examples of anatomical perfection, though Boxxy couldn’t call this shape completely practical. The waist was too thin and the breasts too large – conventionally attractive, but difficult to balance in close quarters combat. Questionable proportions aside, it was impossible to deny that this body looked so full of vigor that it might come back to life at any moment. That was quite impossible, though.

Mostly because this particular body was never dead.

The spire fiend’s eyes suddenly flew open, forcing the catgirl-shaped monster to leap backwards while drawing its rapier. The demon’s flawless face twisted into pure rage as she took a swing at her cell. Her fist made a muffled thud as it impacted the glass-like shell, but didn’t even scratch it. She continued kicking and punching, but it was clear she no longer possessed the strength to break out, if she ever did.

“Ugh, how unsightly,” Xera scoffed. “Though I suppose I’d be pretty pissed off if I was trapped in a jar for four hundred years. Sucks to be her.”

The djinn drifted up to the glass and smiled deviously at the struggling fiend. She was enjoying her former coworker’s spectacular misfortune as a way of dealing with the disturbing realization that a mortal had fucked with her head in an un-tasty way. She was also a bit envious. The excruciating and burning sensation of drowning was one of her favorite treats, and one of Boxxy’s extra special rewards whenever she excelled in her duties. It was just a shame those sessions never lasted more than a few blissful minutes.

“… Wait a second,” realization suddenly hit her. “How is she still alive?”

Demons didn’t need sleep, food, or water to survive, but a lack of air was most definitely lethal.

“The chamber is healing her faster than she can suffocate,” Boxxy responded. “You went through something similar when you first met Ambrosia, remember?”

In other words, this orange fluid was likely a modified version of a dryad’s Waters of Life, their efficacy maintained by the dungeon core’s settings. While an educated guess, it was the best the shapeshifter could muster. These vats might’ve been see-through, but they blocked all means of magical perception. Not even Eyes of the Dead God could pierce them. The shapeshifter was nevertheless able to observe the prisoner’s physical reactions and accurately deduce her condition. Boxxy had also done similar experiments when it was first figuring out how Ambrosia’s restorative juices worked, so it had a hunch what would happen next. As expected, the demon lost consciousness several seconds after exerting what energy her air-deprived body could muster. The shapeshifter hated that it was right, though. If these massive jars were indeed filled with modified Waters of Life, Tol-Saroth must have had some kind of agreement with the dryad that owned the massive root housing this dungeon.

This similarity to the shapeshifter’s own lair sent its unbalanced mind down a particularly nasty rabbit hole – was all of this truly coincidence? Species aside, there were far too many parallels between Boxxy T. Morningwood and Ivran Tol-Saroth for comfort. There was also the strange familiarity the house mimics felt towards it. Was it possible that the former was the latter’s reincarnation? Actually, no, that was a stupid question. Of course it was possible, but was it plausible? The prospect didn’t sit well with Boxxy. It loathed the idea that some dead guy from four hundred years ago was influencing its life. It was a chest with a will and mind of its own, not some dead elf’s puppet, damn it! Wait, hold on. Didn’t Tol-Saroth spend his final years under the Elven Dominion’s mind control? Was that why the modern-day shapeshifter considered death a preferable alternative to enthrallment?

“Master, I believe you are overthinking things.”

Thankfully, Xera noticed Boxxy’s downward spiral and knew just what to say to snap it out of it.

“… Seems I was,” it admitted.

Chasing patterns where none existed was a sign of a troubled mind, and the shapeshifter’s mental state certainly qualified. Its logical side couldn’t dismiss this reincarnation theory outright, but could at least postpone dealing with it until this demonic corruption situation was resolved. The matter was swiftly marked as Future Boxxy’s Problem and shuffled into the back of its mind.

“Thanks, Snack.”

“Any time, Master.”

“Anyway, still got a lot of ground to cover. Could use an extra pair of eyes.”

It summoned Arms and left her to monitor the perpetually drowning demon while it finished exploring the rest of the dungeon. Meanwhile, it ordered Snack to very carefully check the countless stacks of notes, diagrams, and formulas her former master left behind. Many of the papers were deteriorated and illegible, while others vanished to dust upon contact, though some held up fairly well. The hope was these writings would hopefully reveal a method to cure Boxxy, so the djinn had to take every precaution not to damage them. That wouldn’t be an issue. As a former succubus, Xera knew a thing or two about applying a gentle touch. Unfortunately, she ran into an unforeseen issue – Tol-Saroth’s handwriting. It was so abysmal that if someone told her the sage had a habit of writing with his left foot she would not question it. The only easily legible script was in the tomes of reference material, but the information therein was either publicly available, out of date, or both. They were still worth checking as her old boss had scribbled some things in the margins or drawn on top of pre-existing diagrams. Those were a little neater and helped Xera get used to the horrendous handwriting, yet she still couldn’t read his notes. Even after she identified the letters and numbers, the words and formulas they formed were strange, almost alien. It wasn’t some obscure language since not even Xera’s Level 10 Versatile Tongue Skill could read it, which could only mean one thing.

“Master, it appears these notes are written in a code,” she telepathically reported.

“Crap. Can you break it?”

“No, Master. I’ve no idea where to even start deciphering it.”

“Because it doesn’t involve being used as a cumbucket?” Kora chimed in.

“Exactly,” Xera confirmed. “It’s far better to have the cat-bird look into these documents.”

It was a sound suggestion. Jen used to be the Gilded Hand’s foremost Scribe, so she likely had plentiful experience with such things.

“Okay. Snack, gather all the writing you can find and prep it for transport.”

“As you command, Master.”

“Claws, how are things outside?”

“No suspicious movement, Master.”

“Arms, how’s that test subject doing?”

“She woke up a while ago. Gave her the old sixfold middle finger just before she passed out.”

Realistically speaking, if the captive demon couldn’t escape in the last four hundred years, it would be ludicrous to think she’d suddenly do so now. She’d probably remain that way until the dungeon core was taken and the magic keeping her prison intact dissipated. It was one more reason why Boxxy delayed disturbing it until it was absolutely sure it was done with the place. Though, it couldn’t linger too long. The current owner of Stonetusk’s Parting Gift probably wouldn’t take kindly to an outsider snooping around their property. Boxxy’s best guess was that the core’s current owner was none other than the resident dryad, and there was no profit to be made from pissing off an immortal landlady. Thus, the shapeshifter intensified the pace of its exploration.

It stumbled upon a secondary lab much smaller than the hall-o-tubes, a circular chamber with a hemispherical shape around eight meters in diameter. Twelve demonic sigils lined the tiled stone floor near the room’s edge, each glowing with a faint blue light. There was no indication which otherworldly letter was first or when one word ended and the next began. There were about thirty possible interpretations, but the most likely candidate was “One becomes all when two become whole.” It was a bit nonsensical, though far more coherent than “Fish breathe fresh feet every two weeks.” The divine language was weird like that. Oh, and apparently knowledge of it was yet another thing Boxxy and Tol-Saroth had in common, though it already figured as much given their shared interest in demonology.

The shapeshifter mentally shuffled that tidbit under the relevant FBP and continued investigating the strange chamber. Confusing sigils aside, this laboratory’s center was occupied by a few pieces of strange… equipment, for lack of a better term. An elevated stone platform was surrounded by six tarnished metal rods that poked out of the floor. The whole thing was barely a meter tall, and the circular slab in the middle was as big as a queen-sized bed. A small cage hung from the ceiling by a thin chain, both forged from the same deep blue metal as the rods. Immediately next to the altar-like platform was a wooden chair that looked like some kind of torture device. It had metal shackles that could bind a humanoid subject’s ankles, wrists, and neck to the seat. A bowl-shaped helmet was attached to the top of the backrest via an arm of some kind. It had a leather chin strap and an ominous-looking cable that snaked behind it and disappeared into a tiny hole in the floor. All of the chair’s metal bits were also forged out of the same mysterious blue metal and covered in tiny arcane sigils. These symbols were unlike the demonic runes at the room’s edge. They were geometrically significant shapes meant to channel and bind mana, not otherworldly letters. Finally, a single lever was a few paces in front of the chair, no doubt the switch to activate this contraption. Pulling it seemed like a profoundly idiotic move, so Boxxy stayed as far away as mimically possible while it searched the chamber.

Afterwards the shapeshifter swung by the various workshops to collect the cartload of ancient documents Snack had prepared. It just had one last thing to take care of before it left this place – Tol-saroth’s final experiment.

“So, this was that guy’s final ‘appointment,’ huh?” Xera scowled.

“Seems like it,” Keira nodded. “He probably wanted Tick to remind him to come finish whatever he had in mind for her, but never got the chance.”

“Can we get this over with?” Kora scratched her cheek. “It’s super awkward.”

“Yeah, what dicks-for-brains said,” the djinn agreed.

Though demons didn’t really care for anyone, let alone one another, the idea of being perpetually drowned for centuries in total solitude was disturbing. Not even Xera was twisted enough to want that. The horrifying thought was on par with the ‘deathless suffering’ sentence handed down to Boxxy’s scapegoat. There was a very real chance that the once fierce and proud demoness might’ve been reduced to a deranged and feral lunatic incapable of rational thought. There was an equally likely possibility she wasn’t, in which case the shapeshifter wanted to rip some answers from her thick skull.

“Alright. Arms, you’re up.”

“Ugh, why me, though?” Kora grumbled. “Don’t you two have, like, stupidly powerful magic?”

“And what do you think will happen if we used that in here, dumbass?” Boxxy snapped at her. “The goal is to retrieve that demon, not obliterate her! Now shut up and get busy.”

The hoarder grumbled and did just that, fully laying into the inanimate object. However, after five minutes of full-force pummeling, the only thing she had to show for her effort was a small puddle of her own sweat.

“Huff, huff, huff,” she panted. “Thing’s, huff, tougher than, huff, it looks, huff.”

She managed to crack it countless times, but the crystal instantly mended itself before she could break through. Her onslaught wasn’t intense enough to overcome the dungeon core’s auto-repair function. Boxxy even injured her to shave off her HP and activate her Berserker abilities on top of imbuing her with Dark Infusion, yet it wasn’t enough. The sad part was that Kora would’ve been able to bust through easily if she were still an archfiend with the Siegebreaker Skill, which seemed designed to bust down magically fortified walls.

“Wait, I know!” she suddenly declared. “Why don’t I just snatch the cuntbag out of there!”

She took a step back and made a scraping motion with one of her hands as she invoked her Hand of Avarice, accomplishing nothing.

“… Oh, right. It doesn’t work on containers,” she remembered.

“Useless!”

Boxxy’s anger flared up again as it smacked the hopeless meathead hard enough to slam her face-first into the nearby wall.

“I’ll fucking do it myself!”

It cast off the redheaded catgirl’s veneer and replaced it with the Sandman, complete with the skull-tipped Voidcaller Staff. Arcane energy crackled around as it activated Power Overwhelming and threw caution to the wind.

“Reality Slash!”

The rage-fueled Spell flew towards the blasted tube, bounced off with a dull thud, and then sliced Xera, who was just sort of standing there, clear across the waist.

“Ahhhhnn!”

The slut moaned loudly as her top and bottom half fell separately to the ground with a pair of loud plops.

“Raaaagh!”

Boxxy, however, was starting to lose it. It swung the adamantite staff, crushing the worthless slut’s head into a pulp. It was about to do the same to the insufferable crystal tube when it was interrupted by something small and rectangular.

“Yip! Yip! Yip! Yip!”

Minic? Now? Here?!

Indeed, the animate jewelry box was excitedly running laps around the Sandman’s right leg, yipping all the while. The sheer absurdity seemed to shock the larger creature out of its corruption-fueled rampage before it had a chance to really take off. Boxxy’s rational side seized control in that brief moment of hesitation. It reached into its Storage and took out an entire jug of its private sleeping potion formula. It dumped the whole thing down its gullet, the powerful alchemical tranquilizer rapidly soothing its volatile mind. The emergency treatment left Boxxy feeling quite woozy as it collapsed onto its side, allowing Minic to walk up and affectionately bump into its face. It shifted its gaze slightly to see Tick and Snek had retreated without it noticing and were currently peeking out from around a nearby corner. Kora, meanwhile, had just gotten up to her feet and was looking around the chamber with an awkward expression. While dense, even she realized her idiocy was the catalyst for her boss’s current problems.

“What am I even doing?” Boxxy grumbled aloud, then rolled onto its back. “I haven’t the faintest idea how to fix this stupid corruption thing, so I’m getting mad at a vat of demon-juice? It probably doesn’t even taste good!”

“Yip?”

Minic, as expected, had no idea why its ‘big brother’ was moping about on the ground. The ground here wasn’t soft, definitely no place for a nap. It tried to convey this by bumping into the Sandman’s head, but was ignored as the shapeshifter struggled to remain conscious.

“Snek?” the golden serpent asked after slithering closer.

“I’ll be fine. Just overdosed a bit. Need some time to fight it off.”

“Snek.”

The shapeshifter should’ve swallowed only a few mouthfuls of the potion, not the whole jug. The excess amount wouldn’t kill it, but the shapeshifter unwittingly agreed with Minic. This was no place to black out.

“Yipyip?” the critter asked its shiny compatriot.

“Snek, sneksnek. Snek snek snek,” it summarized the situation.

“Yip?”

“Snek?”

“Yip.”

“Snek?!”

“Yip.”

“What the crap are you two on about?”

“Snek snek snek… Ssssnek?”

“Wait, what?!”

Boxxy raised its head just in time to see Minic run up and bump into that stupid crystal tube. The entire column was momentarily wrapped in a bright white light then vanished into thin air. With nothing holding it in place, countless liters of orange liquid flooded the room, making the shapeshifter gargle some as its head was suddenly enveloped. It tasted… fruity.

Now’s not the time for that! it screamed internally.

The Sandman rose up from the vital fluids enveloping it, noting that the now-freed demoness was violently puking out all of the gunk in her lungs. Boxxy’s body was still exceptionally heavy from the tranquilizer overdose, so it was unable to subdue her then and there. At least its Eyes of the Dead God were finally able to get a reading on the fiend’s name: Freallausiz Aurphoirriz Zalathraxas de Thotealphiol. It also revealed her HP hovered around the same total as a certain ex-fiend, implying they were equals in terms of Attributes.

Frealla rose to her feet, naked body still dripping with the hateful liquid that had kept her imprisoned for so long. She invoked her Demonic Armaments Skill to conjure a massive two-handed axe easily as long as she was tall, its blade dotted with a number of very sharp teeth. Boxxy would’ve liked to point out that was an impractical design for a pole weapon, but was too busy rolling out of the way of the demoness’s mad charge. Luckily, the aforementioned ex-fiend wasn’t about to let this gray-skinned exhibitionist do whatever she wanted.

“Back off, bitch!”

Kora shoulder-bumped Frealla away and followed with a triple uppercut. She was tired after that pointless pounding, but her blows were still too fast for her opponent. Those black-and-gold gauntlets dug into the spire fiend’s toned abs, knocking the wind out of her recently liberated lungs. Kora tried to catch her in a submission hold, but the older, more experienced demoness retaliated with a sudden headbutt that forced the hoarder back.

“YAAAAAAAH!”

With a new target for her centuries’ worth of pent up rage, the axe-wielding demon let out a piercing battle cry as her weapon swung towards Kora. She caught its blade with two of her left forearms, but it crunched and dented her armor like it was made of paper. Kora growled in pain and swung with her other hands, but her opponent interrupted her with another headbutt. The blow broke the hoarder’s posture, allowing Frealla to trip her by pulling one of her ankles forward with the hooked lower end of her weapon’s shaft. She masterfully twisted the giant axe around so that its blade would cleave through the red-skin’s stupid face well before her head hit the ground.

It was at this crucial moment that Kora demonstrated her natural knack for fighting. She caught the deadly edge by smashing it from both sides with four of her fists, propping herself up with the other two. She kicked the demon back then rolled backwards heels-over-head to return to her feet. With a bit of distance between them, she made the same swiping motion she tried to employ minutes earlier. Hand of Avarice activated wonderfully this time, stealing a random item from Frealla’s person. Which, considering she was still completely naked, narrowed the list of possible outcomes to one. The fiend’s axe shimmered out of her hands and appeared in Kora’s, who gleefully tossed it behind her. She then charged forward, arms stretched wide as she aimed to grapple her weaponless opponent into submission.

It wouldn’t be that easy, though. Nearly all spire fiends were Warriors, and this one was no exception. Her body remained a weapon in its own right. Frealla assumed an unarmed fighting stance as she readied to fend off all six of Kora’s greedy hands. She stepped back at the last moment, making the hoarder take a wider step in, only to surge back with yet another headbutt. Kora was ready for it this time and tightened her neck muscles as she prepared to counter with one of her own.

*THUUUM*

The whole room shook as their foreheads collided, neither willing to back down yet both sporting wide, toothy grins. Frealla made a snap movement with her neck, entangling Kora’s wild green mane in her spiraled horns. The hoarder didn’t fear ripped-out hair, so she pulled away without hesitation while driving a couple fists into the other’s ribcage. To her surprise, the fiend leaned in rather than step back. This softened the body blow by ruining Kora’s punching motion and put her in a position to pull the hoarder forward while sweeping her legs. There was a ripping noise and a fluttering of green strands as a tuft of hair was torn off Kora’s scalp shortly before she landed face-down on the wet ground. While the tomato-colored moron was attending an appointment with gravity, her stony-skinned opponent dashed for her discarded weapon.

However, she had underestimated just how agile and stubborn a demon with six arms could be. Rather than face-plant into the floor, Kora caught herself on her many hands and pushed off the ground hard enough to send her entire body flying backwards. Frealla had barely managed to pick up her axe when she was drop-kicked in the back of the head. The naked fiend’s entire body was launched through the air, her back slamming painfully into one of the crystal tubes. She grit her teeth and spun on her heel, barely dodging the hoarder’s follow-up shoulder-charge. She tried to sweep the leg with her weapon’s hooked shaft yet again, but was met with a knee to the gut. Kora then spun around with a backhanded fist aimed at her head, but Frealla deflected it with the side of her axe blade.

The fiend hopped backwards several meters, bare feet sliding against the wet floor as she put some distance between herself and her opponent. She assumed a fighting stance with her axe poised to strike, while Kora spread out her arms as if preparing to catch a falling boulder. The two demons glared at each other momentarily, both still grinning like the vicious psychopaths they were.

“You handle yourself well for a pit fiend,” Frealla taunted.

“Bring it, bitch. I’ll shove my fist so far up your ass you’ll choke on it,” Kora responded in kind.

“If anyone’s getting it up the shithole here, it’s you!”

It would appear the axe-fiend and the ex-fiend both fully understood how this duel would end – with some proper, old-fashioned anal rape. It was also quite clear that Frealla was, against all odds, in complete control of her faculties. Frankly speaking, a violent throwdown was just the thing she needed after enduring that torturous existence for Timothy-knows how long. As for Kora, it wasn’t often she got to fight against someone who could match her blow-for-blow, so she was having quite a bit of fun. She also looked forward to adding that rippling booty to her collection of fuck-holes. However, both of them had become so engrossed in the fight that they had forgotten about a certain someone. Boxxy, who had spent the brief-yet-intense bout regaining the use of its muscles, jumped the three-meter-tall fiend from behind. It wrapped around her head and upper body like a fleshy straitjacket, instantly restraining her arms. The demoness put up a valiant effort to throw it off, but it was too late.

“Oh, come on, boss!” Kora complained. “We were just getting to the good part!”

“Enslave Demon!”

Frealla screamed as she felt the creature’s oppressive will crash against her own. She might have had the mental fortitude and unyielding pride to avoid succumbing to the madness that would normally follow centuries of torturous isolation, but she had let her guard down. A distracted mind was like a fortress with its gates unbarred and unguarded, and the shapeshifter’s sudden onslaught didn’t let her put up any meaningful resistance. She still gave it everything she could, it simply wasn’t fast enough to fight off the shapeshifter’s invasive influence.

[You have enslaved an unbound demon of considerable might.]

With the rogue demoness thoroughly under its control, Boxxy untangled itself from her upper body. Its grip would likely only last a few minutes, seeing as this woman was powerful enough to stand up to Arms in one-on-one combat. Granted, the hoarder was heavily injured when the fight started, but that wasn’t much of a handicap considering her Berserker Job. Still, Boxxy estimated its tenuous hold on Frealla would endure long enough to make her spit out some juicy details regarding her former master.

But first, it had to take a moment to acknowledge and process the fact that, based on what it just witnessed, the current owner of Tol-Saroth’s private dungeon beneath the graveyard was none other than Minic.


Interlude
Thicker Than Water

The streets of Valona, the larger of the two nosferatu-run city states, were bustling with energy. It was midnight, the local equivalent of high noon. Two of Terrania’s three moons lingered in the clear sky, providing plenty of visibility as their reflected light illuminated the mild fog looming over the city. Most people would’ve found the atmosphere gloomy, creepy, perhaps even depressing, but these were nosferatu. From their backwards point of view it was a lovely and lively night, and the citizens were in such high spirits that the overall mood bordered on festive. Yet, any sense of enthusiasm or rowdiness was subdued the instant they noticed a certain someone walking among them.

The individual was short and skinny, hardly a stature one would call intimidating. They weren’t clad in sinister spikes or caked in blood either, and one could only imagine what deep scars or weird warts were hidden underneath the hooded black cloak. Indeed, the simple folk on the streets had no choice but to assume that the masked figure was exceptionally attractive – at least by their standards – because of the article covering the stranger’s face. It was a pearly white mask in the shape of a skull, with two vibrant red irises peering out from its eye sockets. In nosferatu culture, this was the sign of a Specter, an elite assassin trained by Mortimer’s death cults and sanctioned by the theocratic culture’s ruling class. They were the best of the best and worthy of respect, but almost never seen in public. Specters were a form of secret police that handled exceptionally dirty and heretical business – the kind never meant to taint the eyes and ears of the faithful populace. As a general rule of thumb, if one happened to spot a Specter, they would be wise to pretend they didn’t.

That certainly wasn’t the case with this particular assassin, however. Though none had seen her face, all who saw the girl’s lithe figure knew who she was, for there was only one Specter that dared walk so brazenly through Valona’s streets. She was the Hero of Death, and to ignore her presence would be teetering on the edge of sacrilege. As devotees to Mortimer, it was only natural for the pedestrians to make way, take a knee, and offer silent prayers and reverence as their grim god’s chosen passed by. It was one perk of the Hero gig that Kaede never grew tired of. Being shunned and swept under the rug for all her life prior, she found the borderline fearful groveling incredibly empowering. Intoxicating, almost. That was why she chose to make a public appearance instead of traveling more covertly. Indeed, it would have been exceptionally easy to reach her destination quietly. She wouldn’t even have to sneak about. None of these plebs had seen her face or heard her voice, and her near-total lack of womanly curves probably made her seem like a guy to most of them. All Kaede had to do was dress normally with a scarf over her hideously flawless features and none on the street would even give her a passing glance, but where was the fun in that?

Besides, these little outings did more than simply feed the nosferata’s ego. Her fellow night walkers needed frequent reminders that Mortimer had, after many generations, finally elected one of them as his mortal champion. This stoked the people’s faith and raised their spirits. Those in charge both knew of and encouraged this. Indeed, as odd as it seemed, this brazen display of divine authority was the state’s idea. Not that all those stuffy cardinals and bishops had any sort of authority over Kaede. She was at the tippy-top of the pecking order, right under Mortimer himself. The most those chin-waggers could do was politely request her cooperation, and in this particular instance she granted it. She did so begrudgingly at first, though once she got a taste of being in the spotlight it quickly became one of her favorite hobbies. She didn’t pull these publicity stunts all the time, of course, but she needed the pick-me-up after that long and dull business trip abroad.

Her actual destination was a four-story building that served as headquarters of the Skull Brokers guild. Word that the Hero of Death was walking the streets had spread like troll-pox, so the employees were thoroughly prepared to officially greet her. Two exceptionally handsome guys opened the front door at her approach and bowed graciously at her passage, a hand over their hearts. Kaede walked inside the spacious, dim, and skull-adorned lobby to find over a dozen clerks standing on either side of the central path. Each of them assumed the same subservient stance as the pair of porters, and the few customers further off to the side followed their example. The only one to remain upright was the man standing right in the middle of it all. He was the only human in the room, and probably the city, yet he was both a local and an influential individual.

The man had a number of monikers, including but not limited to ‘death dealer,’ ‘corpse vendor,’ and ‘the bookkeeper.’ He was Herman Thanadeus, born to a nosferatu father and a human mother, and head of the Skull Brokers guild. He was a rather tall gentleman standing at nearly two meters, wrapped in a long quilted coat with a skull-shaped badge on the left side of his chest. The frame beneath his sharp mercantile attire looked lean, fit, and remarkably healthy, despite the administrative nature of his occupation. His face seemed lifeless by comparison. It was a lean and haggard countenance that made it clear he was of a rather advanced age, yet remained remarkably average in appearance. Herman straddled that delicate middle ground where both nosferatu and normal people would find his appearance neither attractive nor offensive – the perfect look to bridge the cultural gap between the locals and the outside world. This miraculous mediocrity was no mere accident. Herman put a lot of effort into maintaining his universally inoffensive appearance. As a Merchant, he understood the importance of first impressions, and his forgettable face made it easier for his dignified bearing and serious attitude to shine through. That was also the reason why his thick, black hair was constantly swept back. It reinforced his image as a cold, calculating businessman.

This no-nonsense attitude was exactly why none questioned him when he skipped a bunch of formalities and briskly escorted Kaede into the privacy of his office without a word.

“You really need to start making appointments,” he spoke sternly. “Discreetly, I should add.”

“Oh, come off it,” Kaede brushed his remark off. “Don’t pretend like me showing up all Hero-looking isn’t good publicity for you. Besides, it doesn’t cost you anything.”

“I will admit, our reputation has shown marked improvement because of your publicity stunts, but it is not as free as you think.”

Herman sat behind his desk, leaned forward to put his elbows on it, then clasped his hands together in front of his mouth.

“Having the entire office, including myself, drop what we are doing just to line up for your arrival is highly disruptive to our operations. The delay you caused will cost us approximately five thousand lead pieces’ worth of profit.”

Converted to the currency standard used by the rest of the world, the sum came out to roughly 1,800 GP.

“That is not good business,” he continued in a deadpan. “So, unless you want me to start charging you every time you visit, I suggest you tone. It. Down.”

He gradually leaned forward as he spoke, prompting Kaede to reflexively shrink back.

“… Yes, sir. Sorry, sir.”

It was rather surprising how much pressure this old man could exert even though he was no soldier or adventurer. Words were his weapons, numbers his ammunition, and the negotiating table was his battlefield. He was a hardened veteran in the theater of commerce, with a Status to match. A Level 81 Merchant and Level 87 Scribe, Herman was teetering ever-closer to a Rank Up. The latter of his main Jobs was especially noteworthy. Officially, he was the second-highest Level Scribe on the continent, possibly the world. There were exceedingly few individuals with the capacity to advance the Job to such a stage. One had to be slightly fucked in the head to stomach the seemingly endless monotony and soul-sucking drudgery required. For better or worse, such eccentricities proved curiously common among rare mix-bloods like Herman.

“I’m glad you understand,” he said coldly. “And take off that ridiculous outfit.”

It wasn’t as if he particularly hated it, but the man preferred to do business face-to-face, mostly so he could read the other party’s expressions. The nosferata stiffly removed her mask and lowered her hood to reveal her unnaturally beautiful features and flowing black hair. She then took off her cloak, leaving her in a casual, short-sleeved shirt, shorts, and sandals. The outfit exposed a good deal of her flawless pale skin without venturing into obscene or provocative territory. Kaede neatly folded the covering garment and placed it on the small shelf next to the door. The man then invited her to take a seat in front of him, and she wordlessly did so. It was painfully clear the girl was nervous about this meeting, her earlier bravado nowhere to be seen. Something about the unflinching gaze of Herman’s gray eyes almost made her wish she was facing off against an orc warlord. At least she could afford to stab the greenskin. Literally. She’d need several lifetimes to pay back the fees and fines she’d be saddled with if she physically assaulted Herman or otherwise violated their contract.

“Now, how did your assignment go?”

“… Good,” Kaede finally found her voice. “I confirmed seventeen of your clients in Azurvale had legitimate death insurance claims and paid out their policies. The one fraud was dealt with.”

“Define ‘dealt with,’” Herman insisted.

“Terminated via knife through the heart while he slept,” the nosferata clarified.

“Did you remember to leave the relevant paperwork where it could be easily found?”

“Yes. I put it on his nightstand, next to the body.”

“Very good.”

The man held his hand out and a thick, leather-bound ledger materialized out of nowhere. With practiced ease, he snatched the book out of the air, immediately opened it to the latest entry, and started recording the completed payouts with the ornamental claw-like pen tip affixed to his left index finger. The way he wrote with a single digit while periodically snapping the thumb and middle finger on that same hand never ceased to weird Kaede out, but she knew better than to say anything. Badmouthing someone with close ties to the nosferatu Specters wasn’t the worst idea in the world, but it was certainly in the top ten.

“A new job came in for you while you were away,” Herman pointedly stated once he was finished. “Interested?”

“Don’t have anything else lined up, so, sure, let’s hear it.”

“There’s been another fraudulent death insurance claim.”

“Ugh,” Kaede rolled her crimson eyes. “When are these idiots going to learn?”

“Not a day goes by that I don’t ask myself the very same.”

The policies in question were made via special contracts that Herman personally prepared. Correctly filling out, signing, and then stamping one of those would, in essence, activate a Quest. Rather than delivering goods, escorting merchants, or slaying a prerequisite number of monsters, this Quest’s objective would be for the contracted party to die within a certain amount of time, typically five years. Should this occur, Herman would be mentally notified that one of his ‘Quests’ had been ‘completed,’ and he would promptly begin processing the policy on his end. As per the contract, the beneficiary – usually next of kin – would need to send over official documents that proved beyond a shadow of a doubt that there was no foul play involved with the client’s demise. If everything was above board, Herman would dispatch a courier to deliver the payout along with his sincere condolences. Overall, it was a remarkably profitable endeavor considering it was the first of its kind.

However, as with any innovation, it came with a number of growing pains and unforeseen issues. Idiots who thought they could game the system aside, Herman himself had become something of a bottleneck. Though his employees handled a lot of the legwork and communication with the guild’s customers, they were not permitted to make or finalize any magically-binding contracts. Their boss was a control freak and the death insurance service was his baby, so he refused to allow anyone but himself to finalize the magically-binding policies. The practice had steadily increased in popularity since its inception, which meant Herman had a whole lot of extra work to handle on top of his other administrative duties. It was too much for one man to handle, even a veteran tradesman.

It wasn’t until Azurvale’s Great Collapse that the issue became apparent. Though Herman did his best to log the burst of Quest completion notifications in his head, he wasn’t a hundred percent certain he had caught them all. He needed someone to investigate what had happened, confirm the state of all policy holders, pay the bereaved families their dues, and generally sort things out. That was where Kaede came in. She wasn’t the only ‘investigator’ on his payroll, but her god-given gifts made her the best, and this was an exceptional case. The one he had in store for her next was laughably more mundane. Though Herman had received a death certificate claiming a client of his had passed on, his contract magic said otherwise.

“So, where is the scumbag that needs a stabbing?” she asked grumpily.

“It’s actually a local.”

“Oh, thank fuck.”

Dealing with a fraudulent claim meant finding the bastard pretending to be dead and making an honest person out of them. These insurance policies were infamously made under pain of death, with both sides agreeing that whoever violated the terms forfeited their life to the other. There were no concerns regarding the legality of the imminent murder, not that Kaede would particularly care either way. Her issue was that her target could sometimes be on the literal ass-end of nowhere, and hunting them down was laborious work. The Azurvale gig was full of mystery and uncertainty, which made it a great deal more exciting, not to mention lucrative. The fun-loving nosferata wasn’t thrilled about going back to ‘business as usual,’ but at least it would be quick.

“Watch your profanity, will you?” the man behind the desk grimaced. “It is both unprofessional and unbecoming of a Hero of Death.”

Though his appearance and demeanor might suggest otherwise, the aged human was a devout follower of Mortimer even by nosferatu standards. What set him aside from his peers was his ability to separate religious beliefs from professional matters. Kaede might have had a divine title, but she agreed to be his employee, so he did not hesitate to scold the rebellious runt.

“Whatever,” she brushed him off. “Can you just give me the details so I can get this over with?”

“Very well.”

Herman snapped his fingers, and his magic ledger spit out the relevant contract. The tome was actually an Artifact-grade item called the Accountant’s Grimoire. It had a number of cataloging and storage functions making it simultaneously invaluable to a bookkeeper and useless in combat. That latter part was more of a hidden feature than an apparent flaw as it had spared the old Merchant a visit from the rumored Relic Hunter.

Having retrieved the relevant paperwork, Herman placed it on the desk and plopped a standard-looking Quest Log on top. Kaede leaned forward and placed her hand on the turquoise crystal ball, prompting all of the relevant information to pour into her head. She now knew she was after a sixteen-year-old nosferatu woman named Florence Kane, what the agreed-upon payout was, that the next of kin was her husband, and where they both lived. The special contract she had with Herman also allowed her to track Mrs. Kane with her Eyes of the Dead God. Swiveling her head and eyes around, she easily spotted an uncharacteristically blue ‘blip’ shining through the walls of the office.

One could accuse Herman Thanadeus of many things, but being sloppy with his enchanted paperwork wasn’t one of them.

“Alright, I’m on it.”

The girl put her cloak and mask back on and, at her employer’s insistence, departed from his office in a far stealthier manner than she had arrived. She dropped by the inn she was staying at and retrieved the rest of her gear before heading out. Her first order of business was to visit Mrs. Kane’s ‘widower.’ His place of residence was in the richer parts of Valona, unsurprising considering only those with considerable means could afford Herman’s death insurance premiums. It was also rather predictable that Mrs. Kane was nowhere near the house. What surprised Kaede was that, after shamelessly sneaking in, rooting through the place, and silently observing the husband, it was clear the man genuinely believed his wife was dead. He had this depressed air around him, his front door was adorned with a tasteful obituary, and the bedroom he’d shared with his wife had been turned into a shrine in her honor. Kaede figured a direct approach might work best, so she left the house without being noticed, removed her uniform, and knocked on the front door.

She introduced herself as one of Herman’s employees sent to deal with the insurance claim, which was entirely true. The man barely contained his disgust at his visitor’s overwhelming hideousness as he explained what had happened. Apparently, his wife and several of her lady friends had disappeared during an outing beyond the city’s walls. Three nights passed before their monster-mangled corpses were recovered. Mr. Kane insisted he had seen, identified, and buried his wife’s broken body and got rather cross when the ugly girl kept probing him about the painful memory. As far as Kaede could tell, the man was either an absurdly good actor or he genuinely believed his wife dead. She excused herself and set off to see what Mrs. Kane had been up to. Her ‘blip’ pointed towards the relatively short mountains northeast of the city, about five hours away by foot. The young assassin was both a Rogue and a Ranger, so she easily covered that distance in only half the time. She could’ve done it faster, but she saw no reason to rush and exhaust herself. As she got closer, she realized her Skill was guiding her towards the mountain’s peak. This struck her as odd because the cliff-riddled summit was completely barren and devoid of any signs of life, not to mention so steep that no high-class socialite would bother climbing it. Perhaps that was precisely why she was hiding there?

Things were soon shown to be not as they appeared. As she nimbly climbed the needle-like peak’s treacherous side, Kaede noticed something rather bizarre built into the cliff face. It was, as far as she could tell, some kind of blood-red, five-sided crystal. Its appearance was similar to a midnight ruby, but that couldn’t be. It was twice as big as her own head, after all. Size aside, both the clean cut of the gem and the glowing arcane runes surrounding it made it clear some kind of magical trickery was afoot. The exact nature of the deception was revealed when Kaede climbed a few meters higher and passed through an illusory bubble obscuring what actually lay at the summit. Though it appeared inhospitable and empty from afar, climbing to the top revealed it was dominated by a massive castle. The structure had an overabundance of creepy spikes, looming spires, disturbingly large skull decorations, ugly gargoyle statues, and moss-covered stonework. It looked positively eerie in the pale moonlight, the sort of place one would expect to be haunted by at least fifteen different vengeful spirits.

In Kaede’s eyes it was the coolest castle she’d ever seen. It was so breathtaking that it took her almost an entire minute of gawking to realize that, despite its tastefully decrepit and ancient appearance, the stone fortress was very much occupied. Numerous lights were on, and she could make out the shape of some rather bulky sentries patrolling the ramparts. The Eyes of the Dead God confirmed Mrs. Kane was in one of the many towers towards the center of the fortress, and Kaede doubted that loudly announcing her presence would be a good idea. After all, someone went to great lengths to obfuscate the structure and it was unlikely they’d react well to a stranger showing up at their front door.

The Hero of Death therefore chose to quietly infiltrate the castle. It was precisely for situations like this that she got the Spider Climb Skill from her Rogue Job. With it, she could make her feet and hands magically adhere to most solid surfaces, allowing her to scale the sheer stone walls despite the absence of footholds. As it gained Levels, the ability would let her perform a number of other feats, such as walking on ceilings and dashing across water. While useful tools for an assassin, they weren’t Kaede’s only reason for taking this Skill. She secretly idolized the Sandman’s arachnid assistant. The young Hero always thought spiders were cool, and Claws was the coolest – pun intended. The stalker worked with brutal efficiency and haunting grace that Kaede strived to emulate, so how could she possibly resist taking Spider Climb?

Youthful fantasies aside, her choice of role model proved most suitable for this task. The nimble woman made her way up to a small window and squeezed her slender frame through the metal bars. The castle’s interior decorations were fancy enough to be called a royal palace. More importantly, there didn’t seem to be any magical security measures worth a damn. Kaede knew this for a fact because of her especially sensitive nose, made all the sharper by her Alchemist Job. She knew from experience that most anti-intruder enchantments gave off a faint scent akin to burning metal. She wasn’t entirely sure why but suspected it had something to do with the magical reagents required to produce and maintain the wards. Whatever its source, the distinct odor was nowhere to be found and her passage triggered no alarms, so she boldly stalked the wide hallways and tall corridors. There were so many rafters and hiding spots it was almost as if someone wanted an assassin to come in.

It then occurred to Kaede she could be headed into a trap and adopted a slower, more cautious, less orthodox sneaking method. She went full-on ‘spider mode’ and stuck as close to the tall ceiling as she could. People usually weren’t in the habit of randomly looking up, so exploiting elevation was a good way of reducing risk of detection. There might be more experienced sentries that knew to keep verticality in mind when it came to their patrols, but Kaede didn’t encounter any of those. In fact, she didn’t see any security at all. The only people she saw were maids and butlers clad in gloomy outfits one might see at a funeral. They did occasionally glance upward to ensure the ceiling and wall corners had an aesthetically acceptable number of cobwebs, but for the most part they were preoccupied with sweeping, scrubbing, and polishing everything in sight. The servants seemed utterly determined to make the castle absolutely spotless, so much so that Kaede probably could’ve walked right past them and they wouldn’t notice. They stood no chance of detecting the intruder as she quietly crawled across the tall walls where the light of the countless candelabras underneath couldn’t reach.

As she crept through the halls, the Hero couldn’t help but notice that everyone seemed… disturbingly happy. Sure, they worked and lived in a lavish palace and wore fancy clothes, but their smiles seemed a bit too wide, almost strained. Kaede concluded the underlying cause had something to do with the jeweled chokers and cuffs everyone was wearing. They were all set with large, bright-red gemstones that looked a lot like the massive stone Kaede encountered while scaling the mountain. She wasn’t sure what to make of this but quickly decided it was none of her concern. Her goal was to investigate a fraudulent insurance claim, not liberate a bunch of strangers from presumed mind control. It simply wasn’t what she was paid to do. Besides, even if she did ‘help’ them, there was a chance she’d do more harm than good.

Such logical reasoning did little to ease the odd, unsettling tension Kaede felt as she continued effortlessly skulking through the castle. After a few more minutes, she laid eyes on her target. Florence Kane was wearing the same black and veiled maid uniform as the other female servants, including a jeweled choker and unnatural smile. She calmly walked down the hallway while pushing a serving trolley with a bottle of wine and a plate of assorted cheeses. While certainly alive and healthy, Kaede felt she wasn’t here by choice. It was hard to imagine anyone successful enough to afford Herman’s insurance premiums would willingly perform housekeeping duties. Even without that context, it seemed absurd anyone would fake their death just to devote themselves to the maid lifestyle. In other words, Mrs. Kane did not seem entirely in control of her actions. She most likely wound up a victim in some bizarre conspiracy and had no intention of scamming Herman. Kaede didn’t know for certain, and that was the issue. That man-shaped tombstone she called a boss would have her head if she dared come back with a bunch of ‘maybes’ and ‘what-ifs.’

So, as much as she wanted to listen to her gut and get out of here, the nosferata had obligations to fulfill. She needed to gather enough information to definitively prove whether Florence Kane willingly and knowingly violated the terms of her death insurance policy. If she did, Kaede would slit her throat and be done with it. If not, she’d go back to Herman and let him decide how to handle this. The Hero-for-hire thus silently followed the enthralled maid through the castle right up until she wheeled her snack-cart onto a rather large balcony. Kaede peeked out from inside the hallway and immediately noticed two things. One, this place had a rather grand view of what lay beneath the mountain. Which, considering the time of day, meant the only thing that could be seen were the distant lights of Valona amidst a sea of darkness. The second, far more worrisome sight was a high-back armchair so extravagant it looked like a throne. It seemed reasonable to assume whoever was seated there was in charge. It was therefore rather fortunate that the chair faced the moonlit view rather than the general direction of the door Kaede was peeking through. She watched with shallow breaths as Mrs. Kane wheeled her trolley up to the chair’s side. A delicate, ghostly-pale hand held out an empty wine glass, and the maid wordlessly filled it with the blood-like contents of the bottle she had brought. She proceeded to stand there grinning like an idiot while the mysterious person in the chair slowly sipped on their wine and occasionally took a slice of cheese from the plate.

This carried on for nearly fifteen minutes before any of the three made a move. With a groan so deep and pronounced that it almost sounded like a yell, the chair creaked. Kaede retreated fully behind the doorway as she rapidly reconsidered her employment options.

“If you’re going to try to kill me, could you get it over with.”

A clear, feminine, thoroughly-bored voice washed over the Hero of Death, making her instinctively freeze in her tracks. She dared not even breathe.

“Fine. Be that way.”

To her surprise, she didn’t hear a series of footsteps ominously approach her. Instead, the mysterious woman sat back in her chair and continued slowly enjoying her midnight snack. Well, ‘enjoying’ might have been too strong a word. Judging from the apathetic grunts and sighs, the lady of the castle was thoroughly drowning in her tedium. The ease with which she detected the intruder and overall dismissive attitude towards the perceived assassination attempt hinted that she was far more powerful than Kaede. It was therefore fortunate that the scary lady in the tall chair didn’t immediately resort to violence. She also wasn’t the Hero’s target. By all accounts the young nosferata should have taken this chance to quietly excuse herself from the premises. However, Mortimer would not have chosen her if she was the type of person to only play it safe and never push any boundaries. It was Kaede’s nature to go against the grain, and that trait would coerce her to make what many would call a monumentally idiotic decision.

After a few more minutes of silently standing by that doorway and mulling things over, the lithe nosferata gracefully walked onto the balcony and announced her presence.

“Uh, hello?” she called out with a small wave.

“Too late, I’m already bored of you,” a pale hand waved dismissively from the side of the chair. “Why don’t you do us both a favor and just hurl yourself from the balcony.”

Kaede instantly exploded into a sprint and leapt into the black abyss that stretched out below the stone balcony.

“… Oh, shit!”

She came to her senses moments later. She turned around in mid-air while drawing a compact grappling hook launcher she’d recently bought from a certain mithril golem. She aimed the device upward and pulled the trigger. An ear-splitting *BANG* and a metallic *CLANG* later, the grappling hook just barely snagged the edge of the overhead balcony. Kaede held onto the handle tight and felt like her arm was nearly ripped out of its socket as her descent came to an abrupt end. Her momentum was redirected towards the castle’s outer wall and she just barely managed to stretch her legs out and cushion the impact, then kicked away from it. Now in a more stable position, Kaede pushed the other button on the handle, and the device’s high-speed winch started reeling her upwards. She ascended so quickly that she shot past the balcony’s edge and lingered in the air for a few moments with her cloak billowing outwards like a pair of gigantic bat wings. The girl then demonstrated the grace of a bowl of porridge as she flopped down on the ground at the feet of the woman that had nearly killed her with just a few words.

“Well, now. This is new.”

The would-be assassin looked up and saw an existence that practically oozed nobility. Her armor, if it could be called that, consisted of a pair of boots, a left glove, a choker, and a corset-like breastplate that covered little above her exposed cleavage. All of these pieces were made from the same kind of black metal, had a silver trim, and were adorned with yet more of those strange crimson jewels. The lady of the house also had a high-class pair of form-fitting leggings, an elegant rapier on her hip, a full wine glass in her bare hand, and an extravagant fur coat on her shoulders. On the whole, Kaede thought her outfit looked like a weird cross between casual wear, ceremonial armor, and adventuring gear, but the stranger’s face was what demanded the most attention. Smooth and flawless skin wrapped tight around sharp, elegant facial features with nary a scratch, bump, or wrinkle to be seen, topped off by a head of waist-length luscious black hair that swayed gently in the midnight wind. If it wasn’t for the nearly glowing crimson eyes and the not-quite-elfish-but-still-pointed ears, the Hero of Death could’ve sworn she was looking at a human. Yet, somehow Kaede knew she was looking at a fellow nosferata that shared her… unusual skin condition.

Moving her Eyes of the Dead God slightly higher revealed this mysterious aristocrat bore the name Arisha Nightriver, and that her max HP was, just as assumed, far above Kaede’s pay grade.

“You there!” she spoke commandingly. “What is this curious device you hold?”

“It’s, uh, a grappling hook launcher?” Kaede answered dumbly.

“What is its purpose?”

“It… launches grappling hooks.”

Arisha stood from her throne and stepped forward. The Hero of Death’s first thought was to flee, yet she found herself completely paralyzed. She couldn’t move a single millimeter despite internally screaming at her legs to run. Much to her relief, this terrifying woman didn’t slit her throat then and there. A tendril of darkness extended from her shadow, grabbed the device she was interested in, and brought it up to her hands while Mrs. Kane silently took hold of her wine glass. The noblewoman looked over, poked at the launcher, and even pulled the obvious trigger a few times. However, nothing happened since it wasn’t reloaded. Already bored with the odd thing, Arisha casually tossed the rather expensive gadget over her shoulder and loomed over Kaede.
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“So, what’s a Specter doing on my estate? I am quite certain I told your handlers that I never wanted to see one of you rats snooping around here.”

“I don’t work for those stuck up fanatics,” the young girl found her voice. “I only answer to Mortimer!”

And Herman, though it probably wasn’t wise to complicate things.

“Why? Are you his Hero or something?”

“Pretty much.”

“You’re not very good at it.”

“I’m still a newbie!”

“I can tell,” Arisha scoffed. “Only a total greenhorn would try sneaking up so brazenly on one such as I.”

“T-to be fair, I wasn’t here for you. I was looking for the woman next to you.”

Over the next few minutes, during which Kaede could not move anything other than her lips, she managed to explain her reason for being here. When she finally name-dropped Herman Thanadeus it was both a little surprising and rather inconvenient that Arisha had never heard of him. She still conceded that Kaede was telling the truth once she saw her copy of the insurance policy, at which point the girl was finally allowed to stand.

“So, Kaede, huh?” she asked bemusedly. “What sort of parent names their child after a blood sausage?”

“I wouldn’t know, I chose it myself,” the younger one said sternly. “Did not have the best childhood.”

“Of course, you didn’t,” the noblewoman scoffed again. “You wouldn’t be a Hero otherwise. Nobody becomes somebody unless their youth was filled with strife. Myself included, of course.”

“Really? No offense, but you strike me as, uh, someone above the petty struggles of street rats.”

“I will admit, I was born into old money and never had a want for anything. Other than a new face, of course.”

Arisha gestured at her ‘hideous’ visage while making a look of pointed disgust.

“I’ve had it for centuries, and I still can’t get used to seeing it in the mirror – the downside of having refined taste.”

Kaede swallowed nervously. If that was true, and there was no doubt in her mind that it was, then Arisha Nightriver was among the select few enlightened who had achieved their second Rank Up and became a legendary existence known as a nosferatu bloodlord. Or was that a ‘nosferata bloodlady?’ Probably not worth risking her ire by asking.

“It’s funny, really,” the noblewoman continued. “I’ve taken countless face wounds, a considerable portion of them self-inflicted. I’ve shaved my hair, fractured my skull, burned my skin with both fire and acid. Yet, it always healed completely, without a single scratch, dent, wrinkle, or scar. I have to enthrall my own servants just to stop them looking at me in disgust. I especially can’t stand the way those pencil pushers that call themselves ‘leaders’ can barely talk to me without throwing up. Or how the commoner brats threw stones at me! At me! The great and powerful Arisha Nightriver! Such gall! Such disrespect!”

Her idle complaints had devolved into full blown ranting, and Kaede was struck rather speechless by how eerily familiar her woes sounded.

“Do you have any idea how maddeningly infuriating that feels?!”

“I do, actually.”

Kaede slowly removed her mask and revealed her own face resembled a much younger version of Arisha’s. Not that the noblewoman looked old. In fact, her timeless body showed no clue as to her actual age, which was part of her problem.

“Uuugh,” Arisha pulled back with a profound groan of disgust. “For Mortimer’s sake, girl. Put your mask back on.”

“Well, isn’t that a skull calling the gravestone white?” Kaede crossed her arms with a pout. “I was just trying to show that I empathize.”

“Oh, please! What does a pathetic whelp like you know?”

“I know that your problem isn’t your face, it’s your bitchy attitude.”

As per usual, Kaede’s mouth had run a few seconds faster than her brain. Only after that remark had left her lips did she realize how profoundly suicidal it was. Yet, Arisha didn’t seem outraged, stunned, or offended. She just stood there, blinking dumbly for several silent seconds.

“Hold on a second, how did you even get up here?”

“I, uh, just said I climbed up, didn’t I?”

“Through the illusory barrier at the base of the summit?”

“Y-yes?”

“Curiouser and curiouser…”

“What?” Kaede asked dumbly. “What is?”

“It would take some serious skill to pass through it without my knowing, yet such feats are clearly beyond you. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have heard your heartbeat when you were spying on me.”

“Again, I wasn’t spying on you! I was just following the zombie-maid over there!”

“…”

Arisha ignored her words and drew closer with a focused glare. Kaede wanted to pull backwards, but once again found herself incapable of moving. At least this time she was able to identify the cause as a mental block preventing her commands reaching her limbs rather than an unseen force physically restraining her in place. It was a subtle yet important distinction that did little to alleviate the momentary panic welling up in her heart. Like before, the living relic didn’t harm her, but she did do something weird. She leaned in until her nose almost touched Kaede’s and took a few deep sniffs.

“I see. That would explain it,” she said flatly as she pulled away. “It would appear we are related.”

“We’re what?!”

“You’re a descendant of mine. Quite distant, but we share enough ancestry for my bloodstones to recognize your lineage,” she tapped the bright red gem in her chest piece.

“Wait, bloodstones? Like, actual stones made from blood?”

They certainly looked the part, if nothing else.

“Indeed. Only a nosferatu bloodlord’s special Skill can make them. They can be used in a variety of ways, and I have a special connection with them that you, apparently, share.”

In short, the reason Kaede had been able to sneak in so easily had been because she, through some twist of fate, was a distant relative of the castle’s owner.

“I must say, this is rather surprising. I was not aware my line had survived this long.”

“What do you mean ‘this long?’ How old are you, exactly? Er, if you don’t mind my asking.”

Arisha smirked.

“Old enough to have witnessed the Addams Theocracy sink beneath the waves of what you now call the Oculus Sea.”

“O-oh… You, uh, look… I mean, err… that’s… nice?”

Kaede genuinely had no idea how to respond, so she ended up making dumb noises that barely counted as words.

“Still, this surprise is most welcome. This must be the most excited I’ve been in the last hundred years, and that calls for a celebration!”

She clapped her hands together, causing a rather peculiar bottle to appear out of thin air. It was unlabeled, big enough to hold a liter of liquid, and made entirely out of silver. It floated around in mid-air with a wisp of white smoke around it. Arisha dumped the contents of the wine glass she was still holding then held it up to the silver bottle. The conjured container gently tipped itself over and refilled her vessel with a substance so red, smooth, and sparkly, it could only be described as ‘liquified rubies.’

“Drink?” she offered it to Kaede.

“Uh… Maybe? What is it?”

“Oh, it’s the product of one of my Ultimate Skills,” Arisha explained. “It’s called Ethereal Vintage, and it is a wine good enough to make the gods weep.”

It was fairly strong too, by the smell of it. Simply catching a whiff of that glass propelled Kaede right past drunk and straight to hungover. She had a feeling a single sip would be enough to make her liver instantly implode.

“I’ll pass. What sort of Ultimate Skill creates wine, though?”

“An aristocrat’s,” the bloodlord said proudly.

“Last I checked, ‘Aristocrat’ wasn’t a Job.”

“Fine,” Arisha rolled her eyes. “It’s because I got from Level 1 to Level 100 of my Alchemist Job by trying to make the perfect wine.”

While she had, in a manner of speaking, achieved that goal, the problem with Ethereal Vintage was that it would disappear six hours after being conjured. Any potion-like benefits, intoxication, or hangover caused by the drink would disappear with it. Though, if an unranked adventurer dared take a drink, they would find the ensuing death by alcohol poisoning would be rather permanent. Kaede was wise to turn down the offer, and Arisha didn’t mind since it meant there was more for her. After all, she couldn’t just keep conjuring Ethereal Vintages. Like many Ultimate Skills, it had a significant cooldown period – one day, in this case. That didn’t mean the noblewoman drank the stuff regularly, however. While she could, doing so would cheapen the flavor, so she reserved it for special occasions. Finding out that a member of her bloodline had become a Hero of Death despite her many shortcomings was most certainly an event worth celebrating.

After half an hour of getting shamelessly plastered on her own magical wine, Arisha was revealed to be the sort of drunk that moaned and complained about everything. A somewhat violent one, at that. She had slovenly thrown a Reality Slash Spell at one of the moons for being an ‘annoying, sky-bright-thing.’ While her incantation didn’t get remotely near the celestial orb, it certainly didn’t feel that way to Kaede. The hurricane-like air currents her half-hearted magic kicked up were no joke, and she could swear she saw the moon twitch ever-so-slightly in response. The younger girl wouldn’t be the least bit surprised if she woke up tomorrow to find Terrania’s natural satellites now numbered two and two halves. This was all her inebriated imagination running wild. Though she didn’t partake in any of the offered drinks, the residual alcohol on Arisha’s breath was so overpowering it would even make a veteran dwarven mercenary tipsy. Kaede got to experience quite a few face-fulls of that intoxicating air since her ancestor also got inexplicably clingy on top of bitching and moaning about anything and everything.

“I’m telling yoooooou! Men are the woooooooorst!”

She hugged the young Hero brazenly and forcefully, practically yelling into her eyes every time she complained. By all accounts, Kaede would’ve blacked out long ago if her Alchemical Fortitude wasn’t helping her fight off the second-hand inebriation.

“None of them care about your… It’s all the face! Hic! The only ones that’ll even look at an ugly old bitch like me are those pathetic humans. Or those fuckin’ knife-ears. Bunch o’ filthy heathens, the lot of them!”

Kaede opened her mouth to respond, only to violently throw up. Thankfully, she managed to avoid splashing her ‘host,’ but she wouldn’t last much longer. Sure enough, she didn’t. The next thing the girl knew, the stinging rays of the morning sun were waking her from her nap atop some incredibly fancy sofa. There was no hangover, but she still felt drained and generally shitty. She looked herself over, noting the multiple layers of vomit on her clothes and that much of her equipment had been stripped off at some point. More importantly, she still had her dignity and she was in one piece, though that couldn’t be said of the fancy sitting room she woke up in. It had, to put it lightly, seen better days. There were sword slashes and large holes through almost all of the furniture and walls, and sunlight poured in through the shattered glass in every window. There were also three dead servants piled up in the corner, one of which she immediately identified as Mrs. Kane.

Suddenly remembering her purpose, the nosferata leapt to her feet and looked around for Arisha. However, the noblewoman was nowhere to be found and neither were any of her enthralled servants. Kaede scratched her head, trying to remember what happened last night. She recalled bits and pieces, but for the most part it was an incomprehensible haze. In the end, she decided to just grab her gear and leave, which proved difficult since it took her nearly two hours to find her mask. She didn’t even bother questioning how or why it was lodged halfway up one of the dead guys’ ass cracks and swiftly burned it in the closest fireplace, making a mental note to get a new one.

Kaede thought long and hard about Herman’s assignment on her way back to town. She ultimately judged it best to pay the widower as Mrs. Kane was so thoroughly enthralled she could hardly be classified as alive. The decision fit the spirit of the agreement rather than the letter of it, and if Herman had any complaints about that, he could suck on his own ledger after everything Kaede suffered through last night. On that note, while her memory was fuzzy and spotty, the nosferata recalled a few things a very drunk Arisha said about her servants. Apparently, all those people she kept as slaves were commoners who had unwittingly wandered into her domain and couldn’t be allowed to leave. It certainly explained why this mountain had so many disappearances, even though the monsters inhabiting it were nothing special. As for the body the widower had seen, it was likely something prepared by the local government. Kaede had the distinct impression that her immensely powerful ancestor was one of the ruling class’s dirty secrets, and she could understand why. If a VIP could kill hundreds of soldiers by themselves, then a double-VIP must have been like a one-man army. Covering up a few dozen disappearances a year was probably a small price to pay to keep her in check and out of densely populated areas, especially given her unhinged demeanor.

Mixing the overblown ego of so-called ‘nobles’ with the power to destroy entire neighborhoods on a whim sounded like a recipe for disaster, and Arisha had plenty of both.

That aside, the first thing Kaede did upon returning to Valona was drop by her room, intent on catching up on some sleep. Nosferatu society was a nocturnal one, so she’d have to wait until it got closer to sundown before she could do anything about her assignment. At least, that had been the plan until there was an insistent knock on her door just minutes after she’d returned. It was a messenger sent by Herman. Apparently, the old man demanded she visit his office right away and had posted one of his employees to keep an eye out for Kaede’s return. The nosferata was tired, but in no position to refuse. She needed to discuss the Kane case with him anyway, so she saw no reason to decline. In retrospect, she should’ve been a bit more suspicious of the timing, but that didn’t occur to her until she entered his office and noticed the positively grim expression on his face. The generally pulverized state of his desk wasn’t a promising sign, either. The sturdy piece of furniture looked as if someone had snapped it in two and thrown it against a corner, forcing Herman to use an old table as a temporary substitute.

“Uh, hey boss,” Kaede greeted him warily. “What did I miss?”

“It’s not so much what you missed,” he said in his traditionally cold voice. “It’s what you caused.”

“… Okay?”

“Forgive me if I’m mistaken, but I sent you on a simple insurance job, didn’t I?”

“Yeah?”

“Then care to explain how you managed to convince a thousand-year-old blood-obsessed drunk, whom I might add looked remarkably like you, to leave her mountaintop castle?”

“Uh, what?” she blurted out in disbelief.

“Arisha! Nightriver!” he shouted, catching Kaede off-guard. “You know who that is, yes?! I would certainly hope so considering she apparently came here because of your ‘recommendation!’ What do you have to say for yourself?!”

It would appear that even though the bloodlord hadn’t known who Herman was before, the two of them had gotten rather well-acquainted after Kaede blacked out. As the one responsible for the ‘introduction,’ the girl could think of only one way to respond.

“… Whoops?”

“Don’t ‘whoops’ me, you imbecile!” he continued yelling. “Do you have any idea what your carelessness accomplished?!”

“Your desk got smashed, cry me a river,” she grew annoyed. “You should’ve seen-”

“The High Cardinal has put my business on lockdown! Because of you!”

A scathing lecture followed, during which Herman loudly and continuously reprimanded the impulsive assassin for all the damage she’d caused. Apparently, the local authority had their panties in a bunch over their little secret leaving the city-state on a whim and were looking for someone to blame. The Skull Brokers guild was placed under investigation as a result. It was only natural they’d be targeted, seeing as how this was one of the only two places Arisha had visited before she disappeared. Herman wasn’t particularly worried about legal action, though. He was an honorable businessman who made sure his operations were entirely above board and had an iron-clad paper trail. Admittedly, sending assassins out to kill people who tried to make fraudulent insurance claims was a bit dicey, but those people had signed an arcane contract with their life on the line. They knew what they had gotten into, so the fact they were stupid enough to try and weasel out was their own fault. It worked both ways, of course, with Herman offering up his own life should he fail to honor his part of the deal in the event of the insured party’s death.

The real problem, however, was that even though the local authorities’ inquiry would turn up nothing of consequence, the guild could not operate while the investigation was underway, severely impacting its profits.

“And knowing what kind of arrogant, racist bastards run this place,” Herman’s lecture began to peter out, “it’ll probably be months before they get off my back!”

Kaede had, for the most part, weathered the verbal beating with a stoic expression. As scary as he could be, the man before her was nowhere near as terrifying as a certain bronze-skinned, red-haired, cat-eared scouting instructor.

“Can I ask something?” she spoke up once her boss had run out of steam.

The man took a deep breath before he responded.

“What is it?”

“You said this was one of the places she visited. What was the other?”

“I hope you’re not going to chase after her.”

“Oh, gods, no. I’m curious, not suicidal.”

“It was the local Mercenary Guild. Things are much worse over there. I’m told some dumb fool dared to make fun of her appearance. She just looked at him, and he went shlorp.”

“… Shlorp?”

“It’s the sound of a person suddenly turning inside out, or so I’m told.”

The mental image alone was enough to make the girl regret asking.

“It got worse after that,” Herman continued. “Haven’t seen it for myself, but the man I sent to investigate claims the upper half of the building was simply gone when he arrived. Like someone had sliced it in two with a giant knife and absconded with the top part.”

Kaede nearly said something along the lines of ‘sounds like her, alright,’ but managed to keep her mouth on the subject at hand.

“What was she even doing in there?”

According to Herman, Arisha had only shown up at his door because Kaede mentioned it in passing. She had gotten it into her head that this place was ‘taking advantage of an ugly-faced girl’s lack of confidence’ and wanted to stand up to the ‘filthy pig-man’ in charge on behalf of her ‘precious descendant.’ Thankfully, Herman was no stranger to being yelled at by people that could flatten him with ease and maintained his cool. He somehow convinced the furious drunk that Kaede received the same fair treatment as the rest of his employees, even pulled out the relevant contracts from his magical ledger. When the millennium-old bloodlord saw those legally binding agreements, she finally saw reason and left without further issue, though the property damage had already been made.

That was the gist of what Kaede could gather from Herman’s lecture, but none of it explained what sort of business Arisha might have with the Mercenary Guild.

“Nobody seems to know.”

Herman didn’t either, apparently.

“Those that survived her rampage are either comatose or reduced to gibbering wrecks. But… if I had to hazard a guess, I think she’s searching for someone.”

“What gave you that idea?”

“Once I got her to stop wrecking my office, she paced around for a bit while muttering under her breath. I didn’t catch a lot of it, but it seemed as though she was quite cross with some… Shad-man?”

Kaede’s heart nearly jumped out of her nose when she heard that. What used to be a vague recollection of last night’s festivities suddenly came back to her in greater detail. It was a lengthy, rambling tirade during which the rookie Hero talked about the shady mercenary who tutored her, the so-called Sandman. At first, she complained about his slave-driver attitude while begrudgingly praising the efficiency of his lessons. Kaede later admitted she was secretly terrified of her mentor’s power, yet immensely grateful for helping her come to terms with her facial situation. She stayed on that subject for what felt like an hour and said a whole bunch of other things, including some she wouldn’t dare mention if she were sober. It wasn’t just a repeated slip of the tongue, either. Arisha kept asking questions about the big guy, and by thoughtlessly answering, Kaede had unintentionally convinced one walking calamity to head towards the other. While the young Hero of Death had no idea what her ancestor’s intentions were, she was certain of one thing.

It was extremely fortunate that half a continent lied between here and Azurvale.


Chapter Three
Food for the Soul




Part One

1-800-7355-9687-7685

*Ring-ring*

*Click*

“Hello. You have reached Demons ‘R’ Us. What can I do for you today, Boxxy?”

“Hi, Carl. Bit of a sudden question, but is there any way I can make some sort of temporary contract with an unbound demon?”

“I’m not really at liberty to answer that.”

“Come on, Carl. I really need your help here. I wouldn’t even ask if not for that stupid thing with Arms nearly dying. I think I deserve a little help.”

“So, I’m supposed to make an exception for you because you held up your end of the summoning contract?”

“Uh… Yes?”

“That’s not how that works.”

“Yeah, figured.”

“What’d you need a temp contract for anyway?”

“Aren’t you watching the broadcast?”

“I would, but we’re not getting anything. Big man upstairs says there’s some kind of service interruption.”

“Of course, there is.”

It was unsurprising that Tol-Saroth warded his dungeon against scrying and clairvoyance, though it was a bit unexpected he’d hide it from divine eyes as well. The old sage must’ve put this enchantment down himself since, as far as Boxxy was aware, there was no dungeon feature that could keep the gods’ noses out of its business. It would also explain why the monster’s efforts to mind-dial Demons ‘R’ Us were met with failure until it tried stepping outside. More importantly, the shapeshifter had a hunch it should look into replicating that enchantment somehow, though that task instantly became another Future Boxxy’s Problem.

“I found one of Tol-Saroth’s familiars imprisoned down here,” it explained. “Seems like she’s been down here all this time. Name’s Freallausiz Aurphoirriz Zalathraxas de Thotealphiol.”

*Takatakatak-taktak-tak*

“Oh, wow!” Carl exclaimed. “Our records show her as ‘presumed obliterated.’ Guess I can update that one, huh?”

*Tak tak takatatatatak*

Normally, an unbound familiar would still check in with Demons ‘R’ Us now and then, but Frealla wasn’t in a position to do so. On second thought, keeping his familiars from snitching on him might’ve been why Tol-Saroth put up the inter-dimensional curtains in the first place.

“Wait, so this is the one you want to contract with?” the devil realized.

“Uh-huh. She has information I want, and she’s refusing to give it up.”

The Enslave Demon Skill had allowed Boxxy to force the spire fiend into divulging what she knew of the dungeon and Tol-Saroth’s research. However, in a spectacular display of malicious compliance, she had blabbed about mostly inconsequential matters for the entire three minutes it took for the shapeshifter’s hold on her psyche to break. Now that she knew the creature could use Enslave Demon, she refused to let down her mental guard like she had during her fight against Kora. Though the hylt creeper was currently keeping her captive and subdued, it couldn’t force her to spill the beans. Torture was pointless against someone that withstood four centuries of constant drowning, and she was far too prideful to strike any sort of verbal deal with a mortal. Plus, there was no guarantee she would be speaking the truth even if she could be convinced or coerced into saying something.

“Uh-huh. Well, either way, nothing I can do,” Carl declared. “Sorry, buddy. I didn’t make the rules, I just follow ‘em. If you want to negotiate an exception, you’d need to talk to the big man upstairs, and he’s put up a ‘do not disturb’ sign. I can guarantee you won’t find any Demons ‘R’ Us employee dumb or suicidal enough to violate that.”

“Crap.”

When Boxxy last spoke to her, Laura did say she would be immensely busy doing whatever it was she was doing with Eren. The Goddess of Coincidences would probably respond if the shapeshifter used its divine IOU, but this wasn’t worth it. If Boxxy was going to call in that divine favor, it would just have Clarence purge the demonic corruption from its soul. It was looking like a mighty tempting prospect right about now.

“Anything I can actually help you with?” Carl asked.

“Apparently not. Thanks anyway.”

“M’kay. See you around, Boxxy.”

*Click*

That went more or less as expected. Carl was nothing if not professional and had zero obligations to comply with the shapeshifter’s shenanigans. Still, as the ex-mimic liked to say, asking was free, and the attempt had barely taken a few minutes. It went back inside the recently unearthed dungeon and casually strode into the lab of pickled demon bodies. There was a lot of grunting and snarling as Frealla tried desperately to escape Kora’s sixfold armlock, but the hoarder had her thoroughly pinned. The only thing the fiend’s struggle accomplished was to scrape her face and horns against the filthy stone-tiled floor.

“What’s the word, boss?” Arms asked. “You gonna make this uppity cunt your bitch or what?”

“No. She’s useless to me.”

Not only was it nigh-impossible to probe Frealla’s mind, but the odds of there being anything worthwhile in there were rather slim. The fact that Boxxy even made the attempt betrayed it was feeling more desperate than it was willing to admit.

“Then it’s fine if I make her my bitch, right?” Kora asked eagerly.

“Sure, whatever, just make sure you kill her when you’re done.”

The monster had already looted everything that seemed of value or interest from the dungeon, so it collected the house mimic trio and left just as the pounding started. Once outside, it summoned Snack and called Claws down with a wave of its hand. The camouflaged stalker swung her way over from a nearby tree, landing silently next to the monster as the djinn materialized. Incidentally, though she’d been on lookout this entire time, Drea had no idea how Minic got into the dungeon.

“I’ve got special orders to be kept secret from the idiots inside,” it whispered to the two of them. “Keep watching the entrance. If that gray fiend escapes, track her and watch where she goes without being seen.”

“A cunning plan, Master, but do you believe she’s capable of that?” Xera raised an eyebrow. “I know that dick-for-brains has dicks for brains, but the other one can’t be much smarter.”

“It’s not a question of brain power, it’s a matter of focus.”

Arms was more than a match for her captive in terms of physical strength and adapted quickly in a fight, but she had always been easily distracted outside of battles, even more so since she embraced her newfound thirst for worldly possessions. She would be so engrossed in conducting fiend-on-fiend relations that Frealla was all but guaranteed a chance to break free and make a run for it, and she would not miss that opportunity. The spire fiend had withstood four centuries of perpetual drowning in solitary confinement, yet came out swinging with her sanity intact. It was laughable to think someone that strong-willed couldn’t outwit a moron with the attention of a goldfish, and once she did, there was a chance she would head for one of her old boss’s other hideouts. Of course, that all hinged on her believing herself unfollowed, hence why Arms was left out of the loop. She was about as subtle as a punch to the gut, so knowledge of Boxxy’s plan would hinder rather than help. It was safer to let things play out naturally.

Xera understood what her master was getting at and would not argue with its judgment, though she did have a suggestion.

“Should I assist with the catch-and-release, then?” the djinn offered.

Boxxy considered it. Given the lewd nature of the ‘distraction,’ an ex-succubus could certainly manipulate things to achieve the desired outcome.

“Good call,” it nodded. “Go help create an opportunity for her to escape, but obviously don’t try too hard to stop her.”

“I’ll be sure to put myself in a vulnerable position, Master.”

That… was a weird turn of phrase, but Boxxy had better things to do than fret over this degenerate’s semantics.

“Sure, whatever. Claws, any questions?”

Drea was no less familiar with her master’s underhanded tactics than Xera, so she also anticipated the shapeshifter’s plans. All things considered, her part in this was easy. Too easy. The only way she’d fail was if she intentionally sabotaged herself, and that was even assuming things developed as Boxxy hoped. Even if Frealla escaped, the odds of her heading for another hideout were shockingly slim. Most likely she’d just go on a rampage until the local authorities and adventurers put her down. Being put on standby for something like that didn’t sit right with Drea. She wished to be challenged, or at least entrusted with some truly meaningful tasks. This assignment was akin to watching grass grow on the off chance that a flower spontaneously sprouted, and the stalker wasn’t all that happy with it.

“N-no, Master! I won’t, tktktktk, let you down!”

She nevertheless assumed her master’s plans ran deeper than a wild shot in the dark, and tried her best to sound reassuring and enthusiastic.

“See that you don’t. And don’t disturb me until she’s on the move.”

[Your actions have altered the flows of chaos.]

Indeed, much as Drea suspected and Boxxy anticipated, Agent of Chaos latched onto this development. The Skill was largely unpredictable, but the monster knew from experience that it had a habit of latching onto its long-shot schemes. The outcome was all but guaranteed to be impactful, though not necessarily favorable. The shapeshifter nevertheless had a good feeling about this one. It maintained that positive attitude as it went about the rest of Keira’s day, doing its best to remain relaxed so as to not aggravate its corruption. It did a fairly good job, but as the hours went by without any reports from its familiars, it couldn’t help but wonder what exactly they were doing.

[The flows of chaos have returned to their default, causal state.]

When this popped up in its head, it decided it best to check in with them. It had a feeling the news wouldn’t be good, so Keira excused herself to the bathroom before initiating contact.

“Arms, what’s going on over there?”

“Oh, hey boss! Hope you don’t mind, but me and Frealla are sharing your Snack right now!”

“… Huh?”

“I’m pounding the slut’s lower holes while she’s choking my new girlfriend’s dick.”

The mix of confusion and disbelief that statement elicited was so profound it was wordlessly transferred through the thought-link.

“It is a long story, Master,” Xera chimed in.

“I cannot begin to describe how much I don’t care. In fact, I forbid you from polluting my mind with those details. I only want to know if that demon can lead us to any more of Tol-Saroth’s hideouts or holdings.”

“No more than I can, Master. The idiot blabbered a lot with her fellow meathead, and by the sound of it, she was mind-wiped as much as I.”

Boxxy let out a groan so loud and pained that when Rowana heard it all the way in the kitchen she briefly wondered if Keira was passing a fist-sized kidney stone. It was an unintentional vocalization of the disappointment and frustration the shapeshifter felt at this squandered opportunity. Agent of Chaos was capable of incredible feats. It indirectly created a new form of life with Jen’s monsterfication and brought about the Foundation’s downfall when it ensured Boxxy’s resurrection. It could realistically topple entire nations, and most likely had done so in the past. Yet, with all that limitless potential, it decided to play matchmaker between some horny morons. If Boxxy had a gold piece every time that happened, it would have two extra gold pieces. It wasn’t a lot, but it was extremely strange that it happened twice.

One way or another, it was a hundred-and-ten percent done with Tol-Saroth’s familiar. Under normal circumstances, it would consider securing her allegiance. A powerful, unbound demon could be a very useful resource indeed. It was also a headache waiting to happen, and it really didn’t need any of those right now.

“Arms, Snack, kill the bitch as painfully as you can.”

“Aw, man…”

“As you command, Master.”

Both were understandably disappointed that the impromptu threesome had to be cut short, at least by their standards, though the djinn did a much better job hiding it. Naturally, Frealla put up a fight but didn’t last long against two Rankers, especially since the flame-flinging djinn was ready this time. With that settled, Boxxy had Arms watch the lab in case someone overheard the commotion and came snooping around while Snack and Drea had to return to the lair and resume their other duties. At least the djinn and the hoarder wouldn’t bitch and moan about their assignments for a while now that they weren’t so pent up. While a small victory, Boxxy needed every win it could get, and anything that helped its anger management was especially welcome.

The shapeshifter resumed relaxing with some mild experiments in Keira’s basement workshop, mostly to kill time while Jen deciphered those documents. It also kept Fizzy close by. Its violent impulses were getting harder to keep under wraps, and it needed her to help subdue it should it go completely berserk again. The golem readily agreed to this, though she wondered if she could pull that off a second time. Fortunately, she didn’t need to find out since Boxxy’s plan to placate its violent urges by concentrating on crafting worked out perfectly. Though unintentional, this approach also had a positive impact on Rowana. The elf was overjoyed that her wife-to-be was around the house more. Though she clearly had no idea why Keira was focusing so much on her alchemy and tinkering, she was glad she was in the same building rather than off fighting monsters half the world away. There was something magical about waking up every day to find the most beautiful woman in the world next to her.

This particular morning was going to be a bit different though. 

*BRRRRRRRRING*

“Ack!” Rowana suddenly shot up at the loud ringing.

“Ugh, Tiiiick!” Keira groaned next to her. “What’s the big idea?!”

The sentient alarm clock stopped producing that piercing sound, though it did follow up with a series of clicking and ticking noises.

“Snek snek. Snek, snek snek,” Snek helpfully translated.

“Great, just what I needed,” the redhead grumbled into her pillow.

“There, there, sweetie,” Rowana rubbed her shoulder. “It was just a misunderstanding.”

Today was the first day after Tick Tockleton officially joined the Morgana household. The dutiful-yet-simple timepiece had simply failed to consider that Tol-Saroth’s four-hundred-year-old alarm schedule might have been slightly out of date. The catgirl continued complaining in a sleepy voice while Rowana affectionately hugged her from behind and took deep whiffs of her crimson hair. It was somewhat perverted and a little creepy, but it was hardly her fault that, in the elf’s own words, Keira “smelled like pure sex.” The couple kept cuddling for a few more minutes before they somewhat reluctantly got up. The undercover shapeshifter was already awake and wasn’t able to go back to sleep with a perpetually horny elf literally breathing down its neck, so it decided to just go about its day. After performing her wifely duties during a shared bath, Keira got dressed and went off to check something with her guild.

Rowana, on the other hand, grew busy with her daily routine. Or, rather, the far livelier, mimic-enhanced version of it. She sat at her dressing table and looked at herself in its large rectangular mirror. She turned her attention to Teenie, the butterfly hair clip sleeping in one of the drawers. She tickled it awake with her finger and it got busy straightening out her wet, messy hair. The elf was thankful as always for the miniature stylist’s assistance. Though she loved the look of her luxuriously long hair, taking care of it herself had been a major pain. Teenie had taken that chore and turned it into a surprisingly pleasant experience. The oil lamp to the right of the mirror suddenly lit up, a shadow spelling ‘Good morning’ appearing on its crystalline shade.

“Well, good morning to you too, Lumi,” Rowana said with a smile. “I suppose I better get ready for the rest of your friends.”

She opened a different drawer and retrieved a tin box of dried hylt fruit slices.

“Yip! Yip!”

“Snek!”

She barely popped it open before both Minic and Snek were standing in front of her, begging for a snack. She happily fed them a piece each before Crusty the crustacean cookie jar showed up. Feeding this one was even easier. Rowana reached into its hollow ‘shell,’ took out a fresh cookie, and handed it to the tiny pincers poking out of its bottom. Crusty immediately started munching on it, the cookies painted onto its ceramic surface doing a little dance to emphasize just how much it was enjoying its sugary treat. Tick also climbed up onto the table, though it was far more interested in its own reflection than the potential treats. This was mostly because its finely-tuned internals could only process liquids, and Keira had given it plenty of hylt juice the night before.

Though Teenie doing her hair should have allowed Rowana to finish her morning routine much sooner, she had too much fun playing with the other mimics while applying makeup. Lumi also liked putting on adorable shadow puppet shows, only adding to her distractions. It took almost thirty minutes for the future Mrs. Morgana to finally change out of her frilly negligee and into some actual clothes. She wasn’t planning on heading out today, so her choice of outfit was a short-sleeved button shirt, a pair of loose, calf-length trousers, and a pair of plain flip flops. She walked downstairs into the living room, where she saw a wooden mannequin already hard at work sweeping the floor.

“Morning, Manny,” she greeted it.

The living doll replied with a polite nod and a tip of its wide-brimmed hat. Rowana honestly wasn’t a fan of that particular piece of headgear. The royal purple color and white feather was a bit too flashy for her tastes, but it was one of Manny’s favorites, and she wasn’t about to rain on its parade.

“You went to see Homer last night, right? How’s he doing?”

The mannequin made an ‘OK’ sign with its hand.

“That’s good. And hey, thanks again for helping out with the housework.”

Manny waved at her in a distinct ‘don’t worry about it’ motion. Its purpose was housekeeping, so sweeping the floor, dusting the shelves, and washing the windows weren’t chores from its perspective. After all, no matter how intelligent house mimics were, none could escape the feeling of fulfillment they experienced from carrying out the tasks they were literally created to do. Well, either that or feeding whatever obsession they had developed over the years. It was one of the few traits all mimics had in common, including the monstrous versions.

“What’s on the menu for today, by the way?”

Manny pointed towards the adjacent kitchen, where Cookers the stone oven was already hard at work preparing something. It shuffled around the counter next to its resting spot on its four stubby legs and was using a pair of rocky hands to slowly but surely prepare the day’s lunch. Which, judging by the card Manny had written, was going to be a pot roast. Rowana usually wasn’t a fan of heavy meals like that, but she was willing to try anything Cookers made at least once. For instance, she never was a fan of shepherd’s pie, yet the one it prepared last night was absolutely divine.

“I look forward to it,” the elf smiled. “I’ll be in the basement if someone needs me.”

Manny gave her a thumbs up then resumed its crusade against every last speck of dirt and filth in the house. Not the laundry, though. Washing clothes seemed to be where this maid-like mimic drew the line. Rowana headed into the Morgana residence’s private alchemy lab which was quite literally carved into the hylt branch the house was built on. The lovey-dovey couple were about to run out of scented soaps and shampoos, so the elf intended to spend the morning mixing up a fresh batch. As she grew busy, she noticed Keira had left an open tome on her side of the laboratory. A brand new edition of Barnaby’s Guide to Advanced Mixology, by the look of it. She grew a bit curious, peeked at it, and was surprised to see it was opened to the book’s chapter on honeydew. More specifically, the section that detailed the substance’s habit-forming properties when used by non-elves and how to best treat addiction. Unbeknownst to her, Boxxy had been researching a creeper-specific cure for its alchemical dependency and had neglected to put away its reference materials.

This was not, however, anything even remotely close to the conclusion Rowana reached. To her, the only logical reason her girlfriend might have for studying a dangerous and controversial substance like honeydew was because she was trying to help someone. A friend, colleague, or acquaintance must have approached her for help with their drug problem. The kind-hearted Keira had doubtlessly taken it upon herself to do so as discreetly as possible to protect her client’s dignity and reputation. Hence why she hadn’t told her wife-to-be, even though the elf would’ve surely been able to help. Having instantly convinced herself that this book and its implications were not in any way suspicious, Rowana’s thoughts returned to scented hygiene products.

This was hardly the first time she’d been given a hint to Keira’s more nefarious side and would surely not be the last. Yet, after being subjugated to over two years of Boxxy’s special brand of bullshit, she didn’t even bat an eye. She wasn’t hypnotized, brainwashed, or anything so overt. She was simply convinced Keira could do no wrong and believed in her with all her heart and soul. It was all but guaranteed that, should she ever discover the truth, her mind would likely snap like a twig trampled by a griffin. For the moment, the elf hummed pleasantly in her blissful ignorance, though her mind and eyes both drifted towards the alchemical textbook on the other side of the room. She was torn between her desire to help her beloved and her reluctance to violate her privacy. The pair still had their boundaries, and respecting them was a sign of a healthy relationship.

Eventually, the elf decided Keira would ask for her help if she thought it necessary and pushed the matter out of her mind. After a few hours, there was a knock on the lab’s door from Manny to inform Rowana that it was lunch time. The elf cleaned up her workstation, thoroughly washed her hands, then went back to the living room. She was met with an almost overpowering aroma of freshly cooked beef. It made her mouth water and stomach growl. Keira had just returned from whatever she was doing, and the two sat down to enjoy a hearty, delicious meal. Cookers was the proud holder of a Level 10 Cooking Skill and Rowana’s sharp nose allowed her to pick out the absolute best ingredients from the market, resulting in a dish nothing short of perfection. Admittedly, it wasn’t good enough to satiate a certain monster’s instinctive hunger for human flesh, but it came close.

After eating their fill, Keira went downstairs to continue working on her ‘secret project’ while Rowana went back to the living room. The productive morning, delicious lunch, and healthy dose of mealtime flirting had put her in a warm and fuzzy mood. She carefully sat down on her new armchair, the eloquently named Sir Seatmeister the Third. She leaned into it, allowing the living cushions to mold themselves into a shape that perfectly accommodated her slender back.

“Prrrrr…”

The chair mimic let out a soft purr that originated somewhere around Rowana’s ankles. Unsurprising, considering that was where its mouth was. Manny then snapped its wooden fingers, attracting the elf’s attention.

“Hm? What is it?”

Rowana turned her gaze towards the mannequin who gracefully handed her a note penned in immaculate writing.

Miss Rowana,

In case you didn’t know, Sir Seatmeister the Third is quite adept at shoulder massages. I recommend you ask for one. They can even make wooden joints like mine feel light as a feather. I personally guarantee their quality.

Kind Regards,
Manny

It was a bit weird the doll styled all his messages like formal letters, but it was better than that weird sign language it had developed over the years.

“Massages, you say? Seatmeister, may I have one?”

“Grrrrr.”

“Heh. Sorry. I meant Sir Seatmeister the Third.”

The armchair got a bit peeved whenever it was called by anything short of its full name and title. It almost dawned on the elf how profoundly odd that actually was when she felt a pair of foamy hands grasp her shoulders from above and behind. She jumped lightly from the shock, but relaxed when she realized they belonged to the (apparently) knighted chair. Rowana had no idea its shapeshifting abilities went that far. She’d assumed they were limited to adjusting the cushions and changing the coloration to match the decor of whatever room Sir Seatmeister the Third was in. Needless to say, she had greatly underestimated just how much Tol-Saroth enjoyed the finer things in life.
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“Mmmm…”

And fine it was. She wasn’t sure if it was magic, skilled fingers, or a combination of both, but the chair relaxed her so much she practically melted into its embrace. She closed her eyes, drifting off into the best damn nap of her life while her seat continued to tenderly work good vibes into her muscles. She awoke an hour later to the sweet smell of Cookers and Crusty’s freshly-baked cookies. She also detected another pleasant aroma much closer to her. She slowly opened her eyes to see Manny quietly and diligently polishing the dragon statuette in the corner of the room. It was made of Fool’s Diamond, a synthetic gemstone made through alchemy that glistened like the real thing. What struck Rowana as odd was that its pedestal should’ve been closer to the middle of the room rather than the corner. Keira had it commissioned and liked to keep it there so the sunlight coming in from the nearby window would bathe the room in pretty lights. The elf assumed Manny must’ve moved it in order to make room for the small round table that now stood next to her seat.

“Ahem.”

That same table let out a noise akin to an old gentleman politely clearing his throat.

“Oh, is it teatime already?”

Indeed, the fragrant cup resting on Tablesworth’s edge suggested as much. The living piece of furniture slowly rose and expanded its flat top, careful not to tip over the flower-filled vase in the center. This brought the cup close enough to Rowana that she could pick it up without moving from her comfortable position. She thanked the table – another thing she had yet to get used to – and took a deep whiff of the tea’s aroma before lifting it to her lips.

“Ahem!” Tablesworth said sternly.

“… Ah! Of course, how silly of me.”

Rowana extended her pinky out as was proper etiquette and, after receiving an affirmative ‘ah-hem’ from the classy mimic, took a nice long sip.

“Mmm, lovely.”

She set it back down on the table which shrunk down to its previous, more compact dimensions. It would expand once more when it anticipated Rowana would like another sip. Tablesworth was designed to be a butler of sorts, so it was quite attentive to its master’s wants. It was also adamant about manners and etiquette, much to Keira’s chagrin. It wasn’t as if the catgirl was uncivilized or rude, she just hated being bossed around by a bloody table. Rowana, on the other hand, had been surrounded by such mannerisms for most of her childhood, so she didn’t mind the occasional ‘Ahem!’ If anything, she was glad for it. It sounded eerily similar to Mr. Ridgeworth, the Slyth family’s old butler. Though he, the other servants, the head of the household, and countless others were lost in the Great Collapse, their memory lived on in Rowana’s mind. She had learned to find solace and joy thinking back to how things were rather than dwell on the tragedy.

“Ah. Ahehehem!”

Her nostalgic trip was cut short when Tablesworth drew the elf’s attention to a rather unpleasant matter.

“Manny?” Rowana spoke up without moving a single millimeter. “I think Trunks got into my laundry again. Can you go discipline it for me?”

The mannequin nodded and went to apprehend the piece of luggage trying to sneak by with some of the elf’s freshly washed unmentionables. It was amazing how cocky the guy was even though Keira had threatened it multiple times not to do that. However, some house mimics seemed incapable of keeping their obsessions in check. Minic, Crusty, and Trunks were the especially troublesome ones. Or, as Rowana had started calling them, the ‘container crew.’ They had too much energy and not enough useful outlets, so they often turned to mischief. Thankfully, the elf had devised a temporary-yet-effective treatment for their restlessness, and this latest act of panty pilfering showed it was time for another session.

Rowana finished her tea, reclaimed her lacy unmentionables, taste-tested Cookers’ latest creation, and prepared to take the container crew for a walk. She knew just how much of a handful those critters could be, so she decided to bring Manny and Snek for backup. She let the serpent coil around her wrist, cradled Crusty in one arm, put Minic on her shoulder, and had Trunks compress itself into its briefcase form so she could carry it with her free hand. It never failed to amaze her just how light this panty thief was considering the bulkiness of its regular shape. Mischievous mimics firmly in hand, the elf traded her flimsy footwear for a more reliable pair of sandals. Meanwhile, the living doll threw on a long coat and wrapped some bandages around its head and hands. The outfit was instantly suspicious, but it did its job of obfuscating the wearer’s true nature. Previous outings had demonstrated most people were creeped out by a moving mannequin, and Rowana would rather not upset anyone if she could avoid it.

The pair left the house and made their way to ground level via floating elevator platforms. The elf had the odd sensation that her companion was being oddly silent during this part of their walks. While Manny was physically incapable of speech, this was one of the few times it didn’t make hand signals or scribble notes. She couldn’t tell if it was sad, scared, or something else entirely, but she found a few reassuring words were sufficient to brighten its mood. Once the ride was over, a reinvigorated Manny took charge of lightly pushing people aside so Rowana could navigate the crowded main streets with ease. It was really good at it, too, given how naturally the pedestrians got out of the way without any complaint. The elf was thankful for the assistance since she had her hands full with the container crew and might drop one if she bumped into people. That was a sure fire way of losing them in the crowd. Sure, they’d probably make their way back home eventually – house mimics were surprisingly clever – but she’d still worry about them.

With Manny’s expert crowd-surfing leading the way, the group made excellent progress. After ten minutes of busy streets, they arrived at a large park. It was a relatively quiet place where people could come whenever they wanted to escape the hustle and bustle of the capital. It was also the perfect place to let the container crew run wild. Rowana had barely even picked out a path to stroll along when Minic leapt off her shoulder and ran off yipping into a bush. The other two were significantly less adventurous. Trunks seemed content to climb trees or roll around in the grass and leaves while Crusty liked to sift through random clumps of soil with its tiny pincers. The ceramic crustacean also occasionally stuffed mud in its mouth only to immediately spit it back out. Rowana liked to think this was because it couldn’t tell the difference between wet dirt and raw cookie dough. As for Manny, it mostly ran around trying to keep its siblings from straying too far from the lady of the house. It also carried a stack of informative note cards in case it was approached by curious pedestrians.

The elf was also glad to be out of the house. It was nice to stretch her legs after spending so much time sitting, and it wasn’t just today. With so many helpers around the house, she barely had any chores left. Manny kept the place tidy, and Cookers took care of lunch and dinner. She had to admit both were quite good at their jobs. Between all the yummy food and lazy afternoons, Rowana felt she was growing quite spoiled. True, she’d be at her clinic if it wasn’t an off-day, but that wasn’t exactly back-breaking labor. Not to mention that Keira’s adventuring activities were so profitable she could easily provide for both of them. At this rate, the elf could very well turn into one of those slovenly shut-ins. She already felt she was halfway there, what with the degenerate things she and the redhead got up to in private. Though, the couple’s romantic activities were downright wholesome compared to what some people did in the bedroom.

Regardless, while it was far from the worst thing that could happen to her, Rowana didn’t want to turn into a lazy slob if she could help it. Day off or not, she wanted some modicum of productivity. And no, those scented soaps and herbal shampoos didn’t count since it was just a hobby. Her thoughts drifted back to her earlier discovery regarding Keira’s sudden interest in honeydew. Rowana was quite knowledgeable about the subject since she regularly worked with the potent substance as part of her apothecary duties. Her hands-on experience wasn’t limited to its medical applications, either. The elf had treated her fair share of junkies, though she had a hunch that her girlfriend’s ‘patient’ was a special case. Rowana wanted to help in a way that wouldn’t make it seem like she was spying on the redhead, and this walk helped her figure out how to do just that. Surely, she figured, it would be fine if she collected some obscure-yet-helpful literature and ‘accidentally’ left it where Keira would see it.

Her mind made up, the elf spent a few hours supervising the container crew’s playtime and indulged in a few friendly games of cards with Manny. Once the little rascals were sufficiently tired, she rounded them up, dusted them off, and brought them to a public library. Keira’s workplace had a more extensive collection of tomes, but it was limited to topics directly related to adventuring. Its sections on history, geography, and monsters were second to none. However, it had far fewer resources when it came to more… mundane subjects. Knowing Keira, she got a copy of Barnaby’s Guide to Advanced Mixology because it was the only alchemy textbook she could find at the Consortium. It was an excellent reference book, but far too broad to be of any real help to the catgirl’s chemical conundrum.

“Oh! Miss Slyth!”

The librarian greeted her with surprised excitement. He was a balding, wrinkled, and bespectacled gentleman just as spry as he looked. Not very, in other words. He wore a black vest typical of those in the service industry and an obnoxiously checkered shirt. His massive desk hid the rest of him. The air was filled with that distinct ‘old book’ smell which Rowana found rather nostalgic.

“Good afternoon, Orian,” she smiled sweetly at him. “Been a while, hasn’t it?”

“Four years and ten months, but who’s counting?” he said with a chuckle.

The old elf had been her private tutor on elven literature when she was a teenager. He had since retired from teaching and had dedicated his twilight years to cataloguing and caring for the countless books in this library.

“I say, what are those curious creatures you have?” Orian asked, adjusting his glasses.

“Oh, these are my… pets, I guess. This is Manny, Minic, Trunks, Crusty, and this one on my wrist is Snek.”

The mimics nodded, yipped, barked, snapped, and snekked, respectively.

“Ah, I see,” he frowned slightly. “I won’t pretend to know what’s going on, but pets aren’t allowed in the library, as you should well know.”

“Don’t be like that. They won’t bother anyone. I promise.”

Not that anyone was around to bother, but the librarian knew that already.

“They’re dripping mud all over my carpet,” Orian crossed his arms.

“So… it’ll be fine if I clean them up?”

He stared at her sternly for a few moments before relaxing his shoulders with a sigh. He had always been way too soft on his students, former or otherwise.

“I suppose,” he conceded.

Rowana ushered the mimics outside before retrieving a Shower in a Bottle from the living briefcase’s Storage and opening it. One localized storm of suds later, the entire group was clean enough to placate Orian. Crusty even offered him one of its cookies as a sort of peace offering once it was carried back inside. The librarian momentarily hesitated since snacks were also banned, but he couldn’t bring himself to refuse the strangely cute ceramic crustacean. Plus, the freshly baked treat smelled really good. Casual bribery out of the way, Orian directed his former pupil to the section she was looking for. Rowana spent the next half hour rifling through the old, dusty tomes before finally deciding which ones to bring home. She settled on Ailmer Kel-Luron’s 101 Practical Applications of Hylt Sap, A Study on Metabolic Enhancers by Maurice Jaeger, and the fourth volume of Thalia Farell’s Encyclopedia Obscura.

While not immediately apparent from their titles, these books held detailed information on the theories, substances, and techniques used to create both honeydew and the various treatments for its habit-forming properties. They were the kind of specialized literature one wouldn’t know about without a formal education in medical alchemy like the one Rowana had. She intended to leave these books on her side of the basement laboratory, then casually mention them to her significant other. Probably an off-handed complaint that her clinic got a bad batch of honeydew and she had to deal with it, which involved brushing up on her knowledge on the topic. If a certain someone ‘coincidentally’ happened to read these books afterwards, that would hardly be her fault. Such an act wouldn’t actually fool Keira, but playing coy with her sweetheart was another of Rowana’s hobbies.

Orian made some small talk while he checked out her selection and they caught up on recent events. He offered condolences, then gingerly moved on to a more joyous topic.

“I heard about your engagement. Congratulations, Miss Slyth! Or should I start calling you Mrs. Morgana?”

“Not just yet,” she giggled lightly, “but soon. And thank you.”

“I wish you the best, though if you will permit me to pry a little, are things alright between you two?”

“Huh? Why wouldn’t they be?”

“You never know what someone’s private life is actually like, and I can’t help but worry about you. To be frank, you’ve always struck me as a rather gullible young lady, and for all I know this Keira person could be some manipulative, abusive monster in disguise. I’m not saying she is, just that I can’t ignore the possibility.”

His concern sounded genuine, and Rowana understood where it was coming from. Orian wasn’t the type of person to think ill of someone he never met, but he likewise didn’t assume a stranger had good intentions. From his perspective, one of his students was about to make a lifelong commitment to someone he didn’t personally know. It was natural he’d feel uneasy about it, even without the controversial rumors surrounding the Hero of Chaos.

“I assure you, you have nothing to worry about. Keira has only ever treated me with love and care.”

“So, you never argue?”

“Of course we do. What couple doesn’t?”

“And none of those spats have gotten… physical?” he raised an eyebrow.

“Absolutely not.”

At least, not in the way he was probably thinking.

“Then things between you two are good?”

“Considering I’m having some very naughty thoughts about her right now, I’d say so.”

“Mind your words, Miss Slyth,” he sternly reprimanded her. “We are technically in public.”

Rowana really wanted to say something along the lines of, ‘as if that’s ever stopped us,’ but she decided not to tease the old man.

“Still, it is reassuring to hear you are not mistreated. Once more, I wish you the best, and here are your books.”

“Thank you, and thank you.”

The woman was also quietly relieved that he didn’t notice the questionable common thread between those titles. However, unbeknownst to the two elves or the nearby group of mimics, a certain someone had noticed Rowana. Rather, a certain something. It was a malicious entity that used the library as a hideout and liked to spy on the few people that came and went. It hid in the upper shelves and stealthily observed the platinum-blonde beauty and her curious entourage for the entire duration of their stay. It kept watching the visitors through a tall window as they left the library and went on their way, but did not follow further. As curious as that elf was, she wasn’t worth leaving this perfect hiding place. Oh, well. There would be another chance when she returned the books. With an inward sigh, the creature silently fluttered towards its resting spot atop the building’s dustiest shelf. It was then suddenly caught, wrapped up, and suspended by countless strands of sticky spider silk, courtesy of Rowana’s other stalker.

Once Kora had ‘finished’ with Frealla, there was no further need for Drea to lurk around that graveyard. As such, Boxxy instructed the arachnid demoness to keep an eye on its primary XP factory since it didn’t have anything better for her to do. She had been silently and stealthily following Rowana everywhere since, both in and out of the house. This library was no exception, so she easily spotted and captured her… competition. She was, however, taken aback to learn said competitor was a flying book that, upon trying to escape her webs, revealed itself to have eyes and teeth. While that alone wouldn’t surprise her considering all the house mimics Boxxy was collecting, this clearly wasn’t one of them.

The way it snarled, chomped, and snapped those jagged fangs made it clear this sentient tome was no harmless critter.


Part Two

The Slyth family’s new home was trudging along on schedule. Barely a week had past, yet the leftover rubble was cleared and the foundations laid. Such progress usually required magic capable of moving entire fields’ worth of dirt, yet no Druids or Shamans were present. It was all done by a small army of Architects, Laborers, and Carpenters, plus one generously proportioned house mimic. It was rather staggering how quickly the workers warmed up to Homer once they found out the enormous creature belonged to the Keira Morgana. With the recent, heavily-publicized developments surrounding the Great Collapse investigation, the Hero of Chaos was at the peak of her popularity. The government was quick to use her for propaganda as per usual, even going so far as quietly sweeping the Sandman’s alleged involvement under the rug. As a result, there was a widespread opinion that Keira would never in a million years do anything to harm Azurvale and its people, so the construction workers treated her lumbering ‘house-pet’ with curiosity and wonderment rather than fear or wariness.

Naturally, Homer didn’t have the slightest clue of what was going on. The sentient shack had always been a massive coward despite its size. This helped it survive the four centuries it spent isolated and ownerless, though the experience did little to alleviate its spineless disposition. It would have never attempted to get close to civilization if not for Boxxy. Homer really didn’t want to listen to the creature at first, especially after the nasty bump Fizzy had given it back in the wilderness, but even it couldn’t resist Keira’s charms for long. Which was good, because the shapeshifter underneath would have resorted to force if the friendly approach failed. Thankfully, the issue was resolved without further violence.

“Oh, Miss Morgana!”

If not, the shapeshifter would’ve been greeted with the sight of the lily-livered lodge running off into the city in a frenzied panic rather than the lead Architect’s warm words. The person in question was Ella Kindbraid, a freckled, ginger-haired dwarf from Azurvale’s Stone District. She was responsible for designing the mansion on Elias Slyth’s behalf and technically didn’t need to be at the site, but she liked to get hands-on with her projects. She had brown-and-gray overalls, a plaid shirt, thick gloves, and safety goggles that made it clear she was here to help with the actual work, not just scribble plans. Combined with a fresh coat of dirt and dust stains, she gave off a homely ‘village-girl’ vibe rather at odds with the snobbish stereotypes surrounding her Architect Job.

“Fancy meetin’ you here,” she approached and extended a hand.

“Good afternoon, Mrs. Kinbraid,” Keira happily shook it.

“What brings ye to our little hole in the dirt?”

“Just dropping by to see how Homer is doing.”

“The big lug’s doin’ fine, far as I can tell. Been sittin’ quietly in the back all day.”

“That’s good. Hopefully he hasn’t been a bother.”

“Well, he helped us out here and there, but honestly, he’s a wee bit of a disturbance.”

“Oh. Want me to scold him for you?”

“Nah,” the dwarf waved her hand. “It ain’t his fault. It’s the dumbasses I gotta supervise that are the problem. They keep feedin’ it construction materials and messin’ around with it on the job.”

While the project was on budget and according to schedule, it should’ve been ahead on both counts due to Homer’s heavy lifting.

“Wait, what do you mean by feeding it?” Keira cocked an eyebrow. “As far as I could tell, it doesn’t actually ‘eat’ things.”

“Yeah? Then how do you explain that?”

Ella jerked her head towards the corner Homer was in. What used to be a cozy, run-down, two-story cottage now looked more like a villa. It still had two floors but had grown noticeably in volume. Its aesthetics had also gained some ‘Levels’ due to the decorated beams and walls, fancy windows, fresh paint, and spacious balconies. In simpler, Boxxy-er terms, Homer had grown dramatically shinier in the few days since the shapeshifter’s last visit. The surprise was more pleasant than not, though the house mimic’s wellbeing wasn’t actually why the monster was here. It wanted to check whether any more of Tol-Saroth’s living furniture had been drawn in by Homer’s psychic beacon. A more casual conversation with Mrs. Kindbraid revealed this was not the case, making this an expected yet disappointing waste of time. Boxxy would have normally relegated the chore to Claws, but her master judged her time was better spent watching over Rowana. The XP factory liked to go on walks with some of the mimics, which might attract the wrong kind of attention. The stalky, kidnappy, headache-inducing kind of attention.

In hindsight, Boxxy might’ve been a bit too paranoid when it gave that order.

“Master, I’ve caught… something.”

Or perhaps not, judging by the stalker’s sudden report.

“Define ‘something.’”

“A flying book with eyes and teeth. It was following the elf while she was checking out some books from a library.”

“Is it a house mimic?”

“I don’t think so, it’s far too aggressive.”

Her captive snarled and thrashed about as it failed to escape her webbing, making it obvious this creature was closer to Boxxy than Minic.

“Should I kill it?” the webstalker asked.

“Not yet. Bring it to the dungeon so I can interrogate it.”

“Which one, Master? The tomb or the tree?”

“Tree.”

“Right away.”

Upon entering the Dryad’s Domain several minutes later, Boxxy saw this ‘peeping tome’ for itself. It appeared to be an old, thick, leather-bound book bearing the title Beginner’s Primer to Maggots. It was completely indistinguishable from the genuine article at a glance, though that was mostly because it had been glued to the dungeon wall with a wad of stalker webbing. It was safe to assume it would be struggling if it wasn’t so thoroughly restrained. A quick check with Eyes of the Dead God revealed it was a creature named Booker with 183 HP. It was a miniscule amount compared to the box-shaped calamity, but well above the average for a commoner.

The shapeshifter was just about to reach out and grab the thing when a large, yellow eye with a vertical slit opened up on its front cover.

“Weeeeell nooow,” a deep, drawn-out voice emanated from it. “If it isn’t the biiiig baaaad Saaaaandman.”

“… You know who I am?”

Boxxy wasn’t currently wearing that particular disguise. Or any, for that matter. It was in its natural hylt creeper form, so this call-out caught it off-guard.

“How could I noooooot?” the vexed volume groaned. “You and that stuuuupid caaaaat have been a pain in my spine ever since you moooved into tooooown.”

“What stupid cat? You mean Keira Morgana?”

“Who eeeelse?”

“Why would a book have issue with a beastkin adventurer?”

“I just want to live a quieeeet liiife, and having a crisis magnet like a Hero of Chaaaooos around is nothing but baaad neeeeeews.”

“Uh-huh. And what idiotic complaints do you have about me?”

“Just looook at me,” it wriggled fruitlessly against the webs. “I kneeeeew this sort of thing would happen if our paaaaaaths crooooossed.”

“But how did you even recognize me? I’m not exactly in uniform.”

“I didn’t. I just made an eeeeducated gueeeeess.”

Boxxy’s response had confirmed the book’s suspicions. It was a classic trick, and a reminder to always deny everything, but it was of no consequence. After all, the shapeshifter wouldn’t have brought Booker here if it planned on letting the babbling book go, especially since it was fairly obvious this thing wasn’t just a mimic.

“So, who are you, really?”

“Wouldn’t you liiiiike to knoooooow?”

“Mhm. That’s definitely the sort of response I’d expect from a beholder. And given your drawn-out speech, you’re likely a chronicler. Which suggests that you are none other than Tol-Saroth’s former familiar, currently inhabiting the body of one of his failed house mimics.”

While a somewhat bold leap of logic, anything seemed possible to Boxxy considering everything it found and saw beneath that graveyard.

“… I have noooo ideeeea what you’re taaaaaalking abooooout.”

Though it would seem the demon-possessed tome wasn’t going to fall for its own trick and unwittingly confirm the other side’s hunch.

“Maybe not, but I know someone who does.”

Boxxy mentally called for Xera, who was busy tending to an alraune seedling. Though a lot had happened since the shapeshifter spoke to the dryad Alderis, it had not forgotten their deal – a flower-girl in exchange for the treacherous treant called Yule. That sorry sack of timber had been Reggie’s accomplice in the Collapse and a loose end that Boxxy wanted to silence for good. It wasn’t getting much out of that trade since the old ‘ganger capo had disappeared without a trace, but earning another dryad’s favor was hardly a bad thing. Besides, Snack was the one doing the actual ‘gardening,’ and Boxxy had no issue wasting someone else’s time on such a low-priority task. Right now, however, it needed the former succubus at its side, and the perverted demoness was more than happy to respond. She appeared next to the shapeshifter and in front of the sentient book with a muffled pop. She fell to the ground and practically wrapped herself around the hylt creeper’s legs and waist while looking at it with a look of utter subservience and adoration – a fairly recent habit of hers.

“Is it time for you to gouge out my pussy, Master?” she asked hopefully.

“Not quite.”

Boxxy grabbed her by the neck and casually choke-slammed her into the floor, much to the djinn’s moaning delight.

“I’d like you to meet my new friend,” it directed her attention to the webbed-up book with the giant eyeball.

“… Who’s this worthless piece of shit supposed to be?” she asked with a pout.

“That’s myyyy liiiine,” it groaned back at her.

She squinted hard as she slowly rose to her feet.

“I know that annoying drone… What was your worthless name again? Thorn-shit or something?”

“Fooor the laaast tiiime, it’s Torzessirth!”

Xera smirked knowingly and shifted her appearance to the succubus she used to be four hundred years ago.

“Gotcha, ball-sack.”

“… Craaaaap,” it grumbled.

“Good work, Snack,” Boxxy commended her.

“Any time, Master. May I have my reward?”

“Later, go attend to your duties.”

“I shall await with bated breath.”

The djinn bowed to show respect and make her bountiful bosom bounce, then disappeared with another abrupt pop. The shapeshifter’s attention returned to the book-bound beholder.

“So. Let’s talk.”

It placed a hand on the webbed-up tome and channeled its Enslave Demon Skill into it. Unlike Frealla, this one lacked the mountains of MNT that came with a conjured familiar’s body and was far more susceptible to mental manipulation. Its current body was so pathetic Boxxy easily and repeatedly dominated Torzessirth and made him spill Tol-Saroth’s secrets until it got the one it needed: the cipher for the sage’s notes. Surprisingly, it wasn’t really a code. The book’s former master used a form of shorthand so convoluted that it might as well have been a foreign language. No wonder Jen’s attempts to decipher the ancient texts were going nowhere – she was working under false assumptions. Thankfully, Tol-Saroth often dictated his notes to Torzessirth in that same style. All the rules and quirks of the sage’s peculiar form of writing had been burned into his memory, whether he liked it or not.

The bound demon naturally struggled within the confines of Boxxy’s orders just to waste its time, taking every possible opportunity to digress or go on a tangent. It was almost identical to the way Nao’s bound beholder behaved. However, after half an hour of repeated enslavements and spiteful resistance, Torzessirth suddenly grew more cooperative. His answers became short, succinct, and to the point rather than painfully long diatribes. Boxxy didn’t mind the speedier interrogation, though it questioned the demon’s shift in behavior. Beholders were supposed to be pride incarnate. They saw everyone else as lesser and somehow beneath them despite evidence to the contrary, and acted in an accordingly entitled and arrogant fashion. For one of them to just start spilling secrets like this was practically unheard of, so the shapeshifter naturally grew suspicious.

Once it had everything it needed to decipher Tol-Saroth’s bizarre shorthand, Boxxy decided to directly question Torzessirth’s odd behavior.

“Why did you suddenly become so cooperative?”

“Because I fiiiinally figured out why you feeeelt so infuriatingly faaaamiliaaaar,” was the droning reply.

The book-bound beholder was still under the influence of the shapeshifter’s Enslave Demon, so it couldn’t speak untruths even if it wanted to. Which, for once, it didn’t.

“Because I’m Tol-Saroth’s reincarnation?” the shapeshifter asked half-jokingly.

“Do not insuuuult my intelligence. As if such a thing were poooossible.”

“Oh? Why would you think that?”

“Because Toool-Saroooth’s soul was taken ooooout of the reincarnation cycle. Did you even reeeead your summoning contract?”

“Uh…”

Yes, it most certainly had. Granted, it lacked the mental capacity to do so when it first ‘hired’ Snack, but it had meticulously studied the soul-binding contract dozens of times since. A few clauses certainly implied the Warlock’s soul would not be reincarnated if they perished under specific circumstances. The most obvious was the punishment for allowing a familiar’s immortal soul to be permanently destroyed, but that clearly didn’t apply to Tol-Saroth, considering all three of his familiars were alive and well. Granted, one had spent centuries in a constant state of drowning, but her soul and sanity were quite intact. Thinking back to every other obligation with similar consequences, there was only one that could possibly apply.

“Are you talking about clause 23-4?”

It stated that should the mortal Warlock acquire the means through which to affect the immaterial and/or the Aether, their soul will become the rightful property of Overlord Liusolra upon their death.

“Thaaaat’s the ooooone,” the book confirmed.

“How did he qualify for that, though?”

“He leaaarned the Laaanguage of Creaaaation.”

“… You mean those weird runes used in demonic rituals?”

“I guess you’re not as duuumb as you loook.”

Boxxy was of two minds about this. On one hand, it was relieved to learn it was its own chest, and its actions weren’t being dictated by some four-hundred-year-old dead guy’s impulses. The various similarities between it and Tol-Saroth were pure coincidence after all. Which, in a manner of speaking, was only to be expected of the Hero of Chaos. On the other hand, if what Torzessirth claimed was true – and the demon certainly believed it to be – then Boxxy’s own soul was also destined to become Liusolra’s property, whatever that entailed. The shapeshifter wasn’t all that bothered by this revelation. Whether its soul was reincarnated or obliterated mattered little since it would be dead anyway. It was far more concerned with keeping it intact while it still had a pulse.

“Is this ‘Language of Creation’ really that big a deal?” it continued its questioning.

“Of coooourse. How eeelse did you think that haaack was able to make those stuuupid fuuucking miiiimics?”

It would appear this particular demon had some grudges surrounding Tol-Saroth’s living furniture and likely had many valid reasons. It would also explain why he took enough of an interest in Rowana’s visit to that library to get himself caught. It wasn’t the elf, but the house mimics she had with her that incited its malicious curiosity. Yet, as enlightening as this chat had been, there was still one matter on which Boxxy was unclear.

“So, if I’m not Tol-Saroth’s reincarnation, why would I feel ‘familiar’ to you?”

“It’s becaaause of the diviiiine spaaark you carry, Mister Heeeeero of Chaos.”

“Yeah, right. Since when can demons sense divine sparks?”

“We caaan’t, but hoooouse mimics can,” he declared smugly.

Something clicked in Boxxy’s head, like a stopped watch that had just resumed happily ticking along after having a faulty gear replaced.

“Tol-Saroth was a Hero!”

Somehow, that seemingly obvious thought had never crossed its mind.

“Yeeees,” the book confirmed. “Heeeero of Maaagic, to be precise.”

History may have forgotten that significant bit of trivia, but Boxxy did not question it for a second. The whole divine spark thing just… made sense. After all, if the shapeshifter wasn’t Tol-Saroth’s reincarnation, then why would those harmless critters be so trusting of a monster with the blood of thousands on its hands? It also explained why Tick Tockleton, a self-proclaimed misanthrope, was fine in Kaede’s position. For the most part, house mimics were simple creatures guided by powerful instincts most likely instilled in them by their creator. One of those subconscious directives was equating the normally imperceptible ‘divine spark’ of a Hero with safety and companionship. It would certainly explain why even Snek and Manny were so accepting of Boxxy despite their higher intelligence. As for why Tol-Saroth made them this way, well, that seemed fairly obvious.

The lonely bastard didn’t want his pets running off or turning against him.

Torzessirth was another story. Though he inhabited the body of a book-based house mimic, at his core he was an immortal, amoral, secret-hoarding demon who now knew the most monumental and well-hidden truth of the modern age. He deduced that Keira Morgana, the Hero of Chaos beloved by all, was actually a shapeshifting monster with a body count that would make Mortimer’s head ache. It was the con of the century, and Torzessirth felt awfully full of himself for having caught wind of it, hence his newfound talkativeness. He thought his brilliant revelation gave him some sort of leverage. The beholder was in for a nasty surprise once it finally returned to the Beyond and learned of the universal gag order on the big secret, but until then, Boxxy had other plans for the smart-mouth.

“Your assistance is most appreciated,” it said coldly. “I’ll be back if I need anything else.”

“What is thaaaat supposed to meeeean?”

“Claws!”

The webstalker leapt down from the ceiling, landing softly between it and the book.

“Yes, tktktktkt, Master?”

“Show our ‘guest’ to the lockbox where he will be spending the rest of eternity.”

“Waaaaait! Wait, wait, wait!” the demonic lexicon pleaded. “Let’s not be haaasty! Sureeely we can taaalk about thiiis!”

Unlike Frealla, this particular demon had spent the last four centuries living life to the fullest. This form, though pathetically weak, was far less conspicuous than his original body. It allowed him to flutter from library to library without notice, giving him easy access to all the books he could ever read and the mountains of knowledge therein. It also allowed him to listen in on private conversations and peek at studious individuals’ notes and theorems. It was the ideal vessel for a demon whose sole desire was to be the ultimate know-it-all, but it couldn’t achieve that if it was locked up in some dark hole. He was prepared to barter for his freedom, but fortune wasn’t on his side as he had been caught by the worst hoarder this side of Hell.

“There’s nothing to talk about. I am now your owner, and you are my property. You’ll stay put until I deem you’re needed, regardless of whether you like it.”

“You son of a biiiiiii-!”

Boxxy didn’t even wait for him to finish as it transported itself away with Nexus Access. Strictly speaking, that entire exchange at the end was rather pointless. The possessed pile of paper was doomed to be added to the collection the moment it caught Drea’s attention. It’s only real way out of spending who-knows-how-many years in Boxxy’s hoard was to somehow attempt and succeed at suicide. However, that would be admitting defeat, and beholders hated losing above all else, especially to a mortal. The only thing the shapeshifter’s gloating achieved was to feed its own ego and elevate its mood. It didn’t normally indulge like that, but it felt the circumstances called for a small celebration.

The two-timing skank known as Lady Luck was finally swinging its way.


Part Three

Boxxy yet again attempted to ignore its problems by indulging in tinkering and alchemy. The demonic corruption and withdrawal symptoms hadn’t improved in the slightest, and one seemed to aggravate the other. It was a self-sustaining downward spiral that made the creature increasingly irritable and jittery. This would normally be a huge problem for any artisan as a single slip of the hand could ruin weeks, months, or even years of effort. Boxxy wasn’t spared from such setbacks, hence why it only worked on trivial projects. Worrying about wasting truly important materials would defeat the purpose of the exercise. At present, it had effectively locked itself in Fizzy’s workshop, where it was building a mechanism of some sort inside a plain wooden chest. This steel-bound container looked eerily similar if not outright identical to the deceitful predator its creator was born as. Though it still took on that comfortable and familiar shape whenever it had time to relax, the shapeshifter hadn’t gotten much opportunity to do so ever since going all out on Velos.

The only reliable way the troubled creature could unwind these days was through pointless tinkering like this. Indeed, not even Boxxy knew what function this chesty construct would serve upon its completion, nor did it care. The shapeshifter was merely going through the motions, installing cogs, pipes, pistons, wires, bolts, and springs wherever they would fit. It was an elaborate waste of time meant to keep its tentacles busy, its mind occupied, and the clock ticking. While the desired effect was achieved, there was one particular withdrawal symptom the monster couldn’t ignore – its teeth itched. There seemed to be no cure or treatment for that nagging sensation, and attempts to find a work-around usually turned out for the worst. One obvious solution was to absorb the problematic parts into its biomass. Teeth couldn’t itch if they didn’t exist, after all. Unfortunately, its body didn’t exactly operate on common sense, and the only thing that attempt accomplished was to relocate the issue to a more irritating location – the tip of its spine at the base of its skull. It couldn’t even scratch that part without risk of triggering the internal shock collar. Conversely, keeping its chompers intact allowed it to do just that, hence why the creature idly nibbled on its favorite Snack as it worked.

“Mmm…”

Xera floated next to her master, trying desperately to suppress her moans while the monster absentmindedly gnawed on her arm. Boxxy completely disregarded her sentience and free will as it scratched its itchy fangs on her meat and bones, effectively reducing the djinn to nothing more than a living chew-toy. This dispassionate and degrading attitude only fueled her perversions, of course. It was the sort of treatment she’d grown to love and expect ever since she fully embraced her role as the ex-mimic’s plaything. The delicious physical sensations were also accompanied by a certain degree of emotional satisfaction. Her bountiful flavor and succulent flesh brought much-needed relief to her beloved box in its time of need, and that thought made her non-existent heart flutter.

“Hnnn…”

Under these circumstances it was quite commendable how well she contained her perverse vocalizations every time Boxxy’s teeth slowly tightened on her limb. Okay, perhaps ‘commendable’ wasn’t the right word, but Fizzy was trying her best to not be jealous of Xera. While the demented demon didn’t receive much of the shapeshifter’s attention, at least she got some of it. Meanwhile, the radiant golem got a big fat nothing. Worse still, she had to keep herself firmly out of sight and mind. If that incident at the Redbolt compound was any indication, having her irresistible shininess anywhere within the unstable creature’s periphery while it was otherwise occupied was a recipe for disaster. Even if the shapeshifter was focusing on small and unimportant gadgets, it still got pissed whenever one didn’t turn out right.

Thus, the metal Paladin elected to ignore the selfish impulse to have Boxxy feed her ego in favor of keeping an eye on it from the other side of the room. On the bright side, she only had to abstain while the creature was tinkering, and by the look of things, it was almost done. A few minutes later, Boxxy stood abruptly, its jaws completely tearing off Xera’s arm. It then devoured the rest of its tasty Snack in a few quick bites and began cleaning up its workstation. Feeling her chance to shine had come, Fizzy approached the monster. The sensual way she swayed the wide hips of her Service Mode would make anyone question exactly what sort of ‘service’ that form was intended to fulfill.

“So, how did it come out?” she asked casually.

“Can’t complain,” Boxxy shrugged. “I was just putting stuff in at random, so the fact that it does anything at all is kinda surprising.”

“It really isn’t. All high-Level Artificers occasionally let pure inspiration and whim guide them. I know I’ve made at least three inventions that have sprung up literally out of nowhere.”

The golem gave the chest-bound contraption a cursory examination as she spoke, curious of its sporadic function.

“And were any of those actually useful?”

“No, but that’s not the point. I’m just saying it’s normal to work on something that doesn’t serve a purpose. It only feels weird because it’s rare for you to put effort in without a clear goal.”

Boxxy had always been an industrious creature. It loathed spending its time, energy, and resources on unproductive activities, though recreational acts of murder and the active appreciation of shiny and/or tasty things didn’t count. Those alleviated stress and elevated its mood, making them vital activities akin to mental maintenance. One could argue the monster’s recent activities served a similar purpose, but it certainly didn’t feel that way to Boxxy. As per usual, the golem was right. This sort of mental meandering really wasn’t its style, but it was preferable to throwing another colossal hissy fit.

“So, what does this thing actually do?” Fizzy gave up guessing.

“Oh, right.”

The shapeshifter reached into the wooden chest and flipped a switch on the inside. Eight mechanical spider legs extended from its base while a pleasant jingle played. The thing stood up, did a little tap-dance, then sat itself down and went silent.

“That was actually kind of cute.”

The golem was being entirely sincere, though quite biased. If not for her monstrous worldview and choice of crafting profession, she’d probably find the dancing mecha-spider-chest confusing at best or creepy at worst.

“Where’d you get the idea?”

“Oh, I used to do that kind of jig all the time,” Boxxy revealed. “It was before you and I met. Those were… simpler times.”

Fizzy had little interest in past events that didn’t include her glorious self, so she tried to change the subject before the shapeshifter started reminiscing like an old man.

“That aside, didn’t you mention you made some headway towards solving the nectar problem? How’s that going?”

“Well…”

It was almost endearing how Rowana thought she was being stealthy or subtle when she brought home those very obvious books related to Keira’s ‘secret project.’ Drea had kept a close eye on the elf that day, so the shapeshifter was fully aware of the woman’s intentions and mildly amused at her self-delusion. That aside, the specialized literature proved useful, though not in the way Boxxy had hoped. The details therein illustrated in great detail what the elven alchemists of yore had to go through to synthesize hylt sap into Honeydew in the first place. Perfecting the formula was a concentrated research effort that took the finest minds of a generation several decades to complete. It took far less time and effort to develop an anti-drug to cure its addictive properties, but even that required several years since every enlightened race needed its own version of the formula.

This newfound perspective convinced Boxxy that attempting to devise a treatment for its condition was a lost cause. Research was never the monster’s strong point. It understood how things worked by taking them apart and putting them back together, whether they be machines or living beings. Failing that, it copied the homework of other, smarter people and changed it a little to suit its needs. Neither approach helped it understand the effects of dryad nectar on doppelganger physiology or how to reverse them. The subject matter was so obscure that it was completely unknown territory as far as modern academia was concerned. Boxxy was clever and resourceful, but it was still a mostly-self-taught three-year-old. It didn’t delude itself that it could decipher the chemistry of its dependency at all, let alone in the less-than-two-months before the Dragon Festival. Those books gave it no option but to face reality and admit the antidote angle was a lost cause, and for that it was ever-so-slightly grateful to Rowana.

Though, that was obviously too much to dump on Fizzy, so it gave her the short version.

“I gave up on trying to fix myself through alchemy.”

“Then what are you going to do about your dependency? Just keep fighting it?”

“Yup. It’s not really all that bad compared to the corruption thing.”

“Well, if you say so.”

Fizzy wanted to gloat how she, a clearly superior being made of glorious, nigh-indestructible mithril, was completely above such trifling matters of the flesh. However, she knew better than to pour oil into the blast powder keg that was Boxxy T. Morningwood. Not to mention she respected the creature too much to belittle its meatbag issues. A change of topic seemed appropriate, and there were plenty of things she was curious about.

“So, aside from wind-up, tap-dancing spider-chests, what else have you been working on?”

“Oh, odds and ends. Tiny ideas I’ve been tossing around in my head but never got around to actually building. I’ve also been experimenting more actively with using my Artificer and Alchemist Jobs together to come up with some… inventions, though I use the term loosely.”

“You brought more of your own original designs to life?!” Fizzy’s eyes practically sparkled. “Show me!”

The Dragon Thorn used during the battle against Eren had been frighteningly effective, so the golem was eager to see what other creative contraptions the shapeshifter had come up with. Boxxy didn’t particularly want to show off its latest designs though, mainly because most were gimmicks or toys about as useful as its latest creation. None of them were worth bragging about as far as it was concerned. Still, it couldn’t refuse Fizzy’s excited smile. It was so radiant the monster had the instinctive urge to turn away lest it be blinded. It resisted the urge, obviously. Failure to burn the golem’s unparalleled shininess into its memory was practically a sin in Boxxy’s book.

“… Alright, you asked for it.”

The monstrous mechanic opened its Storage and revealed contraption after contraption, naming each and every one as they were added to a rapidly growing pile.

“I've got ankle wrenches, mimic feeders, hammer seats, electric heaters, flesh compactors, blood extractors, power rods, and mana meters. Stabby-talkies, groper wires, safety goggles, radial pyres, GG pellets, rubber mallets, fans, and dehumanifiers. People hangers, stomach cutters, liver irons, kidney shutters, face removers, marrow movers, fasting tape, and gastric gutters. Tonsil faucets, holding tables, nasal stripping, jumper cables, hooking shackles, trouting tackle, tower foggers, wind up ladles. Pesticides for fumigation, high-performance lubrication, metal roofing, water cooling, multi-purpose insulation. Hair compressors, brain connectors, pinning chisels, smell detectors, bladder gauges, children cages, thermo-hats, and knife deflectors. Golem-safe demagnetizers, automatic circumcisers, menace jackets, angle brackets, mega-bells, and oxidizers. Profit panels, circuit breakers, value cleaners, toffee makers, oscillators, respirators, matching salt and pepper shakers.”

“…”

Fizzy did little but stare wide-eyed as an entire hardware store’s worth of gadgets, contraptions, devices, and chemicals was laid out before her. This stuff ranged from somewhat useful to aggressively pointless. She also couldn’t help but notice that there was an entire range of appliances designed to dismember humans for presumably culinary purposes. The golem couldn’t even fathom how, when, and where Boxxy came up with half this stuff. She knew the monster’s mind worked in strange ways, but only now did she grasp just how truly alien it was. Not even in a hundred years would she understand what would compel it to make things like…

“Matching salt and pepper shakers?” she said dumbly.

“Yes, these.”

Two tendrils shot out of the shapeshifter’s shoulders and grasped the spice dispensers in question. They were a pair of tiny chests carved out of blocks of wood with tiny holes in their tiny lids attached to their tiny bottom halves with tiny hinges and tiny locks. Functional ones too, as Boxxy demonstrated when it poked one of the tiny keyholes with a tiny needle. It made a tiny click and the tiny lid flipped open to reveal a tiny deposit of sparkling white seasoning.

“How did you even make these?” Fizzy asked, still stupefied. “I thought such fine work was beyond you right now.”

“Yeah, I don’t have a good answer for that, actually,” the shapeshifter looked at the tiny containers inquisitively. “These just sort of appeared in my Storage yesterday. Or was it the day before yesterday?”

“What do you mean ‘just sort of appeared?’ How can you not remember making these?”

“I’ve been struggling with insomnia. Haven’t been able to sleep for five days now. I’m so catatonic I have no idea what I’ve been doing for the past two hours, let alone what I did two days ago.”

“Wait, hold on. Insomnia? This is the first I’m hearing of this!” she raised her voice.

“Huh. Guess I forgot to tell you.”

“You forgot?! Bob’s blazing bananas, Boxxy! Just how bad is it?”

“Every time I try to doze off I subconsciously punch whatever’s around me and wake myself up instantly.”

“What about the literal buckets of sleeping potion you carry around?”

“Those just knock me out for half an hour, before I punch myself awake,” it groaned, its body slouching forward at a nearly spine-breaking angle. “I can’t get any damned rest like that, and sitting quietly with just my thoughts is driving me nuts. Tinkering to kill time’s the best thing I can do right now.”

The monster straightened itself out and turned its attention back to its dancing box-doll, intending to continue messing with it.

“Kill time? What for?” Fizzy kept questioning it.

“Jen isn’t finished deciphering Tol-Saroth’s notes,” it answered matter-of-factly.

“But you got the code or whatever from that demon-book-thing you captured, right?”

The golem had been brought up to speed regarding Boxxy’s search for a way to cure itself of its demonic corruption. However, she was underestimating something.

“There are a lot of notes.”

The sheer volume of books and scrolls Tol-Saroth had filled with writing, either personally or via familiar, was mind boggling. Even the feathery Scribe was having trouble sorting through it all, and at first it seemed as though she had to do it all by herself. Boxxy couldn’t help. Paperwork was never one of its talents, especially now that it had a violently short fuse. It naturally wanted to expedite the process, so it assigned Snack and Lavender to assist Jen with untangling Tol-Saroth’s disastrously messy shorthand. Boxxy had some reservations about the ditzy alraune’s ability to contribute to the mental workload, but it was glad it took a chance on her. It had underestimated the Laborer Job’s Muscle Memory Skill, which greatly improved her efficiency when performing repetitive and menial tasks. The process of ‘decoding’ Tol-Saroth’s notes surprisingly qualified for the ability’s effects since it boiled down to a few hundred variations of ‘replace A with B.’ It was the mental equivalent of stacking bricks, and things like that were a Laborer’s area of expertise. The outcome was that Lavender worked through the cartload of notebooks and scrolls at a pace comparable to Jen’s even though the flower-girl had no idea what all those big words and sentences meant. She was even a match for the harpy in terms of concentration, though that was surprising. Like any task given to her by the dungeon’s owner, processing the sage’s writings became more important to her than her own life.

Sorting through the ‘translated’ texts for anything relevant to Boxxy’s condition was relegated to Snack – its most knowledgeable and intelligent familiar. The shapeshifter had gotten her a pair of Skimming Spectacles for this exact purpose. The enchanted eyewear allowed one to read entire books in minutes, though the information could only be retained for half an hour before fading from memory. While terrible for retention, it was ideal for searching a library’s worth of books for specific topics and taking notes for later review. The djinn was less enthusiastic about her share of the paperwork than the other two due to her slothful and decadent nature, but motivating her was a simple, almost effortless chore. Much of it was delegated to Arms since the brick-brained blockhead remained as useless as ever when it came to anything requiring intelligence. Claws wanted to contribute, but there was nothing for her to do besides basic gopher duties. She wasn’t exactly thrilled about those.

The combined efforts of Boxxy’s entourage had produced some interesting results over the past few days. Tol-Saroth’s research into the Beyond was well-known, but the history books didn’t mention it was the result of a near-crippling obsession with demons. The sage went to extreme lengths in his attempts to unravel the mysteries of their twisted realm. He fervently resisted the temptation to experiment on people, but was absolutely ruthless when it came to monsters, animals, or demons. He subjected those creatures to some downright vile practices. There were occasional references in his written ramblings that expressed regret over his more unethical tendencies, though not because he had a change of heart. He was upset because those practices got his Hero of Magic title revoked, and his access to the LIAR went with it. From what Boxxy’s group could gather, Lunar’s hand wasn’t forced by a major event or pivotal turning point. Tol-Saroth had scored a lot of points with the Goddess of Magic and Learning during his early years, but as he grew older he started losing that goodwill until his divine credit hit bankruptcy.

What Lunar took issue with most was how the sage gradually retreated from society and turned his brilliance towards furthering his own, self-serving goals rather than advancing civilization. This shift in personality wasn’t lost on the man himself. By his own admission, Tol-Saroth was never great with people, but he had generally benign and good intentions in his youth. It wasn’t until he delved headlong into his house mimic research that he started turning into a shut-in misanthrope. That dungeon facility buried under the graveyard was where he performed the bulk of his experiments and created most of his strange pets. In the simplest, crudest terms, the procedure involved ripping the mortal soul out of a living being, forcing it into a suitable vessel, then using demonic trickery to make it stick. Over time, he fine-tuned and streamlined the process until it was largely automated and the only real work he had to do to perform a transplant was prepare three vital ingredients. The first, typically referred to as ‘the donor’ in the sage’s notes, was usually a harmless, non-monstrous critter, like a dog or a rat. The ‘suitable vessel’ was where things got tricky as it involved alchemically fusing demon and doppelganger flesh with inanimate objects.

Incidentally, Tol-Saroth never had a shortage of raw materials thanks to his pickled familiars and a shapeshifter he kept imprisoned within the dungeon for decades.

The third and final ingredient was what truly piqued Boxxy’s interest – the ‘glue’ that bonded soul to flesh. At first, it hoped this might lead to another project or experiment it could replicate or adapt to purge its taint, but looking into the matter further revealed something quite unexpected. According to Snack, and as impossible as it seemed, the word ‘Boxxy’ appeared over thirty times in Tol-Saroth’s records and journals. It was the name of his first pet, a peculiar orange tabby cat he found in a wicker box at the edge of an alleyway. The ex-succubus recalled some long-buried memories of looking after the thing on her old master’s behalf. Naturally, she’d put the mewling furball completely out of her mind, given that most of the people she had previously worked for suffered the same fate.

Tol-Saroth clearly felt different. He treasured his box-obsessed kitten so much that he couldn’t stomach the idea it would die long before him, a grim reality all pet owners had to face. The eccentric genius, however, decided he would do something about it. He abused his position as Hero of Magic to delve into the forbidden secrets of prolonging mortal lifespans. Not for himself, but for his pet cat. Reading that part of Snack’s summary made Boxxy roll its eyes so hard it had to grow three extra pairs just to express how incredibly asinine that motivation was. Surely, the monster figured, it was better to just get a new kitten. Tol-Saroth disagreed, apparently, and regardless of how trivial his motivations for seeking immortality seemed, they saw him through it. It had taken all the money, favors, and influence he had on top of making repeated and significant sacrifices to the all-knowing LIAR, but he had succeeded. He had figured out a way to make his pet effectively immortal through the aforementioned house mimic procedure. Once he perfected it, he successfully transplanted kitty-Boxxy’s soul from its old and dying flesh into a new body, one that would not suffer old age. A body that had the shape of a hand-sized wooden jewelry box with a gold trim and a bright red gem resting in the middle of its lid.

Now the pieces started falling into place. A quick inquiry into the Central Consortium’s records from three years ago revealed that Minic’s original name before Keira thoughtlessly replaced it had indeed been Boxxy. The ‘junior’ Boxxy was rather relieved to learn this. For one, it meant it wasn’t the reincarnation of Tol-Saroth’s pet cat, which would’ve been even worse than being the sage. More importantly, it helped explain the circumstances and coincidences surrounding its miniature namesake. Minic’s reality-warping good fortune was so extreme that this sort of thing happening around it was almost commonplace, so the two of them sharing the same name was hardly worth questioning.

This was especially true if one considered the circumstances through which the ex-mimic had acquired the label ‘Boxxy T. Morningwood.’ The monster hadn’t chosen it for itself, but had received it at random after it turned Monotal into a swirling death cloud. Considering this was the event that had earned it the curious attention of the Goddess of Happenstance, it was likely not all that ‘random’ to begin with. This new context allowed the shapeshifter to pin the blame for all of the coincidences related to Tol-Saroth on that tiny box’s four-digit Luck (LCK) Attribute. It gave Boxxy a good deal of peace of mind, which was invaluable for maintaining a firm grip on its sanity. Unfortunately, while informative, Tol-Saroth’s notebooks, schematics, and journals had not revealed anything that might suggest a cure to its demonic corruption. Jen, Lavender, and Snack had only gone through half of the recovered materials thus far, so Boxxy had nothing better to do but tinker aimlessly while it waited for them to finish. If those failed to reveal anything useful, then the shapeshifter’s next course of action was to get-

“Master, we have a situation.”

Boxxy had been in the middle of figuring out how to make the dancing mechanical chest do a backflip when Xera’s voice entered its thoughts.

“What is it this time?” it responded in a tired tone. “Did Lavender try to eat one of the old notebooks again?”

“Not exactly, no. Ambrosia is awake, and she demands to see you.”

The shapeshifter’s fidgety limbs instantly froze. This was sooner than it was expecting, so it needed to take a few deep breaths and collect its thoughts.

“Alright. I’m on my way.”

Boxxy told Fizzy the news and the pair made their way to the Dryad’s Domain. The shapeshifter wasn’t quite sure what it was going to do, though. It had planned to move its rather ridiculous amount of shinies to another dungeon before the dryad had risen from her months-long ‘power nap.’ However, it hadn’t even started, meaning it stood to lose a lot should it and Ambrosia have a falling out. The timing of it all was… unfortunate. Thus, the shapeshifter decided to postpone confronting Ambrosia about the addictive properties of her bosom’s nectar. It would merely pretend everything was fine and dandy and stall for time. It would only engage in that potentially disastrous argument once this corruption issue was resolved and it had finished relocating its hoard. The shapeshifter shared its intentions with Fizzy and the golem agreed now was not a good time to be burning bridges with a millenia-old tree spirit of vast-yet-unspecified power.

Granted, there was never going to be ‘a good time’ for that, but ‘later’ was definitely better than ‘now.’

The golem and the creeper entered the dungeon through a hidden entrance near Keira’s house and made for the central platform. The crystal core loomed overhead, pulsating with pseudo-sunlight as per usual. Jen and Snack could be seen off to the side amidst a small stack of papers and books, having been told to ignore the dryad and continue their work. Lavender did not have that luxury as she was Ambrosia’s ‘toy’ first and foremost. However, judging by the dryad’s demeanor, ‘play time’ was not at all on the agenda. She was sitting on a random branch she had conjured for herself, arms and legs crossed. Her face was stern and glare cold as Boxxy approached. As for the alraune, she was sitting inside her flower at the dryad’s feet, lips locked into a displeased pout.

“Greetings, milord,” Ambrosia said flatly. “Tis good to see thou hast not perished in mine absence.”

“What’s with the attitude?” Boxxy responded curtly.

“This child has informed me thou art raising another like her with the intent of gifting it to a sister of mine.”

“Yes, and? Is it a problem?”

“Verily.”

“Why?”

“I refuse to share what is mine with one of them. Anything that grows within mine trunk or dangles from mine branches is mine, regardless of whether it be fruits, herbs, or sentient flowers.”

This made sense, in a way. Hylt trees were, for all intents and purposes, the apex predators of the plant world. While the concept of ‘sharing’ wasn’t alien to them, it was simply not in their nature. After all, none of them would’ve been able to grow as large as mountains without selfishly hogging as much sunlight and nutrients as vegetatively possible. Though Azurvale’s hylts only numbered a dozen today, it wasn’t hard to imagine they used to be hundreds until they started choking one another out. How could the survivors of such fierce competition not be inherently selfish and greedy creatures? Boxxy understood all that, even related to it a little.

“Yourself included, of course,” the tree-woman smiled sweetly.

“You WHAT?!”

Unfortunately, the dryad had chosen the worst possible way to express herself, and the monster snapped despite its intention to play nice.

“I am not YOURS!”

Ambrosia was momentarily taken aback by the creature’s furious outburst. This was the first time Boxxy had ever raised its voice in such a clearly aggressive manner.

“I… I did not mean-”

“You didn’t!?” the monster kept yelling. “You trying to say you ‘accidentally’ fed me that damned nectar of yours?! That you didn’t ‘mean’ to turn me into a mindless puppet that’s a slave to your every whim?!”

Fiend-like horns started growing out of the hylt creeper’s head, a clear sign its demonic corruption was starting to overtake it. Fizzy recognized its temper was starting to flare out of control and rapidly reconfigured itself through Physical Augmentation Module. She transitioned from her usual slim and stylish Service Mode to the giant-fisted, gorilla-like Charger Mode. She rushed the shapeshifter and tackled it to the ground before its tantrum turned violent. She intended to pin it underneath her electrified frame and repeatedly shock it until it passed out. After all those experiments to calibrate the HERPES, she had it calibrated to deliver just enough juice to pacify without killing, provided she could trigger the jolt.

However, holding down a shapeshifter as prolific as Boxxy was easier said than done. It only took the creature a split second to slither out of her considerable grasp. It stood, literally foaming at its vertical mouth. Jen intervened at this moment, surprising it from behind. She grabbed the shapeshifter by the torso, her powerful arms wrapped under the shapeshifter’s shoulders. This gave her a firm grip on the one part the doppelganger couldn’t manipulate – its spinal column. It still struggled like a rabid dog, countless limbs flailing and various Skills firing, but was unable to instantly escape Jen’s hold. At least, not in this enraged state. If it were thinking clearly, it would’ve slipped away using any number of dirty tricks. For better or worse, its overwhelming rage prevented it from considering anything other than the most direct and brutish methods. It would still break free, of course. Few creatures were as strong and tough as Jen, yet even she struggled to hold onto that living blender.

Thankfully, she kept the rampaging monster still long enough for Xera to make her move. She appeared overhead holding a bucket of sleeping potion, courtesy of the dungeon core’s item storage. She succeeded in dumping most of it on Boxxy, though some unavoidably splashed onto Jen as well. External application of the elixir wasn’t as effective as drinking it directly, but it was still enough to put the shapeshifter in a drowsy and sluggish state. The griffin-harpy was also affected as her muscles relaxed and grip slackened. The shapeshifter finally slipped free of her, only to have Fizzy jump it once again. Its reactions slowed, she was able to fulfill her original objective and triggered a hidden switch on the device affixed to its spine. The HERPES buzzed to life, administering a precise jolt of electricity that successfully knocked the creature out.

The golem and the djinn watched with relief as the horns growing out of the monster’s skull peeled off like dead leaves, though they retained their shape. Jen maintained her stony expression out of habit, but was more disappointed than anything. She had been warned of Boxxy’s condition and the potential rampage it could cause, so she expected more. The creature was more ferocious than she had ever seen, yet also magnitudes weaker than the power it displayed during their spar a month ago. She wasn’t just comparing overall combat prowess – that would always suffer without proper control and focus – but pure muscle strength. It would appear Boxxy’s feral side couldn’t maximize its malleable flesh’s output, leaving the harpy to wonder just how much mental minutia the shapeshifter employed in a real fight. After several seconds of internal deliberation, Jen stopped thinking with her fists and focused on what was important. She silently shared the other two’s relief that the shapeshifter had been subdued without being completely consumed by its corruption.

Meanwhile, Ambrosia looked on in utter bewilderment, and since nobody seemed keen to clue her in, she had little choice but to voice her confusion.

“Which one of thou wishes to elaborate on what just transpired?”

“Boxxy’s just, uh, dealing with some issues. Nothing to worry about,” Fizzy tried to deflect.

“Thine words are clearly false,” Ambrosia saw right through it. “I demand to know what has befallen milord in mine absence.”

“It’s that red-skinned meathead’s fault,” Xera responded without skipping a beat. “Her immeasurable stupidity nearly got her and Master killed. We had to perform an improvised ritual to save them both. It worked, but not without side effects.”

The demoness anticipated Boxxy’s desire to remain quiet about the addiction, so she tried focusing the dryad’s attention on the more pressing issue.

“And milord’s foul comments regarding mine nectar?”

Unfortunately, it would appear the tongue was already out of the chest.

“You tried to drug me with it,” Boxxy groaned awake. “You fed me the stuff knowing full well it would make me your slave.”

Fizzy, Jen, and Xera hastily helped it to its feet while Ambrosia walked up to it.

“And I don’t like that sort of thing,” it said to her face.

The dryad looked at it long and hard with a deadpan expression that it returned with three times the severity. The ensuing staring contest lasted for what felt like several painfully silent minutes before Ambrosia turned her head away in shame.

“… I truly did not mean for that to happen,” she said in a near-whisper. “I just couldn’t help it.”

“Couldn’t help-?!”

Fizzy elected to protest, but Boxxy gestured for her to be quiet.

“You knew your nectar would screw with my head,” it accused her.

“Yes,” she looked back at it with remorse. “How could I not? ‘Tis mine bosom it flows from.”

“Yet you still fed me the stuff knowing how much I hate someone trying to control me.”

“Verily.”

Boxxy took a deep breath as it fought off the impulse to shove the dryad’s antlers into her eye sockets.

“Alright. Let’s hear it. Why?”

“Because I was afraid. Back when milord first entered mine life, it was a time of bliss. Crystalline core or not, I felt truly happy whenever thou would return to mine embrace or rely on mine strength. So, when thou returned with the stench of another dryad’s nectar on thy breath, I feared she would steal thee away from me.”

Indeed, it wasn’t until after Boxxy’s encounter with the immature tree spirit near Fort Yimin that the nectar thing started. Now that Ambrosia mentioned it, the youngling likely had ulterior motives when she offered the Sandman a drink from her teat. However, her ‘unripe’ nectar was no match for the rapturous fluid that gushed forth endlessly from Ambrosia. There was no doubt which dryad would emerge the victor in that little contest.

“So, you just decided you’d rather be the one to enslave me?” the shapeshifter asked.

“Thou doth not understand,” she shook her head. “The core, it made thee seem like a flawless, unerring being to mine mind. ‘Milord would surely not suffer from mine nectar,’ I thought. I see now ‘twas foolish of me to harbor such infantile beliefs.”

“See, you say that, yet you kept feeding me the stuff with a goddamn smile on your face even after you broke free from the dungeon core.”

“Because thou maketh the impossible possible,” she declared. “Thou had not only returned from the dead, but thy grip on reality remained firm as ever despite consuming mine nectar in outrageous volume.”

Ambrosia’s face slowly adopted a wide, gentle smile.

“No other mortal hath ever displayed such magnificent fortitude and resilience. Thou art the only fleshling who hath enjoyed and praised mine venomous nectar so vehemently whilst also seeking it eagerly of thy own volition. ‘Twas a joy I am unable to describe, but one I shalt be forever thankful for. I truly wished, nay, believed milord to be a miraculous child, one impervious to mine damning allure. How could I ever spoil thy joy with what I considered pointless warnings?”

Her face returned to its former gloom.

“It would appear, however, I hath been sorely mistaken. In my foolishness I overestimated thee, and for that I shall accept whatever contempt thy wishes to levy upon me.”

“... ”

Boxxy’s featureless face stared into hers as it silently processed and judged her words. Maybe it was the lingering effects of the alchemical tranquilizer or that pacifying electric shock. Maybe it was the way Ambrosia, a being truly beyond Boxxy, acted genuinely meek, apologetic, and remorseful. Maybe it was the fact that the shapeshifter could, on some very basic level, sympathize with the dryad’s urges getting the better of her. Perhaps it was a combination of all the above or some other factor outside the monster’s conscious perception. Regardless of the circumstances, the shapeshifter no longer felt mad at Ambrosia. It hadn’t forgiven her – not by a long shot – but even its supercharged temper refused to flare up after hearing plainly that its addiction problem was, at its core, its own fault. Sure, the tree-mother made it sound like she shared part of the responsibility, but even Boxxy wasn’t shameless enough to think itself completely uninvolved. It had indulged in gluttonous satisfaction without stopping to consider it might have negative ramifications. The way Ambrosia refused to let it take any of her nectar outside her tree really should have tipped it off that something wasn’t right. Its monstrous, part-plant constitution and exceptional Status no doubt afforded it a high degree of resistance against addiction, but resistance did not mean immunity. By the time it noticed its own dependency, it was already too late.

In other words, Boxxy had yet again fallen victim to its oldest enemy – hubris.

“Do you know how I can rid myself of the compulsion?” it asked flatly.

“… I do not.”

“What if I abstain from it? Will that help?”

“That I also do not know.”

“And if I,” the shapeshifter paused for a moment, “kept indulging?”

“Thou would deteriorate until thy expired. I know not how long it would take, but that is the only outcome I hath known.”

Now that she realized Boxxy wasn’t actually immune to her nectar’s habit-forming properties, Ambrosia was confronted with its seemingly inevitable fate. She had some small hope the incredibly resourceful creature would not succumb, but she knew it couldn’t stay away. It was too much of a glutton, and she wouldn’t have the heart to refuse if it pleaded. Realistically, the best outcome was it would take a decade or two before the creature she saw as a surrogate child was reduced to a gibbering wreck with no sense of self. Simply picturing it in that sorry state made her heart ache, but she was certain this pain would pale in comparison to what she’d go through when it finally passed away within her arms.

It was at times like these that Ambrosia really hated the goddess that blessed and cursed her awareness.

“What about your previous ‘partners?’” Boxxy pressed on. “Have all of them died?”

“Not all. There are those who simply left and did not return after their first drink.”

“Do you know their names?”

If they had managed to earn enough of a dryad’s attention and approval to be ‘rewarded’ with nectar straight from the source, they were likely people of great historical significance. The type that would have surely had their entire lives scrutinized and recorded for future generations. Enlightened like to do that sort of thing. However, the dryad shook her head.

“Such details are easily forgotten.”

“What about their looks? You remember faces, right? Or rather, do you recognize this one?”

Boxxy’s face shifted into the image of a brown-haired elf with hollowed out cheeks and heavy bags under his eyes. It was its best attempt at replicating Tol-Saroth’s visage, which it had pieced together from old paintings and historical descriptions of the sage’s appearance.

“This visage is unfamiliar to me,” Ambrosia said after a brief pause.

She had either never met Tol-Saroth or had forgotten him completely, neither of which were helpful in Boxxy’s search for a magic cure for its addiction.

“Well, it was worth a shot,” it sighed, reverting to its true form. “Guess I’ll just keep toughing it out.”

Strictly speaking, the withdrawal symptoms were hardly impossible to live with, especially since things would surely get easier once the corruption was dealt with. From then on, it just had to wait for the shaking, irritability, and other infuriating discomforts to go away on their own over the next two months. Alternatively, its imminent Rank Up would likely purge it of those cravings for good. If all else failed, it still had that I. O. U. as an insurance policy. And if it became necessary to use that favor to wash its soul clean of Kora’s demonic taint, there was no reason it couldn’t have Voldo purge two afflictions with one snap of his scissors. It really was just a hair’s breadth from cashing in that divine favor. Its greedy nature was all that kept it from doing what it really should have the instant it had that option.

“I understand if thou wishes to abandon me,” Ambrosia stated, twiddling her fingers. “However, I do wish thee wouldst remain.”

“I would prefer to keep things as they are,” Boxxy stated calmly, much to the dryad’s joy. “Just so long as you don’t try to force me into drinking any more of that stuff.”

“Of course, milord,” she agreed immediately. “Though mine bosom will miss thy healthy appetite, thy company alone is most… tasty.”

Things would be uneasy and awkward, at least for a while, but that was a minor inconvenience. It would be far more troublesome if the shapeshifter had to relocate its hoard and operations, especially since this was its only dungeon anywhere remotely close to Azurvale. On second thought, the graveyard lab was a potential option if it could figure out how to steal its ownership away from Minic.

“By the way,” Boxxy looked over its shoulder, “what exactly are you three doing?”

“I am securing you in case of another violent outburst.”

Jen’s arms tightly hugged its upper body from behind, over the shoulders, and across the chest. She held the creature so close that the back of its head was nestled between the towering harpy’s cleavage.

“I’m more worried that you’d give into your cravings.”

Meanwhile, Fizzy had her Service Mode’s slender arms wrapped around its hip and waist. She wouldn’t admit it out loud, but she was clearly competing for attention against the others.

“Don’t mind me, Master. I’m just selfishly enjoying myself.”

Last and definitely least, Xera was on the floor, arms wrapped around the creature’s leg in an unmistakable gesture of subservience while she hungrily gazed up at it.

“How long do you think you’re going to keep that up?”
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Boxxy was understandably annoyed. They’d been like that ever since they helped it up to its feet, and though neither it nor Ambrosia were all that bothered, patience was a commodity in increasingly dire shortage.

“Until this Ambrosia person leaves,” was the harpy’s straight-faced answer.

“Or you stop leering and drooling at her breasts,” the golem added.

“I just want to be punished for being a naughty, insubordinate slut-slave,” the djinn let her fantasies gush forth.

“Oh, my.”

Ambrosia lifted a hand to her lips, barely concealing a knowing smile.

“I understand. I shall give thee thy privacy. Come, Lavender. Let us not get in the way of this… activity.”

She disappeared into the ground, taking the alraune and her misunderstandings with her.

As for Boxxy, it allowed the clingy trio to indulge in a bit of skinship for a few more minutes before it finally shook them off.


Part Four

Boxxy awoke from a debatably restful Dreamweaver-induced coma. It grumbled inaudibly as it passed the small row of cages underneath the glowing core of its lair. They were all delightfully cubic, though infuriatingly grate-like in their construction, and none were any taller than its knees. They held an assortment of seven mostly harmless critters – a mangy pooch, a pissed-off mega-termite, a tortoise, some kind of mutated squirrel, a janther cub, a sleeping boar, and a desperately floundering catfish. The distressed beasts let out a cacophony of noises that rapidly annoyed the shapeshifter. It really didn’t need those loud distractions, so it quickly disposed of its ears and MLG.

Now blissfully deafened, the shapeshifter carefully inspected each captive critter. It needed test subjects that fit a specific set of criteria, and it would appear it hadn’t made those clear to its minions the night before. Or they just forgot. Either way, it immediately spotted two rejects. The violent instincts of monsters made them unsuitable for the procedure, so the dog-sized bug and the six-legged feline were squashed along with their cages. The mongrel was met with the same fate due to its weak and malnourished constitution. The weird squirrel was definitely hardy enough, but its deformities betrayed it had been contaminated by some magical or alchemical substance that might cause an unexpected reaction. The furball smashed, Boxxy’s options were narrowed down to the tortoise, the boar, and the fish. After a bit of internal deliberation, it settled on the first one.

“Yessstktktkt!”

Drea let out a chittering cheer from a dozen paces away while dangling upside-down from a line of webbing. She even allowed herself a fist pump, overjoyed that her ‘offering’ was chosen. This mild and relatively innocent celebration was interpreted as gloating by the rest of Boxxy’s entourage, prompting a round of bitching and complaints.

“Aw, man!” Kora was the first. “Guess the boss figured out that wasn’t just a weird cat, huh?”

“Could be worse,” Fizzy grumbled. “At least you didn’t have to settle for some random mutt off the street in the last second. Though, I suppose if my luck was going to fail me, I’d rather it happen with small stuff like this.”

“… May I have the fish back?” Jen pointed at her catch, a bit of drool leaking out.

“You may not,” Xera firmly declared. “Master might require back-ups. Still, I can’t believe I lost to that wall-flower. What’s that stupid turtle got that my boar doesn’t? Just look at that prime, flawless specimen!”

“I just thought, tktktkt, Boxxy might think the shell was shiny.”

In actuality, the former mimic could somewhat relate to how the reptile curled up inside its ‘box’ and refused to come out. There really wasn’t anything more to it as both Snack and Jen had made excellent choices. However, it had no idea those idiots decided to make this into a contest. Even Lavender and Ambrosia got dragged into this, probably out of boredom. Given that its life may or may not depend on the seemingly simple task, it naturally grew rather cross at them for turning it into a farce.

“Why are you idiots standing around?!” the shifter yelled at them. “Don’t you have work to do?!”

The monster girls rapidly scattered, though the dryad remained.

“Forgive mine ignorance, milord, but doth this event serve some purpose besides entertainment?”

She just noticed the others were arguing over beasties while Boxxy slept and joined in because she didn’t like being left out. That’s why she trapped a random termite from one of her many cavities. As for the squirrel, it was one of the ‘intruders’ that sometimes found their way into the dungeon and were subsequently pacified and imprisoned by Lavender. The alraune was responsible for those strange lumps and tumors growing out of it, though the exact specifics were a mystery to Ambrosia and largely irrelevant.

“To find the final ‘ingredient’ I need to cure myself of my corruption,” was Boxxy’s answer.

“I apologize,” the dryad bowed. “I did not realize thy request was of such importance.”

“Don’t worry about it. I had it covered.”

It was confident that either Snack, Claws, or Jen would come through. Those three were the most diligent of Boxxy’s inner circle, so it was not surprised all of them had found suitable subjects. It would normally have high expectations of Fizzy, but the golem wasn’t very good at meatbag-related tasks. As for Arms… well… even a stopped clock was right twice a day, though no such luck on this occasion.

In any event, Boxxy tossed the caged tortoise in its Storage along with plenty of air for it to breathe, then set out into the city. It was right before dawn, so Azurvale’s streets were blissfully empty as it made its way towards the graveyard. It reached Tol-Saroth’s hidden laboratory without incident, arriving around the same time as Claws. The arachnid demoness was discreetly transporting what appeared to be an older elf with a somewhat regal appearance, though the man was thoroughly paralyzed and securely wrapped up in webbing. Fizzy arrived shortly afterwards with Snek in one hand and Minic in the other, and it took several more minutes before Snack, Arms, and Jen flew in under the cover of the djinn’s illusions.

“Wait,” Boxxy halted the trio before they could enter. “Where’s Mouthy?”

That was the nickname it gave Torzessirth, the book-bound beholder Claws had captured. The last three were supposed to bring him in since, as Tol-Saroth’s former familiar, he might possess useful information. However, the pointed lack of loud, drawn-out cursing suggested he was not currently in their possession.

“Uh, yeah, about that,” Kora awkwardly scratched her head. “He kind of… exploded.”

“… He what?” the shapeshifter asked dumbly.

“Self-destructed, Master,” Xera clearly stated. “This red idiot was complaining about being carried by this other idiot’s talons, so we failed to hear the book chanting a Spell. It resulted in a point-blank Fireball that exploded inside Dicks-for-Brains’ hands. Only ash was left of the book afterward.”

In other words, the group had collectively overestimated the beholder’s prideful nature as he was clearly not above admitting ‘defeat’ through suicide. In truth, Torzessirth would have already offed himself if not for the wards and restrictions placed upon his holding cell within the dungeon. In retrospect, taking him out had been a terrible idea, but it was too late to do anything about it. The familiars put off reporting their screw up until everyone was in position to subdue Boxxy should the news trigger a fit of rage.

“Forget it, just… get inside the damn dungeon.”

Thankfully, the shapeshifter was in a relatively optimistic mood, so it reacted with disappointment rather than anger. It ushered the ashamed-looking trio into the underground facility and was about to follow them inside when it heard a very familiar ringing noise in the back of its head.

*Click*

“Hi?” it asked tentatively.

“Hey, Boxxy. Carl from Demons ‘R’ Us here. Got a minute?”

“I guess. What’s up?”

“I’m calling about a demon called Torzessirth.”

“What? Why would- Oh wait, you’re his agent, aren’t you?”

“Yup.”

From what Boxxy understood of Demons ‘R’ Us, each devil had a list of mortal clients and another list of potential contractors. Barring exceptional cases, the same Warlock would usually be redirected towards the same operator every time they mind-dialed the Beyond. Since Carl was Snack’s handler, and the seductress was once Tol-Saroth’s familiar, it stood to reason that the sage’s other minions would share her agent.

“What does he want?”

“Oh, nothing in particular. He just called me a few minutes ago, wanted to complain about something or other, entitled beholder bullshit. Thing is, I accidentally let it slip that the entirety of the Beyond knew your little secret and were banned from revealing it to mortals.”

Thus, ‘Mouthy’ had realized its brilliant deduction regarding the true identity of the Hero of Chaos was effectively worthless. It would certainly explain his sudden suicidal tendencies.

“So, sorry about that,” Carl added. “It was deeply unprofessional of me. Don’t worry, I’ll make sure he won’t be able to get another contract for a decade or two.”

“… Why, exactly?”

Though Boxxy recognized the devil was trying to make up for his gaffe, it failed to comprehend why preventing the beholder from making any contracts would be its concern.

“Oh. Uh… You know that ‘no spoilers’ policy we have over here? The one the big brick upstairs put in place to protect your secret identity?”

“Yeah?”

“That only applies to what’s seen on the Boxxy Show broadcasts. Since Torzessirth learned about it on his own, he has every right to spill the beans to his next contractor out of spite. Which, as far as I can tell, is what he intends to do. And since that was my fault, I thought I’d do you a solid and keep a lid on things. Discreetly, of course.”

“Oh. Thanks, I guess.”

“Hey, it’s the least I could do for sort-of ruining your plans. Hope you’re not too mad.”

“No, it’s fine. I already got everything I needed out of him.”

Losing the demonic tome would not compromise the shapeshifter’s endeavors, though it was still a little cross that it had been outplayed by a goddamn book. Wait, was this how its own victims felt when they lost to a simple mimic?

“That’s great,” the devil continued. “Again, I apologize. I was just a little overwhelmed when I heard that bastard’s voice after so long and got sloppy. Oh, that reminds me, you know that spire fiend you ran into? Freallausiz Aurphoirriz Zalathraxas de Thotealphiol?”

“Big axe lady, right?”

“That’s the one. Apparently, retaining her sanity after four centuries of perpetual drowning allowed her to Rank Up into an archfiend the instant she returned to the Beyond. She now struts around like some kind of half-dragon, half-demon.”

“Really? What’s that like?”

“I mean, I only saw her soul-self and not her physical manifestation, but she has these four thick horns that sweep back over her head, a pair of metallic dragon wings, and this long, thick, spike-tipped tail. Also, her tits look even bigger and perkier than I remember. You should see her, it’s really quite something.”

Boxxy took a deep breath before urging the conversation in a slightly more productive direction. In retrospect, it probably shouldn’t have asked, but hearing ‘dragon’ piqued its interest.

“That’s great and all, but what’s her Rank Up got to do with me.”

“Oh, right. She told me to tell you that she still hates your guts but appreciates that you freed her from that living death. She’s willing to work with you if you can arrange a proper rematch between her and Koralenteprix. Oh, and the two of them are apparently gonna make some kids, though you probably don’t care about that.”

“Not unless it’s going to impact my familiar’s performance.”

“It shouldn’t.”

“Then you were right. That aside, what kind of rematch does she mean?”

“Well, I’m not quite sure, but she mentioned ‘tail pegging’ a lot so I assume it’s the usual fiend stuff.”

“I’ll think about it,” Boxxy lied. “Is that all?”

“Yup, that’s everything from my end. I assume you have everything under control on your side, yes?”

“Let’s hope so. Bye, Carl.”

“Bye.”

*Click*

Having concluded the informative-yet-pointless conversation, Boxxy followed its minions inside the dungeon and headed towards the vat-filled laboratory at its heart. It needed to get into one of those cylindrical containers, which was why it brought Minic. As the dungeon’s current owner, that tiny square moron was the only creature with the authority to access them. The arduous task of walking it through the mental process was left to Snek since nobody else could communicate those steps to Minic. The two critters yipped and snekked at each other for nearly an hour, but success was eventually achieved. A crystal vat holding a pickled fiend corpse suddenly vanished, causing the life-sustaining orange goo to flood out in every direction. Boxxy was ready for it and captured as much of the mystery liquid as it could in a series of large silver-lined tubs before it drained away.

Step one and two complete, the monster turned its attention to the preserved demon. It carefully and meticulously carved up the slightly deformed flesh in accordance with sketches and diagrams from Tol-Saroth’s recovered records. It surgically removed a three-kilogram piece of solid muscle from the spire fiend’s abdominal region and dropped it into one of the aforementioned tubs of life-goo. Boxxy quickly turned its attention to the knife-eared captive Claws had dragged in. Though he looked like a dignified elf, the man was actually one of the few doppelgangers stupid enough to stick around after Reggie’s disappearance. Boxxy unceremoniously zapped its fellow shapeshifter back into its true form with one of Fizzy’s devices, cut open its torso, and ripped out precisely seventeen hundred grams of nondescript biomass. The malleable meat was dumped into the same container as the fiend flesh.

This next part required a rod of unenchanted silver that had soaked in a vat of boiling Masterwork-grade healing potion for at least six of the past eight hours. The oddly specific tool had been prepared well in advance and was promptly retrieved from Storage. Boxxy used it to stir the bizarre meat soup and noticed an immediate reaction. The doppelganger’s bits dissolved and mixed into the orange liquid to turn it into a foul, brown sludge that looked like liquid dirt. Profoundly unappetizing, to say the least. It also pulsed rhythmically, as if emulating a heartbeat. Some even crept up the smooth length of Boxxy’s silver stirring rod, but it slipped off and fell back into the mix almost immediately. With nowhere to go, the ooze began seeping into and fusing with the lump of demon-flesh next to it. The shapeshifter had no idea how any of this worked even though it was an Alchemist, but it didn’t need to understand it. All it had to do was follow Tol-Saroth’s formula until it achieved the desired results, and so far the mixture was behaving as expected. After precisely six minutes of stirring, Boxxy was delighted to find two lumps of flesh had melded into a singular, visibly pulsating lump that floated in what appeared to be watered-down lemonade.

The monster took a deep breath and readied itself for the trickiest part of the process. The magical meatball had to be lifted out of the tub without touching anything or anyone. Tol-Saroth performed this feat using telekinesis, which wasn’t among Boxxy’s repertoire of abilities. Fortunately, the crafty creature had the next best thing. It took a moment to focus and then chanted a Weightless Space Spell, creating a large bubble of anti-gravity. The silver tub, murky fluid, and mass of demon-shifter flesh slowly drifted upwards as they all separated from one another. Boxxy morphed its feet into sucker-tipped appendages that let it stick firmly to the smooth floor instead of drifting upwards. It extended an arm to retrieve a simple hylt-wood nightstand from its Storage. It threw open the little door in front and made a swiping motion that scooped the writhing flesh out of the air. The nightstand was then slammed closed and locked shut before the sample could escape. It certainly was trying, given how the whole thing rattled and shook in Boxxy’s grasp.

The shapeshifter allowed itself a sigh of relief. There was little else to do at this stage but wait patiently while the rattling piece of furniture soaked in a different tub of life-goo for a period of at least three hours. It was both the simplest and most annoying step of its preparations, but just as vital as the rest. The lump of ‘adaptive tissue,’ as Tol-Saroth called it, had to be given plenty of time to work its magic. It was fascinating stuff, really. According to the sage’s research, adaptive tissue could be transplanted into living creatures to replace missing limbs and organs. It would transform into a perfect replica of the original with no adverse effects or risk of rejection, achieving a result similar to a rejuvenation potion without negatively impacting lifespan. Alternatively, if the recipient had all their body parts, the adaptive tissue would form extras or redundancies at random, though these growths weren’t always benign or helpful. The synthesized miracle-flesh displayed an even more extreme effect when forced to bond with an inanimate object, such as the piece of furniture before Boxxy. The shapeshifter watched with mild wonderment as the nightstand’s interior gained muscles, lungs, a heart, a brain, a mana locator gland, a stomach, and all the other complex organs necessary to make a viable organism. The adaptive tissue did all of this on its own without any external help or prodding, though such intervention was apparently necessary to get the best results.

Tol-Saroth described this phenomenon as ‘mimicking life,’ hence why he called the resulting creatures ‘mimics.’ Naturally, his initial tests produced little more than mindless flesh golems that were effectively brain-dead, stuck in a coma until they expired from thirst or hunger. This was by design as Tol-Saroth intended to transplant the soul and memories of living creatures. That was where the arcane devices in the adjacent room came into play. Their purpose was known, though the exact methods used to achieve it remained largely a mystery. Though Boxxy had very little idea exactly what it was doing, there was a strong chance this little experiment would solve its corruption issues for good.

The monster had nearly missed this chance, as well. At first this mimic creation procedure seemed unrelated to its condition, so it was deemed a dead end and investigation into it was dropped in favor of other potential leads. A premature decision, in hindsight. At the time Jen and Lavender had yet to fully transcribe Tol-Saroth’s chicken-scratchings into a more legible format. Snack’s reliance on Skimming Spectacles also made her miss little details and obscure references. Thankfully, Fizzy decided to double-check the fully salvaged data with a fine-toothed comb. Curiously, Null volunteered to help make sense of all the graphs, formulas, and numbers plastered over a series of experiment logs. The two of them were able to discover that making a mimic held the potential to treat Boxxy’s condition. Not its intended purpose, but apparently the ‘emotionally charged psychic residue’ plaguing its mind was vital to the process. The golem had limited expertise in this field and was unable to get all the specifics, but she was quite confident the invasive energies would be consumed as a sort of fuel or ingredient while leaving their host unscathed.

Since then, Boxxy, Fizzy, Null, and Snack pooled their collective brain power in an attempt to replicate the procedure. It wasn’t simple. Tol-Saroth didn’t exactly leave instructions, and with so much of his ledgers and logs weathered by time, it was impossible to get a full picture. A lot of gaps had to be filled with concessions, assumptions, and improvisations, but at the end of it the shapeshifter’s team was able to piece together a viable experimental procedure. Everything they had done over the past few days was in preparation for that, and waiting on this piece of furniture to gain some semblance of life was the final preliminary step. Once three hours had passed, Boxxy took the now-breathing nightstand out of the tub of orange life-goo and brought it into the adjacent room.

The secluded circular chamber was much as the monster last saw it. There was a round platform in the middle, a strap-adorned chair next to it, a cage dangling from the ceiling, a ring of blue metal rods around the edges, and a slew of demonic sigils etched into the stone-tiled floor. The barely-animate piece of furniture was placed on the central pedestal, and the suspended mini-prison was promptly populated with the tortoise Boxxy had chosen earlier that morning. As the final piece of this three-part puzzle, the monster took a seat in that ominous-looking chair and fastened all the straps. While a seemingly pointless precaution considering the prodigal proficiency of its shapeshifting, there was no way of telling which parts of the process were vital to its successful completion. It just wasn’t worth risking its life over something as trivial as buckling a few belts.

Speaking of which, it would probably be best if it arranged for a bit of insurance.

“Fizzy!” it bellowed. “Get in here!”

A few clangs of increasing volume presaged the golem’s speedy arrival.

“What’s wrong?! You good?” she asked as soon as she entered.

“I’m fine. Just need your help with one last bit of prep.”

“You can count on me!” she banged her fists together. “What do you need?”

Boxxy grew a tentacle from its shoulder, used it to pluck something from its Storage, and held it up to the construct’s face. It was a rectangular piece of paper about the size of an envelope. Its surface glimmered with a prismatic hodgepodge of colors that swirled around and bled into one another at random. The only constant on it was the text that read ‘I. O. U.’ in big, black, thick lettering.

“W-what are you doing with that?” she asked warily.

“I need you to take this,” it insisted.

“Okay, but why?”

“Because I have a feeling something incredibly un-tasty is about to happen.”

It was a mild way of saying that the mimic-making machine was all but guaranteed to malfunction. Boxxy’s attempts to use it were comparable to a troll trying to brew a potion by pissing on a weirdly colored mushroom. The monster could only hope that the fault manifested itself as something that was significantly easier to treat than its demonic affliction, but there was little way of telling what would happen. Boxxy could go insane, fall into a coma, be turned into a powerless nightstand, have its soul sucked into the Beyond, or simply die. Any of those outcomes could easily be reversed with Virginia’s help, but it wouldn’t be in any position to cash in that favor. Someone else had to take charge of its god-given insurance policy, and Fizzy was the only being on Terrania or beyond that it would ever trust with its life.

“I… Alright. I understand.”

The golem smiled and calmly accepted the oversized card. It wasn’t as if she didn’t understand the weight of the responsibility that Boxxy had handed to her, she just didn’t see why it would be necessary. After all, she had complete and utter faith that things would work out well and only went along with the pointless gesture because it would make the jumpy shapeshifter feel better. Plus, the jealous looks she got from Xera and Drea as she exited the mimic-making chamber felt uniquely satisfying. As for Kora and Jen, they mirrored the radiant Paladin’s inner thoughts that Boxxy was just being melodramatic and returned to their game of Extreme Patty Cake. The harpy was winning, judging by the palm-shaped bruises on the hoarder’s face and the lack of such on her own.

“Shut the door on your way out,” the shapeshifter demanded. “I don’t need any of you interfering.”

Fizzy did as asked, and though her confidence in her work remained unshaken, she couldn’t help but grow a bit anxious once the reality of her responsibility started sinking in. Drea was slightly more pragmatic and got busy setting up some web traps in case the worst did indeed come to pass and an utterly feral Boxxy exploded from that metal door. Xera quelled her jealousy of the golem by reminding herself she was given a task of equally vital importance. She needed to keep a firm grip on Minic and ensure its reality-warping luck wasn’t anywhere near that arcane device. The task was relatively simple since the softness-obsessed moron was perfectly content to drown in her overflowing cleavage. For its part, Boxxy had little left to do besides mentally prepare itself. It took a deep breath and quietly counted down from ten before finally mustering up the courage to pull the lever by its bound hand. A loud clang echoed throughout the dungeon, followed by a low hum that rapidly grew in volume and pitch as some unseen machinery spooled up. It was a disturbingly familiar sound that helped Boxxy realize another, potentially fatal oversight.

Was electricity perhaps somehow involved in this?

*KRRRAKAKAKAAKKKKHHHOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOM*

The answer came moments later as countless bolts of purple-tinged lightning jumped frantically between the chair, the cage, the platform, and the ring of metal rods around the chamber’s edges.

[You hhha5͝͡5̢̕͟͟͞à͘҉̴̨v͜͏͢e̸͏ ̸͘͝ś̢͢͟e̷̢̕è̴͟͟f̶̧҉f̵̶̷̸f̶̸̸̧t̛̕͠͡͠u̢͠1̷̧͡1̷͘͝1͠҉̕͜͝5҉͠͏̕҉F̢̕͏N͢҉́̕#̧̧J̷̧͢͟͡F̵̴̧Й̴̴̀͏5͏̀|̨́͢͞Л̀͢͜͞¿̢҉̶́¿̷͢͞?̧̛¿̶̴͡҉̀¿҉̴̸Ф́͝ч̧͜͞1̶̷̧̕͝4̵̡̀͜͢`̵̨̧̀ģ͞m̸̸̢͟$̷̵̡͘$̕͘$̵̨6̷̡͘҉c̨̀͠ц̛͟͡ц̨̢͠͞͠r͜͝k̶̨̀̕T͟J̷̧]

A jumbled mass of utter gibberish flooded Boxxy’s consciousness which was suddenly drifting above its own body. It watched, shocked, as its flesh burned, boiled, and melted under the devastating arcane magics coursing through it. At least it didn’t hurt. Not just yet, anyway. The crackling energy dancing around the room suddenly arced towards the disembodied soul, flooding it with… significantly less pain than one might expect. The feeling was comparable to accidentally stubbing one’s toe into a table leg. The monster then experienced the profoundly jarring sensation of having its sense of self split into two distinct, mostly-equal halves. A barely perceivable mass of red-tinged darkness drifted away from the resulting gap like a toxic fart. The gaseous substance suddenly surged towards its convulsing flesh like a school of fish seeking shelter. A net of pure energy lashed out of that circle of rods, catching the errant manifestation. The mass of something split apart into pieces that were dragged into those bright blue metal pylons, leaving behind not a single trace of the ominous mist. The runes of creation etched into the room’s perimeter began to glow like searchlights, and there was a second deafening clang as Boxxy was overcome with the sensation of falling.

“SKKHHRSHAAAAAH!”

The shapeshifter let out an indecipherable shriek as it jerked away from the chair. Its bound, half-molten limbs snapped off as if they were glass, and the monster collapsed on the ground in a wet puddle of its own liquefied flesh. Every single fiber of its entire being was in searing agony. Its flickering, muddled eyesight just barely recognized what appeared to be a demonic nightstand running wildly around the room. It had tiny horns poking out of its top and sides and foamed furiously at the mouth. Or, drawer. Whatever that tooth-filled gap in the middle was. It lunged at the incapacitated monster only to meet the business end of Fizzy’s wrench. The golem turned her attention away from the smoldering smear she just made and had a bit of a panic attack. She’d never seen Boxxy in such a horrible state, not even when Edward had it at its mercy. She dropped her weapon and clutched the I. O. U. with both hands, ready to invoke it by ripping it in half. Thankfully, Minus was quick enough to remind her that wouldn’t be necessary.

“We’re a Paladin, idiot! Just heal the stupid thing!”

“Oh, right. Holy Light!”

[Divine power has healed your wounds. HP +1,382.]
[You are no longer stunned.]
[Your Skills are no longer disabled.]

Boxxy felt the indescribable burning coursing through its entire body fade away, replaced by the soothing sensation of the cold floor underneath. Its Mend Flesh kicked in moments later, and with a few more healing bursts from the golem, it was back to full HP in less than ten seconds. Once its condition stabilized enough for the monster to regrow its limbs, Fizzy threw her arms around it and put it in one of her bone-crushing hugs. She was usually gentler but wasn’t exactly level-headed at the moment, so she forgot to dial down her Static Field. The last thing Boxxy needed right now was even more electricity assaulting its nerves, so it kindly pointed that out with some nasty gurgles. It took a few seconds to get the message across before the golem released it. The monster frantically crawled away for a few paces before it stood, still groggy. It sensed something approach from behind and turned around just in time to meet an equally agitated Jen. The bird-cat-woman flew into it like a missile, knocking it off its feet as she tackle-hugged it to the ground. Emphasis on the tackle. Specifically, the shoulder kind.

“Hack! Koff!” Boxxy coughed up some blood. “Are you two trying to kill me?!”

It savagely kicked the selectively affectionate harpy off as it screamed and was momentarily taken aback by how light she felt. It looked up to see Jen was actually standing patiently just outside the dome-shaped chamber. It turned back to the first Jen, who was lying on the floor and moaning quietly after she smashed face-first into one of those knee-high metal pylons. It would appear Xera had seen her chance for a bit of ‘roleplay’ and took it, ignoring the time and place as per usual. Boxxy looked back to the real harpy, who had a look of subtly intense disgust leaking through the cracks in her stoic poker-face. Kora, on the other hand, poked her head in through the door and gave her boss a dumb two-handed wave. Drea was nowhere to be seen as usual, though this was because she was too nervous to peek inside.

“I knew I should’ve locked that door,” Boxxy grumbled as it stood once more.

“So, how do you feel?” Fizzy asked eagerly.

“… Good,” it said after a brief pause. “I mean, my spine’s still on fire, my muscles feel like I ran a marathon, and I’m pretty sure I almost died because that fucking moron used lightning when working with shapeshifter flesh. But, other than that? Pretty good.”

Relief came over the golem’s face, and Drea practically collapsed outside the door as she released the tension she’d built up. Hearing her master scream in such profound agony wasn’t good for her fragile heart. Metaphorical, yes, but nevertheless fragile.

“Great, even,” Boxxy continued. “Fantastic. Spectacular. And other shiny words.”

After spending so long on pins and needles, the shapeshifter had finally returned to its old self. It was as if all the joy and happiness it had been denied during this ordeal bubbled up to the surface all at once. The more the after-effects of the excruciating procedure faded, the higher its mood soared. It was so giddy it would probably make the goofiest smile the world had ever seen if its vertical maw was capable of such. This euphoric sensation would probably fade after a while, so the shapeshifter decided to capitalize on it while it could and hold a little celebration.

“Snack, take over Keira duty for the day. Bring the house mimics back to the house while you’re at it. Fizzy, do whatever you can to evaporate that stain you left on the floor until nothing’s left. Claws, go out and catch something tasty for me. Actually, make that a lot of ‘somethings.’ Jen and Arms, stay right here and make sure I’m not disturbed.”

It barked a bunch of orders, then collapsed on the ground, assumed the shape of a fancy wooden treasure chest, and fell asleep the instant its lid slammed shut. After being denied proper rest for so long, its main concerns were sleeping like a rock first, eating like a dragon second, and everything else came afterwards. Not that it had much in the way of worries. The Dragon Festival preparations were more or less finished, and there was plenty of time to wrap up what was left. The only big item on its to-do list was the grand wedding that would provide the final boost it needed to Rank Up. That event was so close the monster could almost taste it. Technically, there was also the unpleasant matter of nectar withdrawal, but Boxxy was confident it could handle it without some fiendish corruption muddying up its head. In fact, the shapeshifter was positively overflowing with confidence. So much that, shortly before it drifted off to dream of swimming in a river of diamonds, the monster decided to revisit an idea it had previously dismissed as not worth the time and effort.

According to one of his older journals, Tol-Saroth had encountered a ‘mysterious vault’ guarded by ‘a living weapon like no other’ while exploring the depths of the Shimmering Ocean. The information was vague and outdated, but Boxxy felt it could do with a quick and casual adventure to unwind after all that suffering. Best case scenario, it got a fresh haul of loot just in time for the Shattered Isles to appear. Worst case, it would find out whether fish-people were tasty and pocket whatever unique shinies they had. Of course, the shapeshifter would have rapidly reconsidered this spur-of-the-moment decision if it didn’t black out just as a certain notification appeared.

[Your actions have altered the flows of chaos.]

Which was precisely why the sneaky Skill had chosen this exact instant to flare up.


Interlude
Eye to Eye

In a certain underground dungeon-turned-laboratory that had just been looted by a certain mimic-minded monster, a most bizarre situation was unfolding.

“Oddly enough, this is as satisfying as I imagined,” Frealla admitted.

“Why’s that odd?” Kora raised an eyebrow.

“Usually, fantasy is superior to reality.”

“Ah. Yeah, I get that. Can’t relate, though.”

“Is that because you haven’t achieved your dreams?”

“Nah. More like, I never really had any.”

“I see. That is probably for the best.”

“Hrgkh! Hrmm! Mnnn!”

Xera’s contribution to the discussion was a series of gurgling moans that barely made it past the rigid obstruction in her throat. She was currently being spitroasted from both ends, with Frealla at the top and Kora filling in the lower end. Judging by all the fluids leaking out of the shameless slut, they’d been at it for a long while and none of the parties involved seemed keen to stop anytime soon. The fiends were treating the eager demoness between them as an afterthought while they focused on their conversation. Their attitude was shockingly level-headed to say the least, especially considering they were at each other’s throats not long ago. The current atmosphere was akin to a pair of old friends catching up over tea and biscuits, albeit with the occasional butt-slap, tit-squeeze, or horn-grab.

“I guess this was one of yours?” Kora carried on. “Dreams, I mean.”

“Could say that. I’ve wanted to shut the snarky bitch up like this ever since I met her.”

“Same! Luckily, the boss let us fight it out whenever we wanted. I still remember the first one, I had a rage boner like you wouldn’t believe.”

“The Progenitor did not bless me with such fortune. Tol-Saroth didn’t allow in-fighting.”

“Wait, what? How are you supposed to work together if you don’t kill each other a few times?”

“I know, right? No matter how much I asked, he didn’t let me snap her neck even once!”

“What a moron. Wasn’t he supposed to be some big-shot demon expert?”

“He was, but only from an academic- Oh, one sec!”

“Yep!”

The standing demons suddenly yelped, grunted, and tensed up as they made another series of donations to Xera’s insatiable insides. The former succubus drained them aggressively for nearly a full minute, though it wasn’t enough to overcome their supercharged vitality. Their stamina was so ridiculous that the wind in their sails barely dropped to half-mast before surging back to full strength. They resumed the casual humping and carried on with their chat.

“As I was saying, Tol-Saroth knew all there was to know about us from an academic standpoint, but never saw us as anything other than tools on a personal level. He was impossible to argue with.”

“Yeah, I had that with my first master. I was just a luggage-lugger to that old fart. Glad he just kinda dropped dead after a few years. I definitely lucked out with my current boss. So did ball-tits here,” she idly smacked the djinn’s bouncing bosom. 

“I’ve been wondering about her. Do you know what turned her so thoroughly submissive? She is almost too easy.”

The ex-succubus practically barged in here and threw herself between the pair. To a true-blooded fiend like Frealla, it was actually disappointing. She would’ve preferred to beat the mouthy bitch into submission, but this was an acceptable alternative. The spire fiend had accumulated a lot of pent-up stress, and this was far from the worst way to unload it. It was certainly a step-up from getting railed after she lost to the red-skin in such a dirty way. These mixed feelings were why she considered the reality of her long-standing wish roughly on par with how she imagined this would turn out. While not ideal, it was pretty damn good, all things considered.

“Oh, you can thank the boss for that. I know I do.”

“Mrh, thfff!”

“She says ‘me, too.’”

Frealla’s hips momentarily stopped pumping from shock upon hearing the response. She never would’ve imagined a mere mortal could make that succubus sink so far into depravity that she’d turn djinn. Of course, there was always a chance the red one was lying, but the senior fiend had been around for a long, long while. She knew how things worked in the Beyond. The bright red skin and multiple arms made it clear she was talking to a relatively young pit fiend, which meant she was literally too dumb to lie. That didn’t mean she was telling the truth, just that she probably misunderstood things.

“You mean that doppelganger you were with earlier?” Frealla requested clarification.

“Yep.”

“How did it achieve such a feat?”

“Huh. How did that happen? Pretty sure I asked at some point, but it slipped my mind.”

“Ith mffgh fhhhrk mmf unfff ahh bhrk.”

“Oh, right! It mind-fucked her until she broke.”

The old fiend was once again taken aback, though this time her concern was a little more immediate.

“You understood those gargled moans?”

“Kind of. I just know what her rotten head’s like, and I got plenty of practice listening to her try to talk with a dick in her throat. Usually mine,” she smugly declared.

“I… see…”

Her conversation partner paused for a moment as she processed that reply, then resumed the rhythmic pumping.

“So, about this mind-fucking, can you elaborate?”

“Mmmf! Nnnh! Ghhh! Hrrrk!”

Frealla raised an expectant eyebrow at Kora, but she just shrugged.

“No clue. Think she’s just cumming again.”

“Oh. I think I’m about to as well, actually.”

“Ditto!”

Another minute-long three-way orgasm later, the ladies continued their surprisingly friendly conversation. It truly was remarkable how civil fiends could be when in a near-constant state of post-nut clarity.

“Yeah, it’s all coming back now. The boss just ate her a whole bunch back in the day. Like, thirty times in a night or something. She’s been getting off from the pain ever since.”

“Ah. I suppose that might do it, though I suspect there is more.”

“You mean she wasn’t just a freak who finally accepted the slut in her heart and pussy?”

“Could be. Or maybe Tol-Saroth’s torturous experiments left a mark on her mind that your master accidentally tapped into.”

“Sounds like the boss, alright. It’s pretty lucky. That’s kind of a whole thing.”

“So I have gathered.”

“I’m not sure if the dead guy’s responsible, though. She said he wiped all that freaky demon-pickle stuff from her.”

“Hold on, wiped? As in, from her memory?”

“Best as she and the boss can tell, yeah.”

“Hm. That would explain a lot. I noticed some strange gaps in my memory but couldn’t be sure if it was natural or the old bastard’s handiwork.”

She had plenty of time to think between bouts of drowning, passing out, and being resuscitated. While quite unbearable, the crushing loneliness was far worse. In some ways, Frealla was glad for the agonizing sensations. It kept her tortured mind grounded in reality and maintained her burning desire for revenge against Tol-Saroth. She’d lost count how many times she thought back to that knife-eared wimp and the countless ways she’d rip him limb from limb once she got free. Unfortunately, that ship had sailed, but Frealla wasn’t going to cry over spilled vengeance.

“Wait, hold up,” Kora sounded confused. “How could you not know you were getting mind-wiped? I mean, I forget stuff all the time, but that’s cuz I’m not too bright. What’s your excuse?”

“I don’t have one, this is merely how things are. Very little of the mortal world is worth remembering, so I couldn’t be certain if the gaps in my mind were erased or not.”

“Shrn hrgh.”

“She said ‘same here.’”

Odd as it was, Frealla somehow understood that gurgled moan on her own. While an unfamiliar sensation, it was a welcome one. It also brought another topic to mind.

“That aside, I am curious about you, Koralentrepix.”

“Yeah? Something specific you wanna know?”

“Indeed. You are rather young and inexperienced, are you not?”

“Maaan! Why do people keep saying that?!”

“Bpkh ish krrrh.”

‘Because it’s true,’ was Frealla’s best guess.

“Shut it, Cum-bank!”

“So, I am correct?”

“Yeah, yeah, you got me. I’m only four hundred. What’s it to you?”

“I was just a bit surprised. You are clearly inexperienced with fighting opponents near your Level, but you pound ass like the champion of a thousand battles. What’s up with that?”

Duels between fiends had an unwritten rule – the loser’s backside was the winner’s property. As an especially prideful one, Frealla would not bring shame upon herself by objecting to this tradition just because she was on the receiving end. She put up some token resistance, but was nowhere near as much of a sore loser as one might expect. If anything, it was actually rather enjoyable being topped by Kora. The red one was clearly skilled when it came to lewd acts, which was at odds with the unpolished combat technique she displayed in their all-too-brief bout. A fiend would normally be equally experienced in both matters since victory in battle resulted in ass-pounding opportunities, so this discrepancy struck the senior demoness as odd.

“Guess I just fuck better than I fight,” Kora shrugged mid-thrust. “This bitch is certainly not complaining, and Teresa isn’t either.”

“Teresa? As in, the Goddess of Truth and Justice?”

“That’s right,” Kora puffed her chest out. “She regularly calls on me to tap that divine ass whenever she gets horny.”

“Really? You?! What makes you so special?!”

“Well, I don’t mean to brag,” she lied, “but I am the first hoarder demon in existence. I’m one greedy bitch, and I know how to take what I want. Goldie-tits isn’t the only ride in my stable, either. Besides her and Slutinator down there, I got all kinds of sluts begging for my attention!”

Even Frealla, who had been remarkably open-minded thus far, had serious doubts about the nonsense that fell out of that moron’s mouth. She was willing to entertain the idea that the human goddess, who was notoriously frigid even back in her day, finally let someone clean out her pipes. However, she refused to believe everything else, and with good reason. Kora was definitely blowing the reality of her ‘stable’ out of proportion, along with a few other things. Her senior spent the next hour or so viciously probing the red one about her supposed exploits in between the occasional ‘cum-pause,’ and she was eager to answer. In the hoarder’s head, she was dazzling a potential recruit to her ‘stable.’

In actuality, the ignorant blowhard merely exposed her grandiose claims as little more than exaggerated boasts. She couldn’t even keep her own story straight. Though, Frealla knew every falsehood had a nugget of truth, and the facts she managed to pluck out of the chatty tomato-face were nevertheless impressive. Xera subtly helped with that. The djinn wasn’t exactly a reliable source of information, but she clearly disliked her current colleague more than her former one, and Frealla could trust that familiar sense of spite. She also got more proficient with ‘deepthroat-speak’ than she would’ve thought possible, but that was hardly the most surprising thing she learned that day. Most importantly, she confirmed that Kora was indeed a newly emerged type of demon, one that embodied the sin of greed. The circumstances of her transformation were far less important to the spire fiend than the opportunity it presented. Though her mind and soul had emerged from the century-long torture shockingly intact, her ego was starving for attention and recognition, and this was a chance to feed it.

“So, if you are the first of your kind, don’t you need to sire offspring?”

“Ugh, not you, too,” Kora rolled her eyes. “Like I told Jimmy, I don’t want any goddamn kids.”

“Did you not mention you somehow sired three mortals already?”

“That’s different. Teresa’s blonde butt is mine, so her kids are my kids. Like, not just half-mine, but fully mine. Know what I mean?”

In other words, perceived ownership of the offspring was the only thing that mattered, and that required that the other parent also ‘belonged’ to her. While an odd detail to deem of so much import, it wasn’t all that nonsensical considering her avaricious nature. It was also something the spire fiend would not hesitate to exploit for her own gain.

“So, if I were to become ‘yours,’ you would not have qualms about siring offspring with me?”

The sex completely stopped for the first time since it began. Kora was utterly flabbergasted that she didn’t think of this earlier. True, she barely met the other party, but that suggestion sounded better the more she thought about it. She certainly wouldn’t object to having another ass on tap, especially one as toned, firm, and plump as Frealla’s. There was also something inherently exciting about bending over someone physically larger than her. It would also get the God of Coin Flips off her back about making more greed demons. It seemed like a solid deal that would only work in her favor, though she was forgetting a rather vital part.

“You’re not a Ranker. You can’t sire offspring.”

Thankfully, Xera was on hand to point out the obvious. She had even pulled herself off the gray-skinned demon’s mega-schlong to clearly enunciate her point. It was somewhat difficult to take her seriously with all that white stuff trickling down her face, but it didn’t make her argument any less valid.

“Hate to say it, but the floating pussy’s right,” Kora nodded.

“That matter will resolve itself before long,” Frealla stated with utmost confidence. “After all I endured in that damn tank, I feel my soul is ready to evolve. I don’t know what I am missing, but it would surely not be much longer before I become an archfiend.”

“Assuming that’s true, what do you hope to gain from all this?”

Though the djinn didn’t care too much about dicks-for-brains, this deal carried some risk for her beloved box. Best as she could figure, her former colleague wanted the prestige that came with being the first hoarder’s mate. That could end badly if she had malicious intent, and Xera’s Master could potentially find itself without the musclehead’s support at a critical moment. Frealla saw no reason to confirm or deny either suspicion.

“Since when do demons care about anyone’s wants but their own?”

“Can’t argue with that,” Kora shrugged, seemingly convinced.

“… I suppose not,” Xera also conceded.

“Then it is decided?”

“Sure. Just have your people call my people and we’ll work out a proper… girlfriend contract, I guess?”

Frealla was quite certain they were all under Carl’s care and therefore had the same ‘people,’ but that was a moot point.

“I’ll get on that as soon as we’re done here. Speaking of which…”

She grabbed the nosy pervert’s arms and started viciously pounding her face as opposed to passively pumping away. Hearing her talk like that ignited all kinds of old grudges she was eager to act on. Xera was certainly enjoying the sudden and rough treatment, given how she tightened up down below and unintentionally ‘encouraged’ the final participant in the threesome to also kick things up. The lewd act resumed with renewed vigor, though it didn’t last long. Its side-hustle as demon matchmaker complete, Agent of Chaos kindly informed its owner it was done for the day.

Frealla promptly discovered what it felt like to have her dick explode while her head was shoved between her shoulders.


Chapter Four
What Lies Below




Part One

Boxxy had gone from ‘commanding monstrosity’ to ‘comatose treasure chest’ in the span of a few seconds, leaving the rest of its troupe to stand there with dumb looks on their faces.

“So… Is Boxxy going to be okay?” Fizzy spoke up first, still gripping Gordon’s I. O. U.

“I’ll check.”

Xera, who had taken on Keira’s appearance in accordance with her orders, stepped forward and gently placed a hand on her slumbering master. The vaguely-defined ‘Keira duty’ gave her enough leeway to do whatever she pleased so long as she maintained the catgirl’s shape, and at that moment, she wanted to make sure Boxxy had recovered. She enacted her Dreamweaver Skill to unobtrusively peek into the creature’s mind. As usual, its mindscape took the shape of countless gray cubes making up an enormous, enclosed space. They flew around and buzzed at steadily increasing speeds as Boxxy concocted some weird dream. Xera ignored this activity and focused on the manifestation of her master’s psyche that lay in the middle of it all. The gem-studded, castle-sized mithril treasure chest was there in all its glimmering splendor, as were the various carvings representing the shapeshifter’s numerous alter egos.

Xera performed a cursory inspection of this mental fortress in search of any signs of lingering demonic corruption. She was tasked with keeping tabs on it on her master’s behalf over the past weeks, so she knew to look for rust-like stains or tiny, jagged bumps. The good news was she didn’t spot even a single trace of demonic influence. The bad news was this was because the once-contaminated areas of Boxxy’s inner self were straight-up missing. Of particular concern was a gaping, mangled hole in the side of the mental construct. It was like part of the shapeshifter’s mind had been ripped out. The missing pieces were about a third of Keira’s face and two or three minor parts Boxxy kept in its back pocket for blending in with various crowds. Those were also the most heavily-corrupted regions of the monster’s psyche, so the fact they were excised like a tumor was probably for the best. There were a number of other holes in this manifestation of the shapeshifter’s self-esteem, but they seemed inconsequential compared to the big one.

Thankfully, none of the damage seemed permanent. Xera could see the smallest building blocks of Boxxy’s mindscape converging and congealing around the various gaps. They melted into the cerebral structure and added onto it, slowly but surely restoring it to its former state. By the look of things, the scarred psyche would make a full recovery, though it would take some time. Until then, Boxxy might struggle to act out Keira Morgana’s manufactured personality with its usual ease and proficiency. Perhaps it subconsciously sensed all this and put Xera in charge of those responsibilities as a precaution. Or maybe it just really wanted a bloody nap. Either way, the djinn was satisfied and reassured by the results of her mental probing. She pulled her consciousness out of her master’s mindscape and slowly backed away from its chesty form, lest she disturb its much-needed rest.

“So? Is it gonna be okay?” Fizzy asked nervously.

“Indeed. From what I saw, Master’s affliction has been successfully cured. It still needs time to recover, but there is no danger of relapse.”

The golem relaxed her frame so much she nearly fell to bits. Things would finally return to normal. Well, ‘normal’ by Boxxy’s standards, at least. She placed the slip of paper representing Greg’s godly gift in front of the slumbering chest then turned her attention to the monstrous nightstand it had conjured minutes ago. Fizzy followed the shapeshifter’s instructions and repeatedly zapped the thing’s leftovers until only a series of charred stains remained. Once that was over, she went outside alongside Drea and Xera, who had their own orders to follow. Kora and Jen remained by the dungeon’s entrance, vigilant against any poor soul that might accidentally stumble their way into it. Well, at least the harpy was. The hoarder demon immediately grew bored of standing around and parked her oversized butt on the cold stone floor, legs crossed. She picked her nose, scratched her elbows, poked at the wall, and rested her chin on her palm all at once, like some sort of professional slacker.


The diligent Monk took issue with that attitude. 

“You need to take your post seriously.”

“Oh, flock off, Feather-Face,” Kora grumbled. “Ain’t nobody gonna be stupid enough to just wander into a crypt in the middle of the night.”

The once-fiend was so thoroughly used to guard duty that she knew a pointless assignment when she saw one.

“Besides, there’s only one way in or out,” she waved at it, “and it’s fucking closed.”

The others had made sure to seal the dungeon’s hidden entrance on the way out, leaving Kora and Jen to stare at the inside of a sliding door. The harpy couldn’t argue that having both of them guard it seemed like overkill, but she was far too stubborn to admit that the demon was right. That, and she held some resentment towards Kora since she was the root cause of all this trouble. Not only had her brainless bravado nearly gotten both herself and her master killed, but she was also responsible for siring the triplets that provoked the cultists’ assault in the first place. On the bright side, this was an excellent case study in cause and effect that helped Jen get a firmer grasp on her new religion. She also got to fight an honest-to-goodness Old God. Or whatever that Eren thing was. Not to say the corruption ordeal was worthwhile, but it wasn’t all bad. Bottom line, Jen had more reasons to give Kora the stink eye than not, so she did. She also felt the urge to beat the shit out of the tomato-faced imbecile, but that would accomplish little beyond giving the hoarder exactly the kind of distraction she wanted.

So, they just sort of silently stood around for hours and hours. Kora kept lazing about while letting out bored grunts and frustrated sighs. At some point, she opened her Vault and retrieved six human-sized skulls from her trophy collection and tried juggling them. It was one of several games she came up with to pass the time on these extended, pointless vigils. That didn’t mean she was any good. Her many arms kept getting in each other’s way and her hand-eye coordination was abysmal, so those skulls spent more time on the floor than in the air. They also bonked Jen once or twice, completely by accident. The harpy was trying to remain vigilant while employing a peculiar form of standing meditation she learned in her youth. She did not take kindly to the distraction. After the third time Kora’s hand slipped, she crushed the offending skull to dust under her taloned heel. That ticked off the hoarder something fierce. Having her stuff crushed was not tasty, especially since those had been genuine accidents. Nevertheless, the unspoken message of ‘stop bothering me’ was received, so she stopped juggling and resumed moping about.

Boxxy slept soundly through it all and didn’t wake up until nearly twelve hours later. It yawned mightily, stretching its sore hinges in the process. It spotted the odd paper card Fizzy left behind and took an embarrassingly long time to recognize it. Momentarily forgetting something as important as Gregory’s I. O. U. made the monster feel a wee bit silly. It was hardly worth raising a fuss over, so it quietly pocketed the item. A random assortment of legs and feet poked out from the monstrous chest’s underside as it waddled over to where Jen and Kora were keeping watch. Neither had noticed its awakening and had their backs turned, so it decided this was a great opportunity for some shenanigans. It silently snuck up on them, extended a pair of extra-moist tentacles, and gave each a sharp, wet slap on whatever patch of exposed skin it could find.

“Ack!”

“Hm?!”

Both of them nearly jumped out of their skin. Jen darted away and took up a fighting stance while Kora just kind of jerked upright from her seated position. Both relaxed the instant they saw Boxxy was up and about.

“Oh, morning, boss,” the demon waved at it. “How’s it hanging?”

“Like a puppy from a noose,” it responded in an oddly jovial tone.

“… What?” she asked dumbly.

“What?” it mimicked her response, including her voice.

“Are you feeling alright?” Jen butted in.

“No, I’m not all right. At least half of me is left.”

“Uh…”

The harpy looked on with a subtle look of confusion, whereas Kora’s expression slowly turned io unease.

“Oh, that reminds me. Arms, I have something very important to tell you, so stand perfectly still while I get ready.”

Her anxiety only deepened when she heard those words as she had a hunch about what would happen next. Her worries didn’t show on her face, mostly because of her newly-imposed contractual obligation to not move a single muscle. Her suspicions as to what Boxxy was about to do were more or less proven true when the monstrous chest in front of her opened up and a single arm popped out from inside. The limb was grotesque. Though it looked relatively human in shape and coloration, its sheer size and bulk made it seem more at home on a giant or an orc. Or, possibly, a giant orc. The arm grew larger still, its taut skin nearly ripping from the ridiculous amount of muscles the shapeshifter was pumping into it. By the time it was finished, the hand alone was large enough to grip a person as if they were a doll.

Its bizarre creation seemingly complete, Boxxy clenched its titanic fist. It spun itself and its new limb around with such speed and grace it made the spectacle seem like an illusion or hallucination. However, it was demonstrated to be very much real when, after gaining momentum for twelve blindingly fast revolutions, it punched Kora in the torso. The massive demon was knocked off her feet with a tremendous thunk, smashed into the dungeon’s magically-reinforced wall with a thunderous thud, and collapsed to the floor with a pathetic flop.

“Are we clear?” Boxxy asked in that same terrifyingly jovial tone.

Kora coughed, sputtered, and vomited out some black demon blood before finally managing a somewhat affirmative-sounding groan.

“Excellent!” it declared. “Now then, I am positively starving. Good thing I told Claws to prepare breakfast!”

Boxxy casually exited the dungeon then lazily chanted its Transfamiliar Spell. It disappeared in a puff of green, sulfur-scented smoke and reappeared in the Dryad’s Domain next to a veritable feast of freshly-caught Imperial immigrants. Meanwhile, Drea was left stumbling around in the dusty tomb as she waited for the brief bout of disorientation that usually accompanied that Spell to fade. Once she had regained her balance and footing, she poked her head inside Tol-Saroth’s dungeon. On her left was Jen, who just sort of stood there in a state best described as ‘stoic bewilderment.’ Kora was off to the right, still lying on the ground and slowly suffocating to death due to her ruptured lungs.

“So is it really, tkktktktk, that?” the arachnid demoness asked in a nervous chitter.

“Ghrh-hrh,” the hoarder gurgled in confirmation.

“Damn.”

“You know what’s going on with Boxxy?” the thoroughly confused harpy chimed in.

“Unfortunately,” Drea nodded.

“What is it?”

She might not have known the shapeshifter that long, but even she could tell something was ‘off.’

“Master is, tktktktkt, happy,” the spider girl hesitantly informed her.

“… And?”

“Master gets… weird when it is happy.”

After a filling meal, an afternoon nap, and a bit of devious planning, Boxxy sent a new command to its first familiar.

“Snack, we’ll be going on a trip for a short while. Handle the elf and get back to base.”

The timing was a bit awkward, to say the least. The sun had just set and Xera was currently stuck working out some asinine wedding plans with Rowana. Nothing important, either. The guest list, location, and date had all been set, and Keira had hired some big-shot wedding planner to handle everything else based on the elf’s input. The engaged couple only had truly pointless details left to decide, like what sort of food to offer or whether segregating the rowdy adventurers into their own little section at the reception was a good idea. Thus, the djinn was quite glad to have heard her new orders, but there was one minor issue.

Keira had no handy-dandy excuses to just flake out for extended periods. Usually, Boxxy would spend a few days setting up some plausible story whenever it had to disappear from the public eye for a while. Things like an important Quest with hundreds of lives in the balance or a summons from Gabriel, the God of Misfortune. Coming up with those on such extremely short notice was a bit much. Thankfully for Xera, she got a little help from her arachnid coworker, whose only job was to press a little button outside the Morgana household’s front door.

*Ding-dong*

“Hmm?”

Rowana stopped the ongoing conversation about floral arrangements and lifted her head towards the chiming bell in the room’s upper corner. The elf had initially been a bit skeptical regarding this ‘doorbell’ thing Fizzy and Keira had installed, but she had to admit it had been a good idea. A knock on the door couldn’t be heard from inside their soundproof bedroom if not for that thing. There was another chime on the ground floor so that the doorbell could be heard throughout the rest of the house, but that was beside the point and the least of Rowana’s worries.

“Do we have a visitor? At this hour?”

“Ugh,” Keira groaned. “That’s probably for me.”

“How do you know that?”

“Why else would anyone drop by uninvited when it’s dark out.”

At one point, some neighbor kids found it funny to ring and run. They gave up on that prank once Keira demonstrated she was ten times better at chasing than they were at getting away. Boxxy may have also inflicted some relatively minor psychological trauma in the process, given the way those children were now deathly terrified of bell chimes. It could have been a lot worse, though. At least all of this had gone down well before its recent temper troubles. The djinn gave the elf a few reassuring grumbles that she’d ‘take care of it,’ went out of the room by herself, came back a short while later, and gave Rowana ‘the news.’ She spewed out some bullshit about the FIB needing Keira to track down some loose ends from the Great Collapse case for maybe a week, two tops. The elf complained how awful the timing was with the wedding ‘right around the corner,’ but she didn’t do anything to actually stop Keira from grabbing her gear and disappearing into the night.

Upon returning to the dungeon’s central platform, Xera was met with a rather curious sight. Drea had mentioned Boxxy had apparently been in a superb mood, and Xera was well aware of the bizarre behavior that entailed. The slutty demoness expected to find something ridiculous, so she barely flinched when she saw Kora swimming around in a giant fishbowl. Though, it was a bit surprising that Fizzy, Jen, and a freshly returned Drea were in the tank along with that multi-armed mega-moron.

“Snack. You’re late.”

Boxxy hovered idly above the water with a fishing rod made from glued-together human legs, with an oversized golden hook dangling from the end via a mithril chain. It was using this thing to poke, prod, and generally annoy the collection of monsters and demons below.

“Apologies, Master,” the djinn bowed her head. “The elf was being bitchier than usual, so it took some effort to pacify her.”

“I see. Wonder if we can harness that bitchiness somehow?” it said thoughtfully. “A Bitch-Bomb. Now, there’s an idea!”

“Master, may I ask what exactly is going on?”

“You may.”

“… What exactly is going on?”

“I’m giving them a crash course on diving and swimming.”

“Why?”

“Just felt like it.”

Yup, that seemed about right for ‘happy’ Boxxy behavior. For some reason, whenever the monster was in a gleeful mood for extended periods of time it felt the need to celebrate by torturing and abusing those around it. It might drive Rowana crazy with a barrage of terrible puns, prank Fizzy by moving her stuff around without her knowledge, embarrass Drea for the whole Beyond to see, or beat the shit out of Kora for no reason. Wasting everyone’s time with this pointless exercise was just another way its sadistic mirth manifested. Or, so it would seem.

“Oh, and we’ll be diving to the bottom of the Shimmering Ocean.”

That was all Xera needed to determine her master’s intentions. It wanted to poke around that ‘mysterious vault’ mentioned in Tol-Saroth’s deciphered memoirs. More specifically, one of the journals from his adventurous youth. Those were in remarkably poor condition, with dozens of pages either missing or rendered illegible by all manner of smudges and stains. It was, frankly, a small miracle that section survived, but even then it didn’t offer much. The most useful information gleaned was regarding the hidden trove’s guardian, a ‘living weapon’ equal parts huge and deadly but otherwise beyond even Tol-Saroth’s comprehension. Boxxy normally wouldn’t bother challenging such an unknown quantity over something as unsubstantiated as a four-century-old rumor, which meant its giddy disposition was clouding its judgment.

Xera knew better than to question the monster directly, so she tried to subtly dissuade it by pointing out the main flaw in its ‘grand plan.’

“With all due respect, Master, do we even know where to start looking?”

“Yup,” it declared confidently. “There’s supposed to be a krymer village in that area. Those guys probably have some secret info on it.”

It wasn’t much, but it was better than scouring the entirety of the ocean floor.

“And how do you propose we survive the trip down there?”

Boxxy tossed Xera a bag containing a number of accessories – a collar, a pair of bracelets, a pair of anklets, a set of goggles, and a belt. That last piece had been forged out of metal plates bolted together like an extremely flat chain, while the rest were stitched out of some kind of slick, off-white leather studded with steel. The djinn whistled appreciatively at how kinky the set looked and happily put it on. Boxxy then extended an arm and unceremoniously dunked the demoness into the bowl with the others. Xera was disappointed to learn the items were little more than enchanted diving gear. The collar enabled underwater breathing while the wrist and ankle decorations helped with swimming. The eyewear allowed anyone to see clearly in the depths where sunlight did not reach, and the belt protected adventurers from the freezing temperatures and crushing pressure common beyond a certain depth. As the djinn looked around, she realized everyone else was wearing a similar set of accessories.

The demons handled their portion of aquatic exercise fairly well, mostly because of the pink gem of a Divine item currently in their master’s possession. The instant dungeons spawned by it varied wildly in theme, so it was inevitable there’d be dungeon templates that heavily featured aquatic environments. These ‘water levels,’ as the familiars called them, were slow, annoying, boring, and ultimately a waste of everyone’s time, so they tried to skip them whenever they came up. Still, the few they had been forced to suffer through had given them all some experience with underwater combat and exploration. That was before they were given these specialized trinkets, so the familiars found their sea legs quite rapidly.

That couldn’t be said of Fizzy and Jen. The golem’s mechanical constitution meant she could handle the submerged environment without external aid, but she was too dense to swim and had to walk along the bottom. While not ideal, it was workable, and she had a few vertical mobility options she could rely on in a pinch. The harpy was in a far worse state. She was no stranger to swimming and diving, having done plenty of both during her time as an adventurer and Gilded Hand enforcer. However, this was before her transformation made water her Bane. Even if it wasn’t magically charged, it made swimming far more exhausting than she remembered. Having to drag those massive wings through it wasn’t helping, either. She started out mostly fine, but her form had deteriorated rapidly after just five minutes even with the diving gear. By the time Xera joined, the harpy was flailing so much that she looked like a senile orc in the midst of a violent seizure.

Alright, maybe not exactly like that, but the thought amused Boxxy, so it chuckled at its own hyperbolic metaphor. It then let out a slightly disappointed sigh. This simply would not do. The Dragon Festival could potentially deposit the Shattered Isles at the bottom of the ocean, or the air could turn to water thanks to the extra-freaky weather. Unlikely or not, it couldn’t have one of its minions reduced to such a pathetic state over something as basic as an elemental weakness. Leaving her behind wasn’t an option, either. If Jen would be of no help during the Festival, then what was the point of recruiting her in the first place? Okay, yes, corrupting a member of Edward’s trusted inner circle carried a sick sort of satisfaction, but that was never the goal of Jen’s monsterfication, only a tasty bonus. With that in mind, it fished the floundering feathered female out and flopped her onto the floor. It took her high-end diving gear away and, after discussing exactly why and how she was struggling, came up with a solution.

“I’ll loan you an Artifact,” it declared.

“An Artifact? Just like that?” Jen questioned.

“Of course. Why so surprised?”

“You never let anyone use them.”

“Of course not! Fizzy doesn’t need them, you’re gonna lose them, and the other three idiots aren’t worth it.”

“… That’s fair.”

It wasn’t her place to judge the others, and she knew better than anyone that she wasn’t the most responsible with her gear.

“Still, I didn’t collect those things just to look at them,” the monster continued. “I’m saving them for the Dragon Festival, and it’s not like I can use all of them at once. Actually, I suppose I could, but it wouldn’t work out too well. It’s far more efficient to hand them out to those who’d get the most use out of them.”

“Including me?” the harpy perked up a bit.

“Of course. I even have some set aside for Ambrosia.”

“The dryad? I thought she couldn’t leave this tree.”

“Oh, she can. Sort of. It’s this remote-control thing that only lasts a week, but she’ll be there.”

The tree spirit had heard of but never experienced the Shattered Isles before, so it wasn’t too difficult to convince her to attend via her spriggan vessel.

“Anyway, as I was saying, I have an item that should solve your water problems,” it got back on topic. “It’s called the Hide of the Great Yellow Beast, a full-body diving suit that works better than all that other stuff combined. It also keeps you completely dry, which should protect you from any adverse reactions your body might have to being submerged.”

Jen was about to say something when she caught herself. The icy spider-girl had warned the ‘newbie’ to be very careful with her words around the shapeshifter during its ‘giddy’ phase. Predictable replies, dumb questions, or snarky remarks were especially likely to trigger some kind of response that only Boxxy would find amusing. Jen had no intention of getting cheeky with her new boss, but recognized the remark she was about to make was both obvious and stupid, so she bit her tongue.

This was a wise decision as Boxxy anticipated her question. If she’d asked, ‘Why didn’t you mention this Artifact earlier?’ it would have gleefully yelled, ‘Because you didn’t axe!’ and then cleave her in the gut with an axe. Not hard enough to kill her, of course. Even if the monster’s ‘pranks’ were violent, it had enough restraint to not take things too far for the sake of a bad pun. The wound would’ve been neither lethal nor crippling, if only barely. For better or worse, the harpy’s stoic silence made it clear she wasn’t going to fall for the trap, so Boxxy quietly gave up on the terrible joke and turned to the others.

“Alright, everyone pack it up,” it announced loudly. “We’re heading out.”

It smashed the dungeon-spawned fishbowl, causing Fizzy and the demons to flood out as a tangled mess of bodies. Lavender was tasked with cleaning up the mess, and the group set out shortly after. One might have argued that splashing around for a few minutes was hardly enough practice to prepare one to explore the ocean’s depths, and they would’ve been right. However, Boxxy felt confident its allies were adaptable enough to manage and was eager to get its tentacles on whatever secrets were guarded by that ancient living weapon of vaguely-defined power.

The trip began with a cross-continental transfer to the Lodrak Empire’s southern reaches through the shapeshifter’s dungeon network. The group made their way towards the nearest coastline at a somewhat leisurely pace. Boxxy could’ve chain teleported everyone, but had decided on a whim this was a great night to take a walk through the moonlit wilderness. It still had a secret identity to protect, so it made sure to don its Sandman persona. Jen and the familiars were made to keep it company, but Fizzy insisted that she remained inside its Storage as much as possible. Apparently, the airless, weightless, lightless environment inside that pocket dimension made it perfect for putting the finishing touches on her new invention. While not technically a lie, she was far from honest. The golem usually craved its attention, but would rather not get caught up in the happy box’s shenanigans if she could help it.

The others didn’t have such a convenient excuse. Fortunately for them, the shapeshifter spent the first few hours just walking along and loudly humming some random tune. It then got a bit bored and decided to entertain itself by abusing its favorite punching bag. A long, thick, tail-like tentacle crept out from beneath the Sandman’s cloak and snaked itself towards Kora’s ankle. The hoarder was admiring the distant twinkle of the stars overhead and failed to notice the slithery appendage until she felt it pull her leg out from under her, causing her to fall forward. She managed to hold her arms out before she hit the ground, easily avoiding an unpleasant faceplant.

Boxxy then spun Kora around by her leg like an armored towel, making a few sweeping circles around itself that forced or batted its other minions away.

“YEET!”

It let out a strange yell as it flung the demon through the air with all of its considerable might.

“FFFUUUUUUUUUUUuuuuu-!”

Kora’s voice trailed off as she sailed through the starlit sky. Okay, maybe ‘sailed’ was too graceful a word. ‘Spun around uncontrollably’ was a far more accurate description. Boxxy kept a watchful eye on her until she disappeared over the treeline. Several tense seconds passed before the shapeshifter’s refined senses picked up the distinct din of something big and stupid crashing into something big and solid, followed shortly after by a particularly impressive string of profanity. Boxxy then turned to its captive audience and threw up a ‘V’ sign with an armored hand.

“363 meters, a new record!” it declared triumphantly.

“Congratulations, Master,” Xera responded without skipping a beat.

“Thanks,” it replied in good humor. “Now, let’s go see what sort of damage Arms did when she landed.”

It threw open a Gate to the crash site, prompting everyone to follow lest they be left behind. The group found Kora laying amidst a pile of pebble-sized rubble that used to be a moss-covered boulder before she ploughed into it butt-first. The demoness was more or less unscathed. It took a lot more than regular gravity and unenchanted rock to seriously injure her. Her colorful language from earlier wasn’t an expression of pain, but apprehension at what was about to happen. Much as she feared, Kora was immediately launched through the air once more, her master watching gleefully as her uncontrolled flight caused her many limbs to flail randomly. The second attempt had been a few meters short of the previous, but the third, fourth, and fifth grew progressively better. The sixth saw Boxxy hurl Kora over the four hundred meter mark, causing it to grab Xera and piledriver her into the ground in celebration. She didn’t get to enjoy it much since the violent maneuver instantly snapped her neck, but she still grinned happily when she was resummoned moments later. Regardless of everything else, seeing her beloved happy made Xera happy.

Boxxy was getting ready for the seventh throw when Jen finally dared to ask the obvious question.

“What’s going on?”

She had whispered this to Drea since she was the familiar the harpy got along with the most.

“It’s a game Master invented,” the stalker answered. “It’s called the, tktktktktk, Idiot Toss. It’s self-explanatory.”

Indeed, the goal of this activity had been fairly obvious even without hearing the slightly amusing if unimaginative name. However, Jen had difficulty believing someone as devious and scheming as Boxxy would do something so pointlessly frivolous, so she shared her concerns with Drea.

“It’s not entirely pointless. Master says it helps to, tktktktk, accurately gauge its strength growth and optimize its muscle structure. It’s accuracy is also really good. I once saw it, tktktk, hit a moving carriage from three hundred meters.”

“I see.”

Jen had to admit, as far as physical exercise went, repeatedly hurling a half-ton projectile over long distances would certainly get the blood flowing. As for why Boxxy used Kora, it was probably because she was the most rock-like of its familiars. She was incapable of altering her trajectory and was durable enough to withstand repeated high-velocity impacts despite her inability to soften her fall. It also looked like a good deal of fun. Jen knew from experience just how satisfying it was to hurl massive objects with her immense strength, though it had been a while since she indulged in such conspicuous frivolity. A very long while, actually. Almost a decade, if she was remembering right. Jen couldn’t help but ponder how her new self would compare to that past version of her. Or, better yet, how she’d match up after the Dragon Festival, which was sure to give her another explosive growth in Levels.

Her mind made up, the griffin-harpy stepped forward as soon as Boxxy had finished performing its next throw.

“Oof, just short of four hundred meters,” it reported, then turned to face her. “What’s up, Jen?”

“This Idiot Toss seems like fun. I want to give it a try.”

She doubted whether her legs and arms could compete with the shapeshifter’s malleable physiology or bloated Status, but she was eager to find out just how far she could catapult Kora.

“Sure!”

Boxxy gave her a thumbs up, grabbed her by the ankle with its tail-tentacle, then hurled her in the same direction as Kora with another yell of ‘YEET!’ It watched with marked amusement as the harpy tumbled through the air in a mess of feathers and blank-faced confusion. This obviously wasn’t what she meant, but the mischievous monster had maliciously misinterpreted her words. Jen no doubt realized her mistake as she let herself be tossed like the idiot she was, landing much shorter of Kora.

“What, only two hundred and fifteen?” Boxxy grumbled. “I guess those wings aren’t very aerodynamic when they’re flopping around like that.”

Xera and Drea couldn’t help but stare in slack-jawed disbelief at the harpy’s apparent obliviousness. The stalker even warned her, too.

“Oh well, I’m sure she’ll get used to being thrown right in due time,” the shapeshifter declared triumphantly.

It was about to start calculating the spatial coordinates needed to open a Gate to Jen’s position when Claws’s head suddenly snapped backwards.

“Master, we have company approaching from the east,” she warned telepathically.

The doppelganger and its familiars immediately went on high alert, with the djinn and the webstalker hiding themselves from sight with their respective Invisibility and Clear Ice Skills. While it seemed reasonable all that noise the Idiot Toss created was bound to attract attention, this was still unexpected. They were at least twenty kilometers from the Imperial highway and even further from any major settlements. There might have been an unmarked camp or newly-established village nearby, but nobody in their right mind would go towards something capable of making such thunderous impacts in the middle of the night. Yet, such a lunatic most definitely emerged from the treeline. Well, not so much ‘emerged from’ as ‘leaped over,’ but that was beside the point. The stranger landed about twenty paces in front of the group, revealing themselves to be a rather peculiar woman. She had crimson red eyes, pale white skin, and waist-length black hair. She wore a long fur coat with an expensive-looking set of silver-trimmed black armor decorated with glowing red jewels. Well, ‘armor’ was probably too strong a word since it left her cleavage and neckline exposed, but it was definitely metal-plated. She also carried an air of domineering malice thick enough to give even Boxxy pause.

The woman, whose name Boxxy’s pilfered Hero Skill revealed to be Arisha Nightriver, drew her beautiful rapier and pointed it squarely at the shapeshifter’s cloaked figure, her stance confident and elegant.

“You there!” she called out, voice booming with authority and confidence. “You are the mercenary known as ‘The Sandman,’ are you not?!”

At this moment, Boxxy got the distinct impression the universe had conspired to make this meeting happen regardless of its actions.

Well, either that or it had simply grown a bit too careless with its frivolous activities, but it liked the sound of that other thing better since it made it seem like this development was someone else’s fault.


Part Two

Externally, the Sandman silently stared down this arrogant woman that appeared out of nowhere and brazenly pointed a weapon at him. Internally, Boxxy grumbled about its fun being interrupted and was wondering how to get this weirdo off its back. It had no intention of engaging with her right now. Or ever, for that matter. While it knew next to nothing about her, its instincts warned it that she was bad news, the type best left unread. So, it swiftly decided to deal with the issue using its second favorite method – lying like there was no tomorrow.

“The Sandman? Me?” its voice quivered while it raised its hands. “You got the wrong guy, lady!”

“… I do?”

She hesitated. A promising sign.

“Oh, definitely!”

“You match the description I was given,” she argued.

“You, uh, flatter me, but I’m just borrowing the look to scare people. I’m just a basic thug underneath.”

“That’s a rather pathetic thing to openly admit.”

“I get very honest when I’m scared.”

“Alright, then do you know where to find the real one?”

“He usually sticks to Republic territory. Has a whole underground empire or something, way I hear it.”

Its improvised ruse seemed to be doing the trick, judging by Arisha’s rapidly decreasing intensity. It immediately realized it should have directed her elsewhere, but it was too late to take its words back. Come to think of it, it was pretty strange she knew about the Sandman but not his stomping grounds. She wouldn’t even be this far south if someone else hadn’t already given her misleading information, yet she still stumbled onto the real deal. Just Boxxy’s damnable luck swinging the other way after that corruption situation was resolved so damn nicely.

“What Republic?” she asked pointedly.

“Uh… the Ishigar Republic? You know, the elven nation? The one way up north?”

“Ugh, how many times are those tree-hugging knife-ears going to change their stupid government?” she remarked with a groan.

“Beats me,” Boxxy shrugged. “But if you’re after the real Sandman, that’s where you should go.”

“I see, this is good to know,” she relaxed her stance. “I guess even lowlifes like you are good for something. Now, be a dear and go play in the mud or something, would you?”

For a moment, Boxxy felt like splashing around in some mud might actually be pretty fun. That intrusive thought was immediately discarded when it remembered mud was as un-tasty and un-shiny as a thing could be. It slowly backed away from Arisha expecting her to go on her merry way, yet she stood there and stared at it with increasing intensity.

“I said, go play in the mud.”

This time, her words held none of the dismissive and arrogant attitude from moments ago. Her voice was firm and forceful, as if giving an order. The immensely stupid urge to follow it crossed the shapeshifter’s mind once more and was just as easily rejected. A few tense moments passed before both parties simultaneously realized what was happening. The woman had used her magic-laced words to try and control Boxxy’s actions, but the creature’s nearly Legendary MNT allowed it to brush off the attempt without even trying.

“Ah… I see!” Arisha’s face lit up. “No mere copycat could resist my words of power so easily!”

“Haaah, yes,” it admitted with a sigh, its voice shifting to match the persona. “I’m the Sandman.”

There was no point in keeping up the charade, so Boxxy prepared to either throw down or escape. Likely the latter, since little was to be gained from fighting this total stranger that, as far as it could tell, was a double Ranker. Its on-the-spot risk-reward calculation judged she just wasn’t worth the trouble.

“My name is Arisha Nightriver, also known as the Bloody Baroness.”

So, when the stranger put away her weapon, formally introduced herself, and approached without a single hint of hostility, the shapeshifter felt rather relieved. Suspicious, but relieved, nonetheless.

“What’s your business with me?”

“I recently encountered a foolish young girl called Kaede, whom I believe you are acquainted with,” the woman explained. “She spoke very highly of you, enough to pique my curiosity. I’ve been looking for you since, and now that I’ve found you, I was hoping you’d oblige me with a little favor.”

It didn’t seem to be something stupid like a duel to the death, so Boxxy approached it like any other opportunity.

“Asking is free,” the Sandman replied. “What is it?”

Arisha smirked and clapped her hands together, causing a silver bottle to appear out of thin air.

“Have a drink with me.”

The shapeshifter glared mistrustingly at the mysterious container. Though only three years old, it knew perfectly well that it was a bad idea to accept drinks from strangers, especially in the middle of the woods. Arisha had already produced a pair of fancy-looking wine glasses from somewhere and started pouring the suspicious blood-red fluid before she noticed the Sandman’s hesitation.

“What?” she asked with a scowl.

“How do I know that isn’t poison?”

“It technically is, actually,” she admitted. “It’s the most potent alcoholic drink you’ll ever find, made by yours truly’s Ultimate Skill. It would kill most plebeians outright, but you should be fine. You look like you have Legendary Endurance going for you.”

“And why would I want to drink something that you just admitted might kill me.”

“Because,” she paused to take a delighted sip, “it is the most delicious drink you will ever find.”

If this were the usual Boxxy, it would decline without question. No amount of tastiness was worth the obvious risk, especially after that whole dryad nectar debacle. But the doppelganger was feeling especially jovial, so it decided to humor the woman by having one of its minions taste-test the stuff.

“Snack!” it bellowed. “Get out here!”

Arisha cocked an eyebrow at this outburst, then stepped back with unmitigated levels of disgust plastered on her face once the demonic seductress appeared by the Sandman’s side.

“Sweet Lord!” the pale woman exclaimed. “That is one hideous wench!”

Well, if anything made her nosferatu lineage clear, it was this exaggerated reaction. Realizing it probably best not to offend Arisha, Boxxy grabbed Xera by the neck and kneed her in the nose a few times. When it let go of the djinn, her once sensual visage had been reduced to a bloody pulp.

“Oh, that is rather thoughtful of you. My thanks.”

The nosferata certainly seemed to approve of this makeover, seeing as how she let the demoness take a sip of her ‘most delicious drink’ without making a fuss.

“Ohhhhh, myyyyy!”

The effects were instantaneous. The ex-succubus swooned and fell on her plush rump, unable to stay on her feet. She looked at her master, her rapidly-healing face adopting an indecent expression as her sky-blue cheeks turned a dark shade of purple. However, the depraved thoughts going through her head were not, for once, those of carnal pleasure.

“It’s sho goood!” she slurred. “That shtuff is the beesht!”

Boxxy rapidly applied its alchemical knowledge of poisons and toxins to examine the djinn and concluded she was severely intoxicated and nothing more. An impressive feat, considering how difficult it was for demons to get shit-faced. It hesitated for a few moments before finally making up its mind.

“Alright, let’s have at it.”

The Sandman stepped forward and removed his mask, revealing the face of a bald, middle-aged man whose entire head was covered by all manner of nasty scars and old wounds. Arisha raised an appreciative eyebrow at the ‘handsome’ visage as she passed the tall mercenary a glass. She offered a toast to ‘the eternal night’ or some such platitude, and Boxxy finally partook of her Ethereal Vintage. A delightfully overpowering flavor overtook its senses. It was impossible to compare it to anything else it had tasted, except maybe Ambrosia’s nectar. While that might have provoked suspicion, the impossibly potent alcohol kicked in and instantly washed away such dreadfully logical and cautious thoughts.

[You have consumed an Ethereal Vintage.]
[Your wounds disappear. HP +3,000.]
[All Attributes increased by 200 for the next 6 hours.]
[Automatic MP Recovery increased by 120% for the next 6 hours.]
[All damage taken reduced by 35% for the next 6 hours.]
[All healing taken increased by 35% for the next 6 hours.]

It had downed the entire glass and was already asking for a refill, completely ignoring the fantastical elixir’s potent effects. Arisha happily obliged, and the two started rapidly approaching a state colloquially known as ‘shitfaced.’ It wasn’t long before the terrifyingly powerful beings started conversing like they’d known each other for years.

“So, like, you got a bunch of demons, riiiiight?” Arisha asked lazily.

“Heheh. Yeah. They’re pretty neat,” Boxxy replied in a much-too-giggly manner.

“Never liked them, myself. They’re so… demon-y.”

“What’s that supposed t’mean?” it slurred a bit.

“They’re just kind of… not all there, you know?”

“Ohhh. Yeah, I guess, but I like ‘em. When they’re useful. Like this one here.”

The Sandman lifted his hand and loudly slapped Xera’s butt. Well, it was more of an open-palmed strike, but it still produced a sharp smack that echoed through the surrounding forest. The djinn, currently bent over on all fours and serving as her master’s seat, let out a throaty moan while her lower half positively drenched itself. The magical wine had made her even more amorous than usual, but she was too busy wallowing in a drunken haze to properly articulate her desires.

“I call her Snack,” the Sandman continued. “Cuz she’s, like, tasty. Really tasty. And I can just keep summoning her back even if I eat her whole. Here, try a bite.”

It casually pinched off a part of Xera’s shoulder and tossed it to Arisha. The nosferatu bloodlord didn’t even flinch as she flicked the piece of conjured flesh away with a finger.

“I appreciate the thought, but I’m not into that sort of thing,” she politely declined.

“Suit yourself. More for me!”

Boxxy ripped out another chunk out of its squirming seat and delightedly munched on it, swallowing it with a generous mouthful of wine.

“Not like I’d run out,” it shrugged. “I can just re-summon her if I want more.”

“You already said that.”

“Said what?”

“… Never mind.”

Judging by its blank, vacant stare, the ‘Sandman’ was having some trouble handling its drink. Arisha didn’t let that stop her, though.

“What were you doing out here, anyway? I could hear you for miles!”

“What’s a miles? Is it tasty?”

“Ah, apologies. Old habit. Meant kilometers.”

“But is miles tasty, though?” the mercenary insisted.

“I wouldn’t say so, no.”

“Oh. Okay.”

“…”

“…”

“So, what were you doing out here, so far from civilization?” Arisha reiterated her question.

“I was doing an Idiot Toss.”

“What’s that?”

“New game I invented. Here, lemme show you. Arms? Arms! Get yer stinky elbows out here!”

Kora sighed, grumbled, and bitched under her breath as she made her way through the nearby foliage. She and Jen had been watching the whole thing go down from nearby, ready to jump in should the need arise. Things hadn’t turned violent – at least not yet – so the two just sort of awkwardly remained on standby. While the hoarder couldn’t refuse a command, the harpy had decided it best to back off and circle overhead at a safe distance of a few hundred meters. Considering she just had her first experience with ‘Happy Boxxy,’ she had no intention of finding out what ‘Drunk Boxxy’ was like. If her past experiences with Hilda were any indication, it was almost guaranteed to end in disaster.

“YEET!”

“FFFFUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUuuuu-!”

Jen’s expedient retreat proved the right decision when Kora’s tremendous figure flew right past her while she was still gaining altitude. Admittedly, that hadn’t been too atypical considering it was the eighth or ninth time the demon was launched tonight, but it was the first time Boxxy had aimed for Jen. The hoarder being on fire was also a new development. The confused harpy looked back to the clearing and felt a touch of panic when she noticed her benefactor was standing around in the open with its tail-tentacle out. It was like it didn’t care if this near-total stranger found out it was a doppelganger. For better or worse, Arisha didn’t even flinch at the revelation. Did she already figure it out? Or was she so drunk that it still hadn’t set in? Perhaps she simply did not give a damn. Whatever the case, she resumed chatting with her new drinking buddy without skipping a beat.

Jen squinted at the pair. Her eyesight wasn’t good enough to see their faces clearly, and she wasn’t all that proficient in lip-reading. Still, she had a hunch where this was going. Sure enough, a very confused nosferatu bloodlord sailed right past her a few seconds later.

“SHAAASHASHASHASHASHA! AASHHHUHAHAAAAASHASHAEEEHEASHAAAA!”

A bizarre, ever-shifting cackle echoed through the night as Boxxy rolled around on the forest floor. It had clearly abandoned any notion of caution or reason. Though Jen knew the shapeshifter was just playing around, such an act could clearly be interpreted as a declaration of war. Arisha once again defied expectation and quickly demonstrated she wasn’t petty enough to go all ‘Bloody Baroness’ over a bit of roughhousing. If anything, she seemed eager to join in the fun.

“-uuuuuUUUUUUUUUUUUCK!”

*THUD*

Kora’s flailing body crashed into the dirt in front of the still laughing Sandman with enough force to make a small crater. There was a mild hissing noise as a slender figure clad in pitch-black shadows materialized on the other side of the six-armed projectile’s landing site. The darkness peeled itself off to reveal a playfully-smirking Arisha.

“SHASHASHASHA!” Boxxy continued laughing. “‘Can I try,’ she asks! BAHAHAHAHAHA!”

“Heh, alright,” she chuckled, “you got me there.”

Once they settled down, the two commenced a rather spirited competition of Idiot Toss. To the shapeshifter’s bemused surprise, its new drinking buddy could conjure up a pair of grotesque eel-things that sprung from her upper back that were powerful enough to grab onto and hurl Kora. Interestingly enough, these fanged appendages had been forged out of solidified shadows. In a momentary flash of sobriety, the shapeshifter asked whether those were the product of a Warlock’s Conjure Shadowling Skill, and she replied it was only partly right. They were the product of Sovereign of Shadows, her other Ultimate Skill derived from her Level 100 Warlock Job. This revelation was followed by a surprisingly productive conversation regarding the eldritch vocation as each shared their respective experiences with it. Though Boxxy had been aware of the various paths one could take regarding Skill choice, this was its first time meeting someone like Arisha.

Rather than tapping into demonic powers or honing the Job’s devastating Ruin magic, she had specialized as a so-called ‘Suppressor.’ Warlocks of this archetype used mental attacks in conjunction with various types of blood magic to cripple their opponents. Flesh-melting plagues, waking nightmares, siphoning vitality, conjured minions of darkness and dirt, and a plethora of other sinister abilities were at their disposal. They had exceptional vitality bolstered by multiple Skills, including a high-speed regeneration ability called Boiling Blood. The problem was that nearly all their advanced offensive capabilities were rendered pointless when facing monsters like golems, elementals, and undead. It was pretty difficult to manipulate the blood of a creature that didn’t have any. Arisha didn’t struggle with such enemies, though. She claimed that, throughout her extensively long life, she had toyed around with all Jobs at one point or another. At the moment, she had been trying her hand at Rogue, Blade Dancer, and Sculptor, respectively at Levels 81, 86, and 67. Upon hearing this, Boxxy decided to ask something it probably wouldn’t have if it were in its right state of mind.

“You wanna come along to this year’s Dragon Festival?” it offered half-jokingly, but also semi-seriously. “Bet you can easily get that third Rank Up, and stuff.”

The goofy and relaxed expression Arisha wore for the majority of the impromptu party steadily turned to gloom.

“No,” she said flatly.

The change in demeanor had been so sudden that even the thoroughly intoxicated and relentlessly giddy monster realized something was amiss.

“… Was it something I said?”

“Don’t get me wrong,” she added, “you’re a hoot and a half, and every bit as interesting as Kaede led me to believe. I also adore your face, even if it’s just a shifter’s mask. However, while I appreciate the offer, I do not wish to Rank Up again.”

Indeed, thinking about it rationally, her ageless constitution would’ve allowed her to get a third Job to Level 100 many times over by now. It wasn’t as if she’d need to put herself in danger to do so, either. She could’ve simply spent one or two of the many centuries she’d been alive maxing out a second crafting profession besides Alchemist. Realistically speaking, the only thing stopping her from safely attaining that final advancement was herself.

“Wait, you know I’m a shapeshifter?”

However, Boxxy was a bit too out of it to think rationally at the moment and ended up latching onto something else entirely.

“You didn’t exactly try to hide it,” she pointed out. “Even if you did, your blood reeks of doppelganger and… something else. Something… sweet? Definitely not human, at any rate.”

“And you don’t wanna fight me?”

“Lord, no! I’m not some muscle-brained maniac that gets their kicks from headbutting dragons! Besides, some of my best friends are doppelgangers. Or, they used to be, before I outlived them all. I honestly find your kind easier to get along with than regular people. You’re not as reserved or judgmental and don’t really care about looks. That aside, you’re way more fun than any of the shifters I met before. They were all so terrified of angering me, yet you flung me without hesitation.”

She paused to chuckle and shake her head, leaving Boxxy to wonder if she’d still feel the same way if she knew about its five-figure body count. Then again, she’d surely done a war crime or two in her heyday. For better or worse, it didn’t get a chance to ask before Arisha continued.

“I like you, so I will warn you – don’t climb too high up the Rank Up ladder.”

The strange words were impossible to disregard considering their source.

“Why not?”

Arisha looked up at the night sky and pointed at a constellation.

“See that cluster of five stars? The ones just next to the moon, on the right?”

Boxxy squinted upwards, trying to clear its blurry double vision. It closed an eye, but that didn’t help. It then opened ten new ones, which seemed to do the trick.

“… The ones sorta shaped like a pyramid?” it asked.

“No, the other moon.”

“Oh, those! Yeah, the really shiny ones.”

“They’re all that’s left of my oldest, dearest friends after they chose to ascend ahead of me.”

“… Huh?”

“When they Ranked Up, their bodies turned into white light and shot up into the sky to become stars.”

“Woah. Trippy. And?”

“And… I’m pretty sure they’re not coming back,” Arisha lowered her hand. “I want to believe they are, but I can’t. I know in my heart of hearts they have passed on. I could be wrong… but I’m too much of a coward to find out.”

Boxxy wasn’t sure if it was because it was intoxicated or whether it never gave the matter any serious thought, but her words made sense. It was the only reasonable explanation for why there were no triple-VIPs. Double Rankers were exceedingly rare, but they were still nigh-godlike existences that didn’t age, so it was ludicrous to think none reached that next step. If there simply was no third Rank Up for enlightened races, it would surely be a documented fact, plus there’d be a lot more ultra-powerful people roaming about. Unless all the drow elves, steelkin dwarves, archangels, and so on secretly retired to some exclusive resort, something other than death was taking them out of circulation. Arisha’s extraordinary claims were impossible to confirm, but difficult to dismiss considering her obvious aversion to that final step on the ‘ladder.’

And while a certain intoxicated shapeshifter with a slightly ironic knack for out-of-the-box thinking wasn’t quite convinced this ‘ascension’ stuff was real, it had a pretty good idea who might be behind it.

“Y’know, it’s probably that bastard’s fault,” it said lazily. “The Goddess of Lotteries, I mean.”

“… What?”

“You know, Rupert. I mean, Connie. Kelley. Alvin? Or was it Bush? Gary, maybe. Might’ve been Freeman. No, wait, I got it, it’s Ralph! Yeah, Lee. That’s the one. Anyway, that definitely sounds like something Marianne would do.”

“Riiiiight. I think you’ve had enough to drink, friend.”

“Nah, I’m good for a few more rounds.”

“I do not think you are.”

“… Seriously, though, hand over the tasty before someone gets hurt,” it said in as serious a voice as it could muster.

“You do realize you’re upside down, right?” the noblewoman pointed out.

“And? I fail to see how that disqualifies me from another drink!”

“… Fine. It’s not like there’s much of the Vintage left, anyway.”

Arisha poured her new drinking buddy another glass with a shrug and chuckle, and Boxxy blacked out shortly after. Thankfully for its minions and the surrounding forest, it dozed off after that final mouthful of alchemical wine. When it awoke the next morning, it was lying face-down in the dirt a few paces from where it last saw Arisha. Though its memory of the previous night was blurry, it still remembered more or less everything. The monster had a mild panic attack when it dawned on it just how colossal of an idiot it had been. It was honestly an incredible stroke of luck that the macabre noblewoman wasn’t the easily offended type, otherwise there’s no telling what might’ve happened.

It was at this moment that Boxxy began to suspect Agent of Chaos might have been in play. The ability occasionally liked to be sneaky, like what happened at the Redbolt compound. It vaguely remembered a mental notification about the flows of chaos returning to normal while it was recovering from the incident, but it had no recollection of it activating. Its best guess was that the Skill triggered immediately before or after it passed out, then helped conceal Keira’s identity afterwards. There was no way to know for sure if it had grown active once again, however. That blasted thing had a mind of its own, and it wouldn’t make itself known if that knowledge interfered with whatever it was trying to do. Boxxy was fine being kept in the dark if that was the case. Past experiences had taught it that the outcome would be largely beneficial for those directly involved, less so for tangentially-related parties. Fizzy and Jen’s transformations, its own resurrection, and even Nao’s decision to contract a succubus had all been immensely favorable developments. Whether those events set in motion some future catastrophe was, to put it bluntly, Future Boxxy’s Problem.

So, the monster shelved the matter of Agent of Chaos’s potential involvement and stood up to get its bearings. As it did, it noticed a mystery present waiting for it on the ground nearby – a corked crystal beaker containing a pale-yellow liquid and a folded note underneath.

Thanks so much for last night, it was the most excitement I’ve had in ages. We should do it again sometime, maybe have the Kaede girl join in the fun. Oh, in case I forgot to mention, I am grateful for the way you helped her cope with her hideous deformities. I would ask for you to help me with my own complex regarding my looks, but I know it wouldn’t help. I’ve tried therapy for a total of 103 years without success, so I doubt you would be much help. Nevertheless, I would appreciate it if you dropped by my castle sometime. It’s the one behind the illusory barrier atop the mountain peak closest to the city of Verac Valona.

Cheers,
Arisha Nightriver, the Bloody Baroness

P.S. I’ve left you a little gift as a token of my appreciation. It’s a dose of panacea, an ancient and secret nosferatu cure-all formula. This stuff can annihilate even the most stubborn of curses and diseases, so I’m sure it’ll help with that trifling addiction problem your hideous servant mentioned.

Boxxy eyed the container suspiciously. It was one of those ‘too good to be true’ scenarios. Then again, Arisha had plenty of opportunity to poison or harm it if that was her intent, so it decided to give it a shot. Even if something bad happened, it still had that I. O. U. to fall back on. Mind made up, it gulped the concoction down in one go, noting how it felt and tasted distinctly of very clean water. It waited a few minutes for something to happen, yet nothing did. The nectar craving remained, and its hands still shook rather uncontrollably when it held them out, so it concluded the dose was so ancient that it had lost its potency.

“Oh, well. Not like it cost me anything.”

The shapeshifter shrugged it off and began to take stock of last night’s damage. The forest seemed relatively unscathed, aside from the numerous impact sites left behind by the extended game of Idiot Toss. Speaking of which, it would appear that Arms and Snack had taken the full brunt of the inebriated duo’s antics, though only one had enjoyed the festivities. Jen and Claws had been completely forgotten and had spent the night having a ‘girls’ night out,’ as they called it. After questioning them more thoroughly, Boxxy learned this basically amounted to hunting woodland animals and monsters for sport, then fishing for food in a nearby pond. Fizzy had spent the entire night working within the weightless vacuum of the monster’s Storage and had no idea anything of note had happened. She understandably chose to remain inside once she was told of Arisha’s… visit.

With everything seemingly in order, the Sandman continued southward feeling incredibly refreshed. The shapeshifter figured it might as well accept Arisha’s invitation to hang out, even if only to enjoy some more of that especially delicious wine. It was also fairly confident that the drink didn’t have any addictive properties as magic-conjured items were notoriously lacking in residual effects, for better or ill. Potential festivities aside, the monster picked up the pace for the next leg of its trip. It dawned on Boxxy that it had wasted a lot of time yesterday, so its group proceeded forward almost exclusively through repeated Gate Spells. The monstrous Warlock stuck to relatively short jumps as it had no idea what would be on the other side of the magical portal before it opened it. This mode of spatial transportation was rather MP intensive, but that wasn’t much of an issue since Hylt Metabolism nearly tripled its recovery speed. More importantly, it was significantly faster than walking. It was mid-afternoon by the time Boxxy reached the coast and saw the sparkling blue waves of the Shimmering Ocean stretch out to the horizon. The shapeshifter stood at the edge of a short cliff overlooking the shiny sight to soak it in when Xera had a sudden realization.

“Master, our destination lies at the bottom of the ocean, does it not?”

“Yup.”

“Where at the bottom, roughly?”

“About three hundred and fifty kilometers that-a-way,” it pointed off the coast.

“The fuck?” Kora suddenly caught on. “How are we gonna get all the way over there?”

The hoarder put a hand over her stupid mouth as she realized too late this was a perfect setup for her mischievous master to say something dreadful like ‘we’ll swim the whole way.’ Thankfully, the shapeshifter seemed to have gotten most of that out of its system and had a more reasonable notion in mind.

“We’ll take a ship, of course.”

Well, relatively more reasonable.

“A ship?” Jen raised an eyebrow. “On such short notice? In the middle of nowhere?”

The Shimmering Ocean was known as one of the most treacherous environments on Terrania. It took sturdy vessels and seasoned sailors to successfully navigate its shifting currents, indecisive climate, and deadly monsters. Looking around this random rocky cliff and the thin strip of sandy beach underneath, there didn’t seem to be anything remotely seaworthy in sight. In fact, the closest thing to civilization around here was a fat hermit crab using an old skull as its home.

“Nah, I got this,” Boxxy stated confidently. “Here, watch.”

It reached into its pocket dimension and produced a strange, worn, hooded lantern. Though its brass surface might have once gleamed with pride, it was now a tarnished, barnacle-covered mess. Whatever glass it might have once held had long ago shattered, making the rectangular thing look more like a cage than a lamp. Jen thought she recognized it but didn’t get the chance to confirm before Boxxy lifted it up to its face and ignited it with a small puff of Fire Breath. When the plume of orange fire faded, the lantern was housing a pale green flame. The Sandman gripped the item with both hands – one on top and the other below – and poured every last drop of its MP into it. That tiny flicker of a light grew until it looked like a miniature inferno, yet radiated a dreadful chill rather than scorching heat. A pillar of pale green light matching the flames shot out of the water a few hundred meters off the coast, and something massive began to emerge from the depths.

It took a minute to fully materialize, and once it did, it was impossible to call it anything other than a ghost ship. The twenty-meter-long vessel’s hull was beaten and full of holes, the sails upon its two masts were ripped in various ways, and the whole vessel was slightly transparent with a subtle green glow surrounding it. Numerous ghostly figures could be seen milling about the spectral ship, making it clear this doomed caravel came with its very own cursed crew.

“Before you say anything,” Boxxy turned to Jen, “that’s not actually a bunch of undead.”

“I know,” she responded flatly. “It’s an animated construct of light, force, heat, and wind magic. It’s based on the same principles as the Guardian Skills available to the likes of Pyromancers and Cryomancers, though on a much larger scale. It’s summoned through the use of an Artifact called Admiral’s Luggage, formerly in the personal possession of the Gilded Hand operative codenamed Bandit.”

“… You’re no fun,” Boxxy grumbled.

It was low-key hoping the harpy had no idea, or had only heard of it at most. In actuality, Jen, or ‘Zone’ as she used to be known, had personally eliminated one of the Artifact’s former owners. Her in-depth knowledge of its function stemmed from the long-winded lecture she’d been forced to endure following the lantern’s ‘acquisition.’ Mist had thoroughly and painstakingly explained to her that the vessel only looked like a ghost ship and the guy commanding it had not been some fearsome Necromancer. In actuality, he was one of the Gilded Hand’s own agents on a mission of naval subterfuge that failed spectacularly thanks to the Monk’s impulsive actions. To this day Jen still refused to admit fault for that incident. Nobody had warned her of such an operation, and whoever or whatever was responsible for the ghost ship theme had done an incredibly convincing job of it.

When Boxxy brought everyone aboard with another Gate Spell, the group was suddenly surrounded by dozens of painfully stereotypical undead buccaneers. They all had the classic rag-covered skeleton look with the occasional eyepatch, hook-hand, or peg-leg for flavor. Bones creaked, eye sockets glowed, and jaws clattered to complete the illusion. Even the ‘wooden’ deck produced dreadfully realistic groans with every step. Honestly, how was anyone supposed to tell none of it was genuine without foreknowledge of the Artifact? Okay, in retrospect, Jen should’ve known something was up when she laid eyes on the ‘captain’ of the ship. The illusory gentleman’s fancy tricorn hat, large lapel, heavy boots, and skeletal parrot on his shoulder were fine, but the full beard attached to his otherwise bare skull was clearly fake. The Monk reaffirmed all this when she spotted the fellow approach Boxxy.

“Ahoy, me hearties, and welcome aboard the Pale Pearl!” he said in a loud, gruff voice. “The ol’ gal has seen better days, but she’ll get ye to where ye need to go. Fer the right price, of course, heh heh heh.”

“Our destination lies precisely three hundred and forty-six kilometers south of our current position,” Boxxy flatly stated, “at a heading of two hundred degrees.”

“Ye heard the man, lads!” the ‘captain’ shouted to the others. “Raise the anchor! Hoist the mizzenmast and batten down the hatches! I wanna see hustle and hear no backtalk, else ye be walkin’ the plank!”

He continued spewing a bunch of other predetermined phrases as the ship slowly began to move. Very little of the nautical jargon was actually accurate, though. It was either utter nonsense or used in the wrong context. Whoever designed the Admiral’s Luggage clearly had no idea how naval vessels actually operated, but that didn’t matter. This ghost pirate nonsense was just for show, after all. The ship was a magical construct perfectly capable of steering and navigating without any of the ‘crew.’ These illusory buccaneers served no practical purpose beyond receiving instructions through the captain character, and now that Boxxy had given them, it was quick to drop the curtain on them.

“Old Jenny knows a place!”

That command phrase put the Pale Pearl into a state its current owner liked to call ‘silent mode.’ All of the ghostly sailors disappeared in puffs of smoke while the ship took on a more mundane and well-kept appearance. It looked so thoroughly ordinary that it was impossible to tell it wasn’t real by sight alone, though the total lack of crew members would probably raise some eyebrows. Still, it was sure to attract a lot less attention like this, both from sea monsters and other ships. This was crucial as the Pale Pearl was more fragile than it appeared. Much as Jen described, it was basically a bubble of magic that only looked like a ship. It wouldn’t take much to make it pop. It also couldn’t carry nearly as much weight as the real deal, and overloading it would drastically impact its speed and possibly break it. Thankfully, this reduced capacity was only relevant when it came to transporting actual cargo. The monster’s troupe wasn’t nearly heavy enough to cause issues, even with Kora and Fizzy stomping about.

On that note, it decided the golem’s presence was necessary to defend the ship just in case they ran into something stupid enough to attack them. Losing the Pale Pearl wasn’t that big a deal since conjuring a fresh copy was a simple matter, but it would still constitute a significant setback. Boxxy didn’t know the first thing about navigating open waters, whereas the conjured vessel could accurately track its heading and direction regardless of weather or visibility. However, the shapeshifter wouldn’t know exactly how much distance the ship travelled if it was popped en route, leaving it no choice but to start the journey over from the coast. It was a waste of time, not to mention the shapeshifter really didn’t like going through that ‘captain’ interface. Put bluntly, it wasn’t a fan of the ghost ship aesthetic. On the bright side, it wouldn’t have to bring the Pale Pearl out of ‘silent mode’ unless it had to change its course, and there would be no need for that if all went to plan.

Said plan required that its familiars patrolled beneath the ship and intercepted any aquatic monsters before they became a problem, so Boxxy handed them their enchanted diving gear. Arms and Claws immediately got to it, but Snack couldn’t swim fast enough to keep up and remained on standby at the front of the ship along with Fizzy. Jen, on the other hand, circled the sky to ward off potential airborne threats. After handing out everyone’s assignments, Boxxy took out a bunch of cushions from its Storage and bundled them up into a pile on the deck. It changed into its arachno-chest form and sat atop them with a relieved sigh. It wasn’t sleepy or anything, merely exhausted after spending most of the day constantly burning MP. It needed a quick breather and decided to take it on the deck since it didn’t have any better options. The captain’s cabin or crew quarters were an obvious resting spot, but the beds, cots, and hammocks were just as fake and hard as the rest of the ship. The bundle of cushions was by far the most comfortable seating spot and it seemed silly to set them down belowdecks, where the afternoon sun’s nourishing rays couldn’t reach.

Yet, as it lay basking in the warm light and listening to the crashing of the ocean’s waves, Boxxy couldn’t relax. If anything, it felt its fatigue increasing, almost as if sitting perfectly still was somehow the most tiring thing it had done all day. After a few minutes, even its own wooden shell started to feel strangely heavy, and the monster decided to try and walk off this strange fatigue. It had a mild panic attack when it realized its body refused to move altogether. It wasn’t paralyzed, just so utterly drained of strength that its faux-wood shell started melting like a candle. Thankfully, its mind remained unaffected by whatever bizarre malady had befallen it.

“Snack! I can’t move! Get Fizzy over here and help me!”

It had barely sent out the telepathic call for aid when its world turned utterly white, a high-pitched ring drowning out all noise and thought. It was as if someone had detonated the mother of all flashbangs inside its brain. It was also completely numb. Boxxy had no idea how long it stayed like that, but as its senses gradually returned, it saw the djinn and golem standing over it, arguing loudly. Sight fuzzy and hearing muddled, it couldn’t tell what the issue was. On second thought, it probably had something to do with the copious amount of dark red doppelganger blood leaking out of its malformed mimic shell and thoroughly soaking the pillows underneath. Its suspicions were confirmed when its senses cleared up a few heartbeats later.

“Then why did it start gushing blood like a malfunctioning coolant pump!?” Fizzy’s scream burrowed into its lid.

“How am I supposed to know!?” Xera screeched just as loud. “Master only said it needed help!”

“I’m fine,” Boxxy spoke aloud, interrupting them. “It was a false alarm, my bad.”

“… Are you sure about that?” they asked in a unison of doubt.

“Positive.”

The djinn sighed in relief, but the golem frowned and gave Boxxy’s wooden frame a rather painful kick.

“Hey!” it protested. “What was that for?”

“Don’t scare me like that, you box-brained bag of shit!” she yelled. “I swear, first you party all night with some vampire bitch and now this? What the fuck is wrong with you?!”

“I’m fine, really,” the shapeshifter reassured her.

“Then what’s with all this freaking blood?!”

“Oh, I’m guessing that’s just a side effect of some medicine I took this morning.”

It would appear Arisha’s dose of that ‘ancient secret nosferatu cure-all formula’ hadn’t been a dud after all.

[Your body has been purged of all ailments, infections, and contaminants.]
[Feat of strength performed! You have unlocked a new Perk: Nectar-Adapted. AFF +5. MNT +5.]
[Feat of strength performed! You have unlocked a new Perk: Legendary Mentality.]

The panacea merely needed some time to completely root out that stubborn addiction.


Part Three

Boxxy’s lid opened slowly as it yawned with satisfaction. Having woken from its afternoon nap, it willed a set of arachnid appendages to emerge from its chesty self and propped itself up. It took stock of its surroundings. It was on the Pale Pearl’s deck, Jen circled high above, and Snack lounged at the front of the ship with a thoroughly bored expression. Fizzy was stretched out next to the succubus and staring up at the sky, likely conversing with her inner selves to pass the time. Very little had changed since Boxxy drifted off. The only thing that suggested anything had happened was that the mainland had disappeared over the horizon. The shapeshifter’s Tick Counter Skill claimed its nap lasted a little over three hours. Given the ship’s average speed, it would need another twenty or so hours to reach its destination. It was going to be a painfully slow trek compared to Boxxy’s usual travel pace, but the monster was more concerned with accuracy than time.

Indeed, though it had several methods to reach its destination, the Pale Pearl remained the most reliable. As a magical construct of several elements, it ignored most factors that would normally affect its course and speed, such as currents and winds. The way it barely rocked and swayed as it cut through the waves made it abundantly clear this would be as smooth sailing as it could get. Provided, of course, that its passengers could keep the fragile thing safe, which wasn’t much of an issue at the moment. The ship was still in the relatively shallow parts of the Shimmering Ocean and wouldn’t hit more treacherous waters for a few more hours. Boxxy would likely have to go on guard duty at that point, yet it had half a mind to continue relaxing and goofing off. While an irresponsible attitude, the monster couldn’t help itself. Its incessant giddiness had lessened somewhat after encountering Arisha only to shoot right back up once the panacea ran its course. Getting rid of all those jittery withdrawal symptoms was already a tasty development, but the two extra Perks it gained as a result were so mouth-watering it was in danger of drowning on its own drool.

[Legendary Mentality]
A being whose power of will is the stuff of legends.
Requirements: Reach 750 Mental Fortitude (MNT).
[Effects]
Spells and Skills that affect the mind can be used on Golems, Demons, and Undead at 30% effectiveness.
Reduces the duration of hostile mind control effects by 80%.

[Nectar-Adapted]
Breaking free of a dryad’s enthrallment requires a strength of character that goes beyond mere Attributes.
Requirements: Overcome a fatal addiction to Hylt Nectar.
[Effects]
Prevents addiction to Hylt Nectar.
Provides a permanent boost of +5 MNT and +5 AFF.

The first was an important, long-awaited achievement worthy of celebration, but the second one really made Boxxy’s spirit soar. It had previously given up hope of ever indulging in one of the most delicious things it had ever tasted for fear of what it might do to its free will. This Nectar-Adapted thing meant it could enjoy all the benefits of Ambrosia’s overflowing bosoms without any consequences. There was also the slightly sobering realization that its dependency was apparently fatal, but Boxxy brushed it off since it wasn’t a concern anymore. This surge of good fortune prompted it to yet again ponder if Agent of Chaos was up to something behind its back.

As if self-aware, the devious Skill nudged the monster’s thoughts towards another topic – acquiring the panacea formula so it could mix its own batch. Surely, Boxxy figured, Arisha wouldn’t mind sharing it. She wouldn’t want her new drinking buddy to fall victim to some strange malaise, would she? On second thought, testing their burgeoning relationship was a terrible idea. While the two hit it off, it was nothing short of a miracle that Boxxy didn’t somehow piss off a being with nearly fifteen thousand HP. For a woman that slender to have kraken-like vitality, she most likely had more than two maxed-out Jobs at her disposal and simply hadn’t ‘flipped the switch’ on her final Rank Up. That wasn’t the sort of entity one casually probed regarding their ancient secrets. Plus, synthesizing the panacea likely required high-Level Alchemist Skills and a bunch of impossibly rare materials. Even if Boxxy somehow got the formula out of the nosferata, it had a hunch it wouldn’t be able to use it. Its only practical way of getting another dose of the ultimate cure-all was to ask nicely and hope Arisha was feeling amicable. Even then, it would have to be an extreme, probably final resort.

For now, the monster concluded that staying in Arisha’s good graces was a solid investment, and the best way to do that appeared to be appeasing her boredom. Well, as a senior demonologist, Boxxy knew a thing or two about alleviating centuries of drudgery, and it was obvious the ancient noblewoman craved social interaction over wealth or thrills. Scoring points with her was a simple matter of introducing her to a host of bizarre characters and curious creatures, which applied to most of the shapeshifter’s acquaintances. Off the top of Boxxy’s lid, Stain seemed like a good fit. She and Arisha would probably have a lot to talk about as fellow mind-controllers. Furthermore, convincing Bitterhold’s booze-obsessed warden to crawl out of her hole wouldn’t be difficult with that Ethereal Vintage on the line. Boxxy might even use the opportunity to taste it as collateral in a trade.

Now that I think about it, I haven’t checked with her in a while, the monster realized. Might as well do it now.

[Boxxy: Stain, how are things?]
[Hookenstein: Oh? Finally remembered I exist, hmm?]
[Boxxy: Yes.]
[Hookenstein: Heh, not surprised you forgot about me since nothing’s been going on.]
[Boxxy: Nothing? What about the dungeon you’re in, weren’t you going to excavate it?]
[Hookenstein: I tried, but can’t find anything other than common stuff like iron, gold, and copper.]
[Hookenstein: Even then, there doesn’t seem to be much of it.]

It wasn’t as if every mountain was a mithril repository, but the chest-shaped monster still felt a bit disappointed.

[Boxxy: I see. That’s unfortunate. What about Bitterhold?]
[Hookenstein: What about it?]
[Boxxy: Has the Republic tried to evict you? Maybe cut off your supply?]
[Hookenstein: Not in the slightest. Other than that scapegoat thing, it’s been business as usual.]
[Boxxy: Guess whatever’s left of the Foundation didn’t want the Republic to lose their cash cow.]
[Hookenstein: Seems to be the case, yes.]
[Boxxy: So, I guess there’s no point in you sticking around as dungeon master, is there?] 
[Hookenstein: Not really, no.]

Not one to let important assets go to waste, Boxxy immediately gave its business partner a suggestion it had been idly mulling over for a while.

[Boxxy: How do you feel about bringing it with me to the Dragon Festival, then?]
[Hookenstein: I’ll pass.]
[Boxxy: You sure? There’s bound to be lots of tasty puppets for you.]
[Hookenstein: Don’t care. I am not setting one drop anywhere near that place.]

Though not readily apparent through the dungeon network’s text-only messaging system, the ex-mimic still got the distinct impression it had hit a nerve. It decided to let the queen slime be for the moment and tried looking for other ways to kill some time, which proved more difficult than initially anticipated. Idiot Toss was out of the question, and the deck of a ship at sea was no place for alchemical experiments or tinkering sessions. It was technically possible, but the constant rocking and salty air would interfere, not to mention Boxxy had gotten rather sick of both hobbies as of late. It considered diving down to look for seafood it had yet to sample, but venturing too far from the ship would make it disappear and the creature doubted it would find anything exciting in the shallows. The ocean’s rougher waters were more likely to hold delectable goodies, but it would need to be on guard duty at that point. It had just taken a nap as well, so attempting another wasn’t going to work out.

Torn between its need for entertainment and desire to maintain its course, Boxxy was briefly stuck in a state of mental limbo. It wanted to do something, but none of its options were all that appetizing, so it ended up doing nothing. This must have been what demons felt every second of every day in the Beyond – an all-consuming sense of inevitable drudgery. No wonder they were all messed-up weirdos. Not that Boxxy was one to talk, but the monster had always been a massive hypocrite. On that note, the monster figured that a bit of social interaction would snap it out of its lull. Mimics had no such desires, but doppelgangers certainly did. Since things seemed as though they would get busy before long, the shapeshifter decided to use this opportunity to improve morale. It gave Jen some reassuring head pats, fed Claws a few sincere-sounding compliments, thoroughly shined Fizzy, vigorously motivated Snack, and sent Arms home so she could have a half-hour quickie with Teresa.

That round of monster girl maintenance proved to have been the right decision. By the time the ship entered more dangerous waters, all of Boxxy’s minions and allies were eager to perform their duties with renewed vigor. No monster made it within spitting distance of the ship, though not for a lack of trying. The shapeshifter had absorbed quite a few lessons from its two cross-continental voyages as Keira and applied them to great effect in defense of the Pale Pearl. It had no influence over the weather, but it seemed content enough to remain calm. All in all, the only noteworthy event the vessel encountered that day was a school of glowing jellyfish that passed under it shortly after sunset. They were not tasty.

The following morning had a slightly more troublesome development in store. Drea spotted what looked to be a galleon-sized ship on an intercept course with the Pale Pearl, most likely a bunch of pirates chasing a seemingly easy prize. The incoming vessel was hidden by a large-scale illusion that made it all but indistinguishable from the horizon behind it. Only the stalker’s magic-sensitive eyesight spotted the deception. She couldn’t see through the optical camouflage, but its magical aura stood out to her like a house on fire long before it came within striking distance of Boxxy’s bubble-ship. With such ample warning, the shapeshifter had plenty of time to devise and prepare a counter-ambush.

Though, perhaps ‘counter-ambush’ was too fancy a term for what happened next. Once the enemy ship was within three hundred meters of the Pale Pearl, Boxxy launched a well-aimed Idiot Toss with a bit of guidance from Drea. The hurled hoarder seemed to disappear in thin air towards the end of her trajectory, but the loud crash that followed proved it was a direct hit. She must’ve broken something important upon impact, seeing as the magic obscuring the ship dispersed within seconds. Jen was still circling overhead and had been notified of the enemy presence by Boxxy’s Whisper Wind. As soon as her target became visible, the cat-bird-girl dive-bombed it with all her considerable might. She smashed into the deck with such force that the entire ship tilted dangerously to one side. It was a good thing the vessel was an exceptionally sturdy one, otherwise she might have punched right through it and into the waters below.

Once aboard, the two battle junkies tore through the flabbergasted pirates. The brigands still somehow managed to fire upon the smaller ship, but Fizzy used her magnetic abilities to intercept their cannonballs and sent them flying right back with even greater speed. The golem remained at Boxxy’s side, but Xera eventually flew over and started setting fire to everything in sight, mostly to alleviate her boredom. Drea insisted the battle was too loud for her liking and kept diligently doing her thing beneath the waves. Boxxy wanted to join the festivities but couldn’t go that far without causing the Pale Pearl to disappear. While regrettable, listening to the screams and various explosions its minions caused was fun in its own way. Jen was also thoughtful enough to bring back a few crew members as snacks before returning to the carnage, so the shapeshifter had no complaints.

By the time the group was finished with the pirates, their ship had been so thoroughly wrecked that it looked like it had encountered an elder dragon. With all the pirates dead and their vessel steadily sinking, Kora ran belowdecks to stuff all the treasure she could find into her extra-dimensional Vault. Luckily, her boss was still in a good mood and let her keep half of whatever spoils she plundered. The hoarder had to work quickly as Xera was indulging in her old pyromania and continuously bombarded the wreck even though it was already bound for the ocean floor. Last but not least, Jen returned with one last gift for Boxxy – the pirate captain’s head, which she personally severed with a single clawed kick. The monster was delighted to find that, based on the seven mithril teeth inside the dead man’s mouth, the harpy had killed Eobard ‘Whitetooth’ Quincy. Boxxy had never met the guy, but it knew he was a wanted criminal with an outstanding bounty of 80,000 GP, which it had every intention of collecting. It praised the harpy for her contribution to its hoard while aggressively rustling her hair, causing Jen’s cheeks to flush bright red. It would appear her evolution into a royal griffin-harpy hadn’t affected her weakness to praise.

Overall, the pirate ‘attack’ had been a welcome distraction. Even Drea ended up joining the festivities as she feasted on whatever brigands fell overboard. The monstrous troupe were still in high spirits several hours later when the Pale Pearl stopped, furled up its entirely decorative sails, and dropped its metaphorical anchor. All the demons had already been supplied with diving gear, so the group was primed and ready to begin their search for the mysterious vault mentioned in Tol-Saroth’s journal. There was just one final bit of preparation before heading into the depths. Jen was still a harpy, and water continued to be her elemental weakness, so her issues with submerged environments had to be addressed. Boxxy previously claimed it had an Artifact that would compensate for her biological shortcomings, yet refused to elaborate. Despite multiple attempts, Jen was unable to get anything out of the mischievous monster other than the item’s name. The winged Monk was therefore equally suspicious and excited when she was finally handed the so-called Hide of the Great Yellow Beast.

“… This is it?” she asked warily.

“That’s it,” the Sandman nodded.

“It… doesn’t look like much.”

It would be difficult to call the item in her hands the ‘hide’ of anything, let alone a ‘great beast.’ It looked more like a circular poofy hat much too big for a regular person. It was most definitely yellow, though. Aggressively so, actually. It was a bright and vibrant color one would expect from a ripe lemon, not some fearsome creature. It had an equally eye-catching orange brim jutting out from the front. If Jen didn’t know any better, she’d think it was a visor intended to shield one’s eyes from the sun’s glare, but that wouldn’t make sense for a piece of supposed diving gear.

“Just put it on,” Boxxy insisted.

Jen made the world’s tiniest shrug, figuring it was silly of her to judge an Artifact by its appearance, especially considering the fake ghost ship under her talons. She placed the weird-looking headwear upon her noggin, making sure the orange part was over her face. Absolutely nothing happened after that, so she looked questioningly at the shapeshifter.

“… Oh, right,” it suddenly remembered. “You need to speak the code word to activate or deactivate it. Just remember to stand still until it’s done doing its thing.”

“Understood,” she nodded. “What’s the code word?”

“Aquack.”

“Aquack?”

Jen felt a portion of her Ki drain away as the hat coated her head-to-toe in some weird yellow goo. It felt smooth and cool to the touch while remaining strangely semi-solid, like some kind of liquified rubber. She remained perfectly still for several seconds as it hardened around her, sealing her body in a brightly-colored yellow suit with wide, webbed, orange feet. It was extremely roomy on the inside and left only her face and wings exposed.

“How do you like it?” Boxxy asked jovially.

The harpy looked down at herself curiously and took a few exploratory steps, noting that it didn’t impede her movement. She questioned how she was supposed to hold anything with these clumsy-looking mitten-things covering her hands, but she could still make a fist and throw a punch, so she figured she could work with it. Jen then realized all of the other girls were falling over themselves, laughing at her. The harpy blinked a few times at them, had another look down at her outfit, then finally checked her reflection in a nearby window. Suspicions confirmed, she turned back towards Boxxy.

“It’s a ducky suit,” she stated bluntly. “Why is it a ducky suit?”

Indeed, though the harpy herself couldn’t see it at first, her appearance was clearly that of a giant stuffed duckling. The suit even had a pair of adorably beady eyes, a pointy little tail, thoroughly rounded features, and a pudgy, pear-shaped silhouette. It looked so goofy that it was no wonder the others were having trouble keeping a straight face, especially with the Monk’s befuddled expression poking out from under that floppy orange bill.

“Don’t ask me,” Boxxy shrugged. “I don’t make the Artifacts, I just hoard them.”

“Why didn’t you tell me it looked like a ducky suit?” she pressed the issue.

“You didn’t ask. Not like it matters anyway, right?”

Jen stared blankly at the monster’s smiling eyes before concluding that it had a point. She’d always valued function over form, so the bizarre appearance would be irrelevant so long as the item performed well enough. Besides, this was given to her by the Hero she had sworn herself to, so in some way it was her duty to accept it gracefully. This line of thinking caused a tiny smile to slip past her stone-faced mask and onto her lips.

“AAHAHAHAHAHA!” Kora roared with laughter. “Look at her fucking face! She’s actually fucking happy about that lame-ass shit! What a fucking loser!”

There was a blur of bright yellow as Jen rushed at the infuriating demon and fly-kicked her in the face in the blink of an eye. Kora’s mocking tone cut out abruptly as she was flung off the boat with a weirdly-shaped imprint on her cheek, causing Fizzy and the other two demons to laugh even harder. A giant yellow ducky moving with the speed, strength, and ferocity of a ticked-off griffin-harpy was one of the most ridiculous things they had ever seen. Even Boxxy was on the verge of busting a gut, but tried its best to hold it in. It needed its victim to take this seriously, else the prank wouldn’t be as funny.
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“Hek-hem!” it loudly cleared its throat. “Glad to see you like it, Jen. Why don’t you take it for a spin, see how it feels?”

“I think I will.”

The harpy promptly jumped into the ocean. The suit reacted to the water and sealed her face-hole with a transparent layer of the rubbery stuff it was made out of. Jen then discovered that swimming around in this thing was a lot easier than expected. Unfortunately, the Artifact’s magical effects didn’t extend to the wings poking out of its back and all those feathers dragging through the water slowed Jen down considerably. After a bit of trial and error she discovered that it was possible to have the suit encompass her wings so long as she kept them firmly folded during the activation sequence. She just had a habit of keeping them half-unfurled normally so they got left out the first time. It was still rather uncomfortable to wrap them up like that, but it was nothing she couldn’t get used to. More importantly, now that the strange suit was properly sealed her underwater mobility saw such drastic improvements that it was nearly on par with her aerial maneuverability.

Once Jen got used to her new equipment and everyone else stopped snickering at her plump figure, the group abandoned the Pale Pearl and made their way straight down. Fizzy and Kora sank like anvils when they stood still, so the others grabbed on and let the dense duo drag them into the depths. The golem initially refused any of the enchanted diving equipment, claiming that her impervious frame wouldn’t succumb to something as mundane as water pressure. Her assumption proved accurate, but only when it came to her integrity. As she continued to sink, she noticed it took increasingly immense effort to move any of her limbs with all that ocean weighing down on her. She finally gave in and put on an anti-pressure belt when she heard a strange ‘clunk’ from her shield-bearing arm’s shoulder. The golem would never admit it, but losing that limb to Teresa’s previous Hero had left her with a minor complex about that part of her body.

Not much else happened during the descent. Most of the residents of the deep ignored the group, and the ones that didn’t were cut to pieces by Boxxy’s Reality Slash or boiled alive by Xera’s Scorching Ray. Of course, Fizzy did not fail to point out the paradox of fire magic working underwater. The djinn then smugly explained that, as far as the arcane arts were concerned, the elemental opposite of water was wind, not heat. Though she couldn’t use Spells with a wind component, like Fireball or Inferno, others like Scorching Ray and Magma Missile were ‘fair game.’ Such distractions aside, it took twenty-three minutes to reach the bottom at a depth of about two thousand meters. Fizzy’s feet sank into the ocean floor, making her curse under her non-existent breath when she realized she’d be walking on sand. The others swam around in a small circle, attempting to get their bearings while the Sandman-shaped monster just sort of floated in place, its arms and legs crossed.

“Something the matter, Master?” Xera asked.

“No, no,” it reassured her. “I was just thinking about something.”

“I hope it’s got something to do with finding our way around,” Fizzy chimed in. “I still have no idea how you plan to locate our target in this murky mess.”

“Oh, that? We’re looking for an area with strong volcanic activity. Shouldn’t be too hard to find a bunch of lava,” Boxxy brushed her concerns aside. “I’m wondering about something else entirely.”

“Which is?” the golem asked, against her better judgment.

The shapeshifter looked down at the sandy floor, up towards the surface, and then down again.

“What would happen if I opened a Gate down here?”

Boxxy’s entourage had only a few seconds to comprehend the full depth of that innocent-sounding question before they realized the answer was forthcoming.

“Gate!”

It all happened in an instant. One moment, the magical portal appeared on the ocean floor. In the next, the three demons, the golem, the hylt creeper, and the ducky-suited harpy found themselves falling out of the sky amidst a deluge of seawater.

“Seriously, Boxxy?!” Fizzy shrieked.

“What?!” the shapeshifter threw its arms up. “I wanted to know what would happen!”

“Well, I didn’t!”

“You should’ve said something!”

“Where in Alvin’s holy chipmunk did you even teleport us?!”

“About three kilometers straight upwards!”

When aiming a teleportation spell such as Gate, a Wizard had two options. The more complicated and accurate method was to lock on to a specially prepared destination with a specific sequence of arcane symbols, like a code designating coordinates. It was perfect for heavily-populated areas where precision was important, lest the Wizard try to teleport themselves into a wall or something. The other, less reliable option was to employ distance and direction, otherwise known as a vector, which was what Boxxy almost exclusively relied on. This little experiment was no different. The monster figured that, if it was going to try this, it might as well aim the Spell at a spot guaranteed to be empty. However, the shapeshifter failed to consider what would happen when liquid under such pressure was given an ‘out.’ As a result, its entire posse had been swept through the portal before they’d even had a chance to react. The sheer volume of water that went through it alongside them had surpassed the Gate’s weight limit in less than a second, causing it to collapse almost immediately.

“Yeah, but why, though?!” Fizzy kept shouting angrily.

“It just seemed like a good idea at the time!”

As the two continued their argument, the rest seemed to have already come to grips with the situation with a silent-yet-unanimous agreement of ‘Eh, could be worse.’ It wasn’t as if something as mundane as a high-altitude drop was a threat to any of them. They could either fly, slow their descent by gliding, or were hardy enough to splashdown at terminal velocity with just minor scratches. After descending back to sea level with varying degrees of grace, Boxxy tried opening another Gate closer to the ocean floor. The earlier portal collapsed so quickly that the shapeshifter caught in the middle couldn’t observe exactly what happened, though it could make an educated guess. As expected, the repeat experiment produced a rather terrifying explosion of seawater. Whether this flashy ‘technique’ had any practical use was debatable, though its intended function as a shortcut to the depths was not. The group had no choice but to repeat their earlier descent to the bottom.

Once back on the seafloor, the monsters and demons began searching for the underwater volcanoes their chaotic leader mentioned. This seemed like a daunting task on paper, and proved even more difficult in practice. The main issue was visibility. Even if they had night vision goggles, their range was limited and the water anything but clear. The group couldn’t afford to split up without running the risk of losing track of one another. Even the familiars weren’t allowed to stray too far. While they could simply be re-summoned if they got lost, doing so would result in the loss of their aquatic exploration equipment, and Boxxy only had a limited number of those items. They were all stubborn and persistent creatures, though, and kept scouring the ocean floor for almost an entire day without taking any breaks to rest or eat. Their persistence was rewarded around the twenty-hour mark when Boxxy used Reality Slash on some kind of giant clam-thing to steal its watermelon-sized pearl.

[Chaotic energies swirl around you.]
[You can communicate with fish for the next five minutes.]
[A special action has been performed. LCK +1.]

“… Huh, nearly forgot that was a thing,” the shapeshifter mused.

Though the random magical effects of Chaotic Disposition had been quite the nuisance at first, Boxxy had learned to live with them over the years. One trick it had discovered was that wearing an Amulet of Muting, a powerful trinket that prevented the casting of Spells, would also keep its lesser Hero Skill from acting up. It wasn’t a hundred percent sure why it worked this way, but it did, and Boxxy took advantage of it during downtime, even as Keira. It obviously wasn’t wearing it under these circumstances, and it was damn glad it hadn’t. The shapeshifter altered its body into a more eel-like shape and slithered around for a minute until it found some weird-looking fish that didn’t seem too hostile.

“Hey, there,” it called out.

“‘Sup, bruh?”

Boxxy didn’t know what to expect, but hearing the animal respond in a disturbingly human-sounding voice threw it for a loop. It even looked like the fish’s lips moved in time with the words. The monster needed a few moments to process the surreal sight before it continued.

“Would you happen to know if there’s any active volcanoes in the area?”

“The fuck’s an active volcano, bruh?”

“It’s, uh, this really hot red stuff that comes out of the floor.”

“Oh, that shit? Yeah, me and my buddy saw something like that a while back. Let me tell ya, you don’t wanna taste the weird mud that comes out of it, ya feel me, homie? Like, it smells really good, but it made me trip balls for, like, five days or sumthin.’ Shieeeet, I’m prolly still tripping, talking to a stank-ass eel motherfucker like you. No hate though, ya dig?”

“Uh… right. So, I just need to keep swimming that-a-way?”

“Yeeyaah!” the fish exclaimed. “Just look for the big egg-shaped boulder, then head right through the coral reef, hang a left once you’re clear of it, and just look for the glowy shit. Can’t miss it. Try not to piss off the tenticrablodon on the way though, that motherfucker ain’t got no chill, know what I’m sayin’?”

“Alright, great. Thanks for the help.”

“Ey, no problem, dawg. Peace.”

Well, that was productive. Admittedly, the fish seemed like a rather rude fellow, but this was the first time Boxxy had ever talked to one, so it had no way of knowing whether they were all like that. It tried to interview a few more while it had the chance and confirmed that, yes, fish were in fact quite rude. Regardless, they all pointed it in the exact same direction as the first. Apparently, this volcano was a sort of local tourist attraction. One also warned the monster that it needed to watch out for ‘them five-finned tall-fish’ since they were ‘whack-ass nibblers,’ whatever that meant.

As for Boxxy’s entourage, the girls didn’t even bat an eye when their leader started talking to fish. On the list of weird things the ex-mimic had done, this wasn’t even in the top ten. Besides, nobody would complain about getting some actual directions, even if their source seemed rather dubious. The group also encountered the ‘tenticrablodon’ that ‘ain’t got no chill.’ It looked like a weird crustacean with octopus tentacles for legs and a shark head poking out of the front. Boxxy found it uniquely palatable as far as seafood went, so its carcass was summarily placed in Storage for later consumption. It still took almost an hour to cross that coral field, but the group finally saw the glowing embers of active submarine volcanoes off in the distance. At least, that’s what it looked like. Though their special goggles made the pitch blackness of the ocean’s depths as bright as a cloudy day on the surface, that only extended to a range of about fifty meters. Everything beyond was just a wad of blurry shadows.

Once Boxxy got close enough to the distant lights, it realized their origin was actually a sprawling underwater city built right on the ocean floor. Stone domes of various sizes, blocky buildings as large as palaces, and fields upon fields of cultivated seaweed stretched out before it. The whole thing was dotted with countless yellow, red, and white lamps that bathed the ocean’s depths in a warm light. The residents of this submerged metropolis were krymer – the only race of aquatic enlightened – two of whom were on approach. They appeared humanoid with smooth gray skin, pitch black sclera, hollow blue irises, and webbed hands and feet. Every limb had colorful fins, including their otherwise bald heads and the long, powerful tails attached to their lower backs.

Boxxy got a solid look at the clearly male and female pair as they calmly slithered towards its group. The krymer woman on the left had distinctly softer and curvier features than her companion, including a pair of small and compact breasts that made it clear her species were mammals. Additionally, her fins were vibrant red at their base shifting to a bright blue towards their tip, while the male’s were a far more subdued shade of solid blue. He was very well built with positively ripped abs, easily visible due to the fact that the green-and-blue skin-tight bodysuit he was wearing left his chest exposed, along with his hands, biceps, feet, and tail. The woman’s matching wine-red garment was similar, with the exception that, unlike the male, her nipples were covered while her inner thighs were not.

“What do you wanna do, boss?” Kora asked telepathically. “Smash them now or later?”

“Neither. They might have information on the secret vault we’re looking for or lead us to someone who does, so no smashing until I say otherwise.”

The shapeshifter had Xera whisper its orders to Jen and Fizzy, who already looked ready to rumble. Boxxy would’ve told them directly, but Whisper Wind wasn’t usable in an airless environment. After confirming its non-demonic allies had relaxed from a combat stance into a neutral one, the shapeshifter turned to greet the krymer welcoming party. It also silently praised itself for having the foresight to shift back into its Sandman persona on the way here as it imagined they wouldn’t be willing to talk to a monstrous eel-thing in a cloak. It was still mighty brave of them to approach a group like this. Well, brave or foolish. Either way, the monster didn’t see any signs of hostility as the two krymer swam up to a distance of about thirty meters. They straightened their horizontal swimming posture to a more vertical one as they floated a little closer.
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“Hail, surface dwellers,” the woman greeted them with a soft clap. “We have been sent to you as envoys on behalf of the Council of Saphrina. My name is Amona, and this is Wyatt.”

The man also clapped his hands. That seemed to be a sort of greeting among their kind, so Boxxy decided to mimic it while introducing itself.

“Hello. I am Hugh Mungus.”

Using the joke name on its fake Status was perhaps not the brightest idea, but its ‘Sandman’ reputation was unlikely to precede its arrival and it didn’t have time to invent a new identity right now.

“These are my companions, Jennifer Jackson and Fizzy Rustblood, and the other three are my demonic familiars,” it introduced the others in turn.

“Familiars? You are a Warlock?” Wyatt said, almost accusingly.

“Indeed. Don’t worry, I have a tight leash on them.”

“Hmpf. We’ll see about that.”

“May we ask you for what purpose you come here?”

Amona’s polite inquiry was structured a bit strangely, but that didn’t bother Boxxy. The Common tongue clearly wasn’t her first language, indicated by that strangely nasal accent.

“We’re adventurers from the Ishigar Republic,” it half-lied. “We’re currently seeking the wreckage of a ship that supposedly sank in this region four centuries ago. We were in the midst of our exploration when we happened upon this place. I apologize for any trespassing, it was not our intention.”

“That is quite alright, you haven’t broken any of our laws.”

“Not yet, at least,” Wyatt chimed in.

“What my colleague means to say,” Amona shot him a sharp glare, “is that our laws and customs likely differ greatly from yours. We want to avoid incidents and misunderstandings. It would be our gratitude if you allowed us to serve as your guides during your stay in Saphrina. Assuming you wish to visit, that is.”

“We would very much like to, yes.”

“In that case, could I once again ask the purpose of your visit?”

“Didn’t I just tell you?”

“We heard why you are in the area. Not why you want to visit our city,” the male explained.

“Ah, apologies. I imagine your people have lived here for many generations and would surely have records dating back to the time period I mentioned. If at all possible, I would like to peruse your libraries and interview your historians and scholars. My companions and I would also appreciate the chance to experience krymerian culture and cuisine, in addition to having a place to rest and recuperate.”

“Excellent,” the woman smiled brightly. “I would be more than happy to accommodate your wishes, but for now I must ask you to follow me to the guard post so we can get you checked in. Right this way, please.”

“Before we go, I’d like to ask one question.”

“I will be doing my best to answer.”

“How come this Council of yours sent two whole envoys for a bunch of random strangers? It seems a bit much.”

“Like Amona said, things work differently around here,” Wyatt explained. “We rarely get visitors, so we try to treat the few that show up with… care and attention.”

“Okay, seriously, what’s his problem?” Boxxy asked Amona.

“Please forgive him,” she tilted her head. “Wyatt here had a bad experience with the last of our guests. They sexually harassed him on accident.”

The man was certainly uncomfortable hearing that, but it seemed to be the truth.

“Uh… care to elaborate?”

“One of them grabbed his arm fin without permission. Those are very important to our courting rituals, so such actions are equivalent to, how you say… copping a feel?”

“I see. Then, is it okay if I say something about yours?”

“Depends on the person. I do not mind, so long as you are not rude.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it. I was just surprised by how lovely and colorful they are.”

“Oh, thank you.”

Amona blushed lightly. At least that’s what Boxxy assumed. It was subtle, but the small fins on either side of her head flared completely red a few moments after it offered that compliment. Wyatt’s reaction was much easier to read. It would appear rolling one’s eyes was a universal gesture of disapproval.

“Come on,” he beckoned. “Let’s get you people through customs. You can flirt all you want afterwards.”

Amona shot him another sharp glare but didn’t say anything further. The two krymer turned around and skillfully used their tails to push forward at a leisurely pace while remaining upright. Boxxy’s troupe swam after them, except for Fizzy, who seemed content to stomp along the ocean floor. It wasn’t as if moving around like that was her only option, though. Her Assault Mode’s back-mounted Jump Jets worked just as well underwater as they did out of it. However, the golem felt there was no need for those at the moment. There was a chance that sand or floating debris might get sucked into the powerful turbines, not to mention she had to be mindful of the anti-pressure belt slung over her shoulder. Physical Augmentation Module’s full-body transformation would probably rip it to shreds. It just wasn’t worth the risk of engaging Assault Mode just to get to the krymer settlement quicker. It wasn’t as if she was in a rush, nor was she all that interested in exploring it.

After all, Null estimated that, based on Boxxy’s track record and current behavioral patterns, there was an 83% chance Saphrina City was about to become a bubbling crater.


Part Four

“It’s a mix of several evolutionary adaptations, actually,” Amona explained. “The main ones are reinforced bone structure, compression-resistant muscles, and natural oils secreted from our skin. These allow us to withstand water pressure fatal to surfacers, making swimming almost effortless.”

“That’s rather fascinating,” Hugh commented. “I thought for sure your outfits were enchanted in some way, like ours.”

“Oh, no, they’re more like fashion statements than adventuring gear. Of course, we still have our own range of pressure-regulating items, but those are reserved for the rare occasion we need to surface or in case a visitor’s equipment fails.”

“Would any of those items be an oil or coating that could be applied to metal armor?”

“Indeed. Would you like me to get you a free sample once we arrive?”

“Please, and thank you.”

Maybe now Fizzy will stop whining about that belt.

“You are most welcome,” Amona said merrily.

“You seem rather well-prepared to receive surfacers, don’t you?” the man-shaped monster noticed.

“It’s only natural. The city of Nautilin is the closest krymerian settlement to the continent of Atica. Well, the closest one of any significance. We have relatively frequent contact with adventurers, merchants, and tourists.”

“Nautilin? Didn’t you say it was called Saphrina?”

“No, silly, that’s the name of our country. The Council I mentioned is our governing body, Wyatt and I work for them.”

“I see, it seems I misunderstood. Apologies.”

“It’s alright, it happens. Frankly, I’m rather surprised how little you know about our people and culture.”

“Sorry about that. Like I said, we didn’t intend to visit the city, otherwise we would’ve done our homework.”

Boxxy was being uncharacteristically honest. This detour, while necessary, had found it rather unprepared. Thankfully, this ‘greeter’ was more than willing to give it a crash course on her people’s customs, biology, and values. This would hopefully be enough to let it operate with some degree of subtlety instead of bumbling its way through krymer society. Whether it would have to get involved in anything requiring finesse remained to be seen, but it had a feeling the information it sought wouldn’t be easy to obtain.

“You don’t need to apologize. I’m actually a bit thankful,” Amona smiled. “Most visitors are so well prepared that I rarely get the chance to talk to a foreigner this much. Oh, I should mention, very few of our people speak your language, so feel free to rely on me as an interpreter.”

“That won’t be necessary,” Boxxy politely declined. “My familiar’s Versatile Tongue Skill makes her fluent in a number of languages, including Aquarian.”

“Oh… I see…” the krymer replied, enthusiasm rapidly deflating.

“I would still welcome your expertise as a guide, if you wouldn’t mind.”

“Of course!” she perked right back up.

The girl’s attitude made it clear she had some kind of fascination with surfacers, which Boxxy planned to exploit. Being in a native’s good graces would surely aid in its investigation, assuming its group were allowed into the city at all. Realistically, while ‘Hugh Mungus’ would likely be fine, Jen and Fizzy were another story. Both were clearly monsters. They could arguably hide the harpy’s wings inside the ducky suit and pretend the golem was just a gnome in a mechanized diving suit, but neither ruse would stand up to an Appraisal. There was a high chance those two would be banned from entering the city, which might extend to Boxxy’s mercenary persona by association.

Anticipating that outcome, the shapeshifter was in no rush to reach the guardhouse and spent the leisurely swim getting as much information out of Amona as possible. By the time they reached the city limits, it had a firm enough grasp on how the locals lived to blend into a crowd after sneaking in illegally. Its entourage was guided into a decently-sized, well-fortified guard post a few hundred meters from the city proper. It was closer to a garrison than a gatehouse or checkpoint, which made sense considering this underwater environment rendered defensive walls largely worthless. As Amona explained, this place was a staging ground that could instantly dispatch entire regiments of soldiers should Nautilin come under external threat.

A group of six male krymer exited the garrison and approached the group. They were dressed head-to-tail in mail woven from blue and green scales, and their armaments consisted primarily of spears and staves of pearly-white bone. The one with the fanciest helmet stood in front of the others and greeted Amona and Wyatt with a clap of his hands, which the guides returned. They exchanged a few words in their native language, which Xera telepathically translated as casual greetings and unimportant small-talk. The outsiders were promptly escorted into the keep where a Scribe dressed similarly to Wyatt performed a Basic Appraisal on the entire group. Just as the shapeshifter expected, there was some trouble when the group’s identities were revealed. Surprisingly, the krymer weren’t concerned with the three Ranker demons. It would appear exceedingly few Warlocks went the Demonology route in these depths since there was no such thing as an amphibious demon. Knowledge of the Beyond was therefore quite limited, so none of the Scribes were able to identify Kora, Xera, or Drea’s Status beyond a name, age, non-demon Job, and their Attributes. This was deemed sufficient, though Boxxy would obviously have to make sure those Appraisal records were erased when it was finished here.

While it was a stroke of good luck that the familiars didn’t cause an uproar, Jen and Fizzy had no such luck. Getting those two through customs would be an issue just as the shapeshifter expected, though not for the reasons it anticipated. The locals took little to no issue with the fact that one was a griffin-harpy hybrid and the other a literal war machine. Them being a Monk and a Paladin was deemed far more problematic. This news made Boxxy question whether nosferatu truly were the most backwards race among enlightened. On the upside, Jen and Fizzy would still be allowed into the city so long as they sat through some ‘orientation presentation’ and signed a few waivers. It would take about thirty minutes to an hour, which was a small price to pay for free access to the city.

During that time, Wyatt explained in great detail that the krymer nation of Saphrina differed greatly from the other enlightened civilizations in the way they worshipped the gods. Or, to be more precise, the way they didn’t. Though other nautical nations exalted either Lunar or Zephyra, the reigning ideology around these parts of the ocean was something called ‘apatheism.’ It could be crudely summarized as ‘the gods don’t care we exist, and the feeling’s mutual,’ a sentiment deeply rooted in Saphrina’s history. Down in these dark depths, one’s faith was squandered on those ‘higher powers’ and better placed in one’s own abilities and the support of those closest to them. There were no temples, churches, or altars of any kind, and open worship of the pantheon was not strictly illegal, just heavily restricted and generally frowned upon.

In more practical terms, the godless society simply didn’t care about the pantheon’s views on transmutation, necromancy, curses, and the like. They had their own laws and regulations on such matters, of course – counterfeit gold was still quite illegal, for example – but so-called ‘heretical practices’ were significantly more accepted and prevalent here than on the surface. Thus, citizens with Taboo were quite common. While the Skill wasn’t exactly something to brag about, it was nowhere near the social stigma it would be in other civilizations. This little tidbit was why Jen and Fizzy were deemed potentially problematic. The local authorities really didn’t want to deal with a couple of outsiders playing ‘purge the heretics’ with law-abiding citizens. The Paladin and Monk would not be allowed into the city unless they understood that they needed to, in Wyatt’s own words, ‘keep their faith in their pants.’

The golem wanted to point out that neither of them wore pants, but had a more important query in mind.

“So… you don’t care that we’re a couple of monsters?” she asked warily.

“Not especially,” the official shrugged. “If an unenlightened individual proves themself to be rational and intelligent enough to follow our laws and respect our authority, then they will be allowed to work, trade, and, in special cases, even live in the city. The high number of well-developed enlightened Jobs on your Appraisal results makes it obvious you two already know how to behave yourselves in civilized society, at least on the surface.”

“Fair enough. Here’s the thing, though. Do you people honestly think you have what it takes to defeat us?”

Though worded as a thinly veiled threat, Fizzy’s tone made it clear this was a legitimate question. Wyatt had bluntly stated that his people would not hesitate to subdue the monstrous duo should they step out of line, and this was after he saw their Basic Appraisal results. There surely had to be a good reason for his confidence, and the golem was curious what that was.

“Quite so,” he smirked. “Your Bane is cold, and your harpy companion’s is water. In case you didn’t notice, we’re in an environment that heavily favors Cryomancers and Hydromancers. We also have a small cache of Demonbane weapons on hand should your Warlock friend get any stupid ideas.”

Fizzy seriously doubted whether this guy would be so smug if he knew the full extent of Boxxy’s power, but she wasn’t here to cause trouble.

“Noted. In that case, I’ll do my best to avoid brutalizing any meatbags just because they reek of heresy.”

“Presently sharing that sentiment,” Jen chimed in.

“Good enough. I should also mention, you two will need special permits to remain within city limits without official oversight. It’s standard procedure, but it will still take us about a day to get them ready, so make sure you stick close to me or Amona until then. Now, Mr. Mungus should have already received his visitor’s visa, so let’s finish getting yours and rejoin the others.

Paperwork dealt with, Wyatt led Fizzy and Jen out of the room and into a foyer where Amona, Boxxy, and the three familiars were patiently waiting. The golem noticed something was different about the female guide, though. The red parts of her fins seemed slightly brighter than before, and her skintight outfit had a few new creases and wrinkles. Her attitude also seemed significantly more… bubbly. Wyatt also sensed something was off and raised an eyebrow at his female colleague, who seemed unwilling to meet his accusatory gaze. Ultimately, neither of them commented on the subtle oddities and proceeded to give Boxxy’s group a tour of the city. The short trip from the outpost to the settlement proper was largely uneventful except for crossing an invisible bubble of magic that enveloped the entire city. The water inside it was noticeably brighter, warmer, and lighter. Even though krymer were well adapted to the pitch blackness, high pressure, and frigid temperatures of the depths, they preferred to dwell in more comfortable conditions, same as any enlightened civilization.

Boxxy’s earlier assessment that the fish-folk were a contender for the title of Terrania’s Biggest Weirdos was proven false once it actually experienced Nautilin. Its streets didn’t seem all that different from any elf, human, or dwarven city. Sure, everything was underwater and traffic was more three-dimensional, but the overall feel was quite familiar. People moved about with a vague sense of urgency, street vendors touted their wares at everyone they saw, and domesticated animals and monsters hauled heavy cargo around. Of course, all of them either gawked or stared at the multi-colored group of weirdos flailing their way through the place. Which wasn’t to say that the ‘weirdos’ didn’t stare back. Though the group had been warned that a high number of Taboo holders would be floating around, they underestimated just how common the Skill was. Fizzy estimated one in eight people seemed to have it, whereas Jen was confounded by how nonchalant everyone else was about the whole thing. They now understood why Wyatt’s orientation was deemed necessary for any divine servants. All this Taboo filled the pair with so much disgust that it made their smiting reflexes twitch like mad. The rest of the group didn’t have such outwardly violent impulses, though the pervasive stink of heresy wafting through these flooded streets gave the city’s familiar feeling a surreal and alien twist.

That sensation was punctuated when Boxxy encountered its first ‘unenlightened,’ as Wyatt called them. It was a monstrous siren that screamed profanities at a shopkeeper because he apparently overcharged her. As one might expect from her species, her complaints were rather considerable in volume, so it was hardly a surprise that guards promptly arrived to diffuse the situation. What was shocking, however, was that they took the monster’s side and admonished the shopkeeper – not his first offense, apparently. The tour paused to observe the interaction and resumed shortly afterwards. The second unenlightened encounter was far less disruptive, but infinitely more interesting. An actual, full-fledged lich brazenly zoomed by overhead while riding a skeletal shark. Jen nearly chased after him like a duck-shaped torpedo of rubbery righteousness, but Arms was ordered to grab her by the ankle just before she got out of reach.

A short while later, the group were making their way through an open plaza with a giant seashell in the middle when they were approached by a male krymer. He was slightly younger than Wyatt and wore a similar green bodysuit with an equally green and oddly familiar sea captain’s coat on top. He wasn’t the first local to approach the group and was handled like the rest. The guides stopped him from getting too close and politely told him to buzz off, but his response differed from the others.

“I do believe Mr. S knows who I am,” he declared in flawless Common.

“Who’s Mr. S?” Amona asked.

“That would be me,” Boxxy stepped forward, much to its guides’ surprise. “Fancy meeting you here, Mr. F.”

“Likewise,” the young man grinned back.

It had taken the shapeshifter a few moments to realize that they were indeed acquainted. ‘Mr. F’ was a slitherer, a doppelganger variant accustomed to living underwater. This particular individual happened to be a Monster Tamer, one the Sandman had hired multiple times. Mr. F’s job was to acquire, train, smuggle, and deliver aquatic monsters to the Sandman with the sole purpose of harvesting specific Skills through Cadaver Absorption. The partnership had been quite profitable for the slitherer and equally productive for the creeper. Their arrangement was how Boxxy obtained the Disrupting Wave, Fire Affinity, and Charged Strikes Skills.

“What brings you here?” the slitherer asked casually.

“Treasure hunting. How about you?”

“Oh, I live here, actually. Noticed you drifting by, thought I’d say hello and see if you’d be interested in grabbing a drink. Y’know, catch up and all that.”

“I’ll have to decline. I am actually on a Quest, so I don’t have much free time. Not to mention it would be rude to my hosts.”

“Yes, of course, how inconsiderate of me. Another time, perhaps.”

Mr. F nodded, smirked, and waved as he swam off and ducked inside a nearby building with a sign that, when translated from Aquarian, read ‘Fahrenheit Luxury Imports.’ It was probably his place of business considering it bore his real name, at least according to Eyes of the Dead God. The place was likely a front for the aquatic shapeshifter’s smuggling operation, though it could also be legitimate. Either way, Boxxy’s former business partner was clearly someone of importance. From what it understood of Nautilin, not many unenlightened were permitted to take up residence within the city, and fewer still could own a business.

“Well! That was surprising,” Amona remarked. “I guess it’s true what they say – it really is a small ocean.”

“Indeed,” Boxxy nodded. “Now, Mr. Wyatt, I believe you were telling me about this shell statue?”

“Ah, yes, of course. You see…”

The tour carried on, neither guide aware of what had just transpired. From their perspective, a tourist happened to bump into an old acquaintance. Beneath the surface, however, the two shapeshifters exchanged much more than pointless small talk. Each understood how the other operated, making it possible to leave some subtle hints to one another. On one hand, Fahrenheit openly approaching Boxxy instead of discretely sending a message made it clear he needed urgent assistance with some scheme. On the other hand, the Sandman was obediently playing along with the government watch-dogs thinly disguised as ‘guides,’ which meant the mercenary needed something from the locals. Knowing Mr. S, Fahrenheit correctly deduced his old business partner was after sensitive or obscure information and expected to run into trouble, hence why he brought so much company from the surface. The slitherer wanted to hash things out in private in hopes of reaching a mutually beneficial arrangement. The way he plainly stated ‘another time’ as he went straight into his shop was an invitation to do just that, and it did not fall on deaf ears, so to speak.

Boxxy didn’t think all this subterfuge was strictly necessary, but it was still in its giddy phase and played along as if it were a game. It continued to humor Wyatt and Amona as they gave it the city’s layout. They eventually led it to the local library per its request to look up information that might point it to the hidden vault. Though, there were no books in this flooded library as paper and ink did not age well in salt water. The locals stored their knowledge in touch-operated magic stone tablets that used fine-tuned illusion magic to produce glowing letters that crawled across its surface. They were considerably bulkier and more expensive compared to books, but the librarian boasted they’d last for a thousand years so long as some idiot didn’t break them.

Boxxy resisted the urge to smash one over the guy’s head for the mere irony and left Snack and Jen to scour the library for any relevant information. It would have done so itself, but all the text was in Aquarian, so it needed the ex-succubus to read it. Unfortunately, the Skimming Spectacles weren’t designed to work with these scrolling tablets, so she’d have to read them the hard way. As for the Monk, she wouldn’t be much help. She didn’t know the language, and her ducky suit made it tricky to use the touch-operated slabs. Her Scribe Job might potentially be useful, but she was of no use to Snack aside from carrying around those hefty blocks of knowledge. Jen’s presence in the library was quite instrumental to Boxxy’s efforts in two other ways, though. One, it got her out of the shapeshifter’s hinges, and two, she was the perfect excuse to ditch Wyatt. The ‘unregistered unenlightened’ couldn’t be allowed to roam around unsupervised, and that duty fell to him since his colleague vehemently refused to leave the tall, dark, and mysterious stranger’s side.

With that ‘downer’ out of the picture and the tour officially over, Amona practically wrapped herself around the Sandman’s arm as she showed him to the Jeweled Clam. It was an upscale hotel that catered heavily to visitors from above. Every room was outfitted with an array of enchantments and mechanisms that could drain it of seawater, leaving the space free of moisture and full of warm air in a matter of minutes. Naturally, Boxxy booked the largest suite they had and, not-so-naturally, kept it flooded so it could invite Amona inside. It needed to keep her distracted much like how Jen and Snack kept her much-too-serious colleague busy.

Now that both of the nuisances were otherwise occupied, Drea had the window she needed to sneak out of the hotel. She had to be careful since those ‘guides’ weren’t the only people the local authorities had sent to spy on Boxxy. Its Appraisal results, though partly obfuscated, likely set off a few alarm bells. It was understandable, if irritating, that the government would be wary of strange foreigners wielding so much power. However, with the close-range surveillance occupied, the watchdogs lurking outside Boxxy’s room and hotel had no hope of detecting Drea. Her Clear Ice Skill worked even better underwater. On the surface, she’d have a slightly shimmering silhouette that someone sufficiently attentive might notice, but down here, the ability rendered both her and her diving equipment completely invisible. Combined with the practiced grace of her swimming form, she easily slipped out of the hotel and met Fahrenheit in her master’s stead.

To make a long story short, the slitherer was having trouble with a local crime boss called Dorval Bluegabber. Apparently, he had evidence of the shapeshifter’s smuggling activities and was blackmailing him for profit. Fahrenheit had to comply with those demands if he hoped to keep his platinum citizen’s license. The certificate in question had four ranks – bone, silver, and gold being the other three – with each offering more civic privileges. Fahrenheit’s premium-tier license came with all the benefits of a full citizenship and then some. It was exceptionally difficult for any foreigner or unenlightened to get their hands on one, and it was only possible for the slitherer because of the significant influx of coin from all his dealings with Mr. S. If that license was revoked, Fahrenheit’s life would be ruined at best or cut short at worst, and he didn’t trust the guy to hold up his end of the bargain even if he paid up. This blackmail situation was personal, not just business.

There was an obvious solution – an old-fashioned assassination. It also had an equally apparent issue – Bluegabber was a major player with a lot of influence and power. Security around him was tight and the man was a Ranker, so attacking him had a lot of negative ramifications even if one survived the attempt. None of the local ‘specialists’ would ever take the job. Well, none of the ones actually capable of pulling it off. Fahrenheit could potentially do it himself, but his chances weren’t high and he doubted he’d get away with it even if he succeeded. It wasn’t exactly a secret that he and the crime boss had some bad blood. He’d be a prime suspect, so he needed an alibi like working late at his shop for all the nosy neighbors to see. Plus, he was fairly certain the Council of Saphrina was tracking unenlightened citizens like him through their licenses somehow. In the slitherer’s own words, they’d be fools not to, and Boxxy agreed.

However, while neither Fahrenheit nor his contacts could get rid of the blackmailer, they could definitely dig up whatever information the Sandman needed for that ‘treasure hunt.’ The mercenary only had to make sure Bluegabber and his evidence disappeared in a way that couldn’t be traced back to either shapeshifter. It was a relatively straightforward trade that Boxxy was more than happy to make, especially since it wouldn’t need to do any of the actual work. It already had an exceptionally skilled and experienced assassin in the field, so it let Drea handle the job as best she saw fit. The webstalker was thrilled to be entrusted with a task right up her alley. Plus, she loved seafood. She was also given a Summoner’s Grimoire from her master’s newest Warlock Skill, giving her access to a whole slew of magical tools and tricks. She wasn’t simply motivated, she was downright inspired.

A little over an hour after the deal was struck, Dorval Bluegabber’s bodyguards entered his private office to find bits and pieces of the influential krymer floating around in a cloud of his own blood. There was so little of him left that they barely identified him. Furthermore, anything remotely of value had been stolen, all of the furniture had been diced up, and the words ‘REVENGE FOR RAY’ were roughly carved into the wall above his splintered desk. It was written in Aquarian, of course, though the ‘handwriting’ was a bit wonky since Drea had to rely on Xera’s telepathic instructions for the letters. In any event, it took a mere eight minutes for the gruesome news to reach Fahrenheit’s ears.

“Damn. You work fast, huh?” he spoke to a seemingly empty corner of his room.

“Tktktktkt, time is money,” the cloaked demon chittered.

“Well said. I have to ask though, who’s this ‘Ray’ fellow supposed to be?”

“No idea, tktktktkt, just a name my familiar overheard on the job. Seems quite a few people had beef with this Doorknob Ballgobbler, tktktktkt, or whatever his name was. That message should help divert attention away from, tktktktk, the two of us.”

Incidentally, Drea wasn’t speaking for herself but relaying Boxxy’s thoughts word-for-word. The nervous chittering was all her, though.

“Works for me,” Fahrenheit shrugged. “What about you? Won’t they notice your familiar was missing?”

“I’ve got it handled.”

“If you say so. Now, what’re you looking for all the way down here?”

“An ancient vault of some kind, tktktkt, at least four centuries old. Tol-Saroth found it when he visited this region in his youth. Should be near an active underwater volcano, tktktktktkt, maybe inside one. Has some kind of living weapon guarding it, tktktk.”

“Hmm… That rings a bell. No idea about a Tol-Saroth connection, but I recall a dungeon-like region that fits.”

“Define, tktktk, ‘dungeon-like.’”

“Well, there’s a bunch of hyper-aggressive monsters that seem to pop out of the ground and the lair of some metallic monstrosity is at the heart of the area, but there’s no actual dungeon.”

“Not very promising, tktktk, but it’s a start. Where is this lair?”

“Not sure. Going to need some time to narrow down which volcano it was.”

“Really? How many could there, tktkt, possibly be?

“Within twenty kilometers of the city? About eighty, give or take a few.”

“Tktktktktktkt… That’s a lot of volcanoes.”

“Mhm. Why do you think the city was built here in the first place?”

“Oh, right.”

Boxxy vaguely remembered Amona talking about that. Her people commonly settled in proximity to such geothermal activity, something about having warmer water and ready access to useful minerals that spewed out of the molten depths.

“How much time do you need?” it asked through its familiar.

“A day for the almost-dungeon details. Getting any other leads will require a lot more digging since you’re not giving me a lot of info to work with.”

“Let’s try the first angle, tktktk, see how that pans out. I’ll check in with you later since Claws is needed elsewhere.”

More specifically, back at the Jeweled Clam. By this point, ‘Hugh Mungus’ had been ‘distracting’ Amona for over an hour and a half straight, though the shapeshifter could easily keep her busy for the rest of the night if it had to. It was a master manipulator that didn’t even need mind magic or Pheromone Control to have Amona eating out of the palm of its hand. Actually, that was giving itself too much credit given how easy the woman was. While Wyatt was giving Jen and Fizzy that orientation lecture and the other guards were monitoring the familiars, Amona practically dove into Boxxy’s arms the instant they were in private. Her fascination with drylanders was so pronounced the shapeshifter barely had to do anything. This fortunate development was why it opted for the hotel’s most expensive suite. Amona wouldn’t notice that Claws had vanished completely from the spacious accommodation once she and Hugh resumed their earlier ‘cultural exchange’ in the bedroom. However, while she wasn’t an issue, her other colleagues might be.

Though they were none the wiser that the stalker had slipped out, they’d likely realize something was up if Amona couldn’t swim straight the next day.


Interlude
Echoes of the Past

The Favorite Child pulled into dock in a state that could be described as ‘ragged’ if one was being generous. Sails ripped, mast cracked, figurehead broken, hull battered, and crew exhausted, one could only imagine what horrid misfortune had befallen the ship on its trip across the Shimmering Ocean. Though she had already parted ways with the other vessels in her convoy, none fared much better. Yet, this voyage had actually been one of the lucky ones. They somehow made it through without encountering a single monster attack, which was the main cause of casualties along this route. The weather had not been as kind, however. It was as if Zephyra had gotten into one of those horrible moods sailors liked to joke about. With storms, waves, and cyclones battering the convoy for weeks on end, both ships and sailors were unsurprisingly on the verge of total collapse. More than a few were hurled overboard, yet none were lost to the merciless seas, and that alone was worthy of celebration.

Though, one party of three certainly didn’t feel that way.

“Ugh… If I never see another ship, I’ll die happy.”

“I don’t know why I let you talk me into this trip.”

“Cannae… feel… m’legs…”

Two elf blokes and a dwarven she-beast were splayed out on The Favorite Child’s deck. This small party didn’t have enough gold to cross the ocean, so they had to pay with labor. Though they knew nothing of sailing, they had strong backs and durable bones, which was plenty for the captain to work with. He squeezed out every drop of sweat they had and was surely looking forward to kicking them off his ship as soon as they made landfall. Not that those three complained. In fact, they were the first in line to get off that accursed tub. As they walked down the dock and entered the coastal town, they couldn’t help but stare at the lizard-folk. The locals weren’t used to such glares from smoothskins as it hadn’t been that long since their part of Velos started receiving visitors from up north. Foreigners and natives just awkwardly glared at each other from a respectable distance, neither willing nor knowing how to approach the other. There was a small incident when one of the local rapscallions flung a rock at the strangers using a slingshot. Fortunately, it bounced off the armored elf’s helmet without causing much harm.

“Well, that’s a fine how-do-you-do,” the archer groaned. “Should I go catch him and force him to apologize?”

“It’s nothing to get worked up over,” the knight readjusted his headgear. “I suspect their ancestors received much worse when they first ventured to Atica.”

“That is no excuse for the youth of today to be unruly.”

“Ah, stow it, Shoestrap!” the short-yet-stacked dwarf bellowed. “Save that talk for when ye’re old ‘n’ wrinkly!”

“You’re one to talk, ya damned hag,” the first elf snapped back.

“Easy now, Milo. She has a point.”

“What, you’re taking Hilda’s side?!”

“I am taking nobody’s side, I am merely reminding you we have better things to do than tell people how to live.”

The Ranger bit his tongue with a click while the Berserker sneered smugly at him. Lichter was right, they didn’t come all this way just to preach to some hooligans. A big client hired them for a Quest with a reward worth three thousand gold pieces each. It was too juicy a prize for a bunch of Level 40-something nobodies to just pass up. That kind of capital would set them up for years, maybe even springboard their entire careers. No, no, that sort of thinking was dangerous. Milo Faehorn had never been one to count his chickens before they hatched, and he wasn’t about to start. First things first, they needed a place to sleep for about three days straight. The language barrier wouldn’t make it easy. This part of Velos was particularly wild and underdeveloped, so finding anyone who spoke Common was difficult.

They tried four different places before finding an inn willing to offer them accommodation. Even then, they didn’t really talk to anyone. Hilda just happened to hit it off with the shop’s proprietor, a ridiculously thick-chested gator-man. Milo had no idea how they reached any sort of understanding when all they did was flex at each other a few times and shook hands. Perhaps it was a form of communication exclusive to beings with rock-like intelligence? Surely that had to be it.

“Three daysss, sssix gold.”

Okay, so the fellow apparently spoke Common after all, even if he hissed a lot.

“Does that include anything besides the room?” Lichter inquired.

“No.”

“Do you know where we can get food and clean water?”

“Food, neighbor. Water, well.”

The owner pointed to the establishment’s front and back door, respectively.

“Ah, thank you kindly. May I have your name, good sir?”

“I am Kishk.”

“A pleasure to meet you, Kishk. I am Lichter, a Paladin of the Great Mother Nyrie. You already, uh, ‘met’ Hilda, and this sourpuss behind me is Milo.”

“Hmm. What isss meaning, sourpussss?”

“Means he’s wound too tight,” Hilda butted in. “Sucks the fun outta everythin’ if you catch my meanin.’”

“Hmpf,” Kishk snorted. “Ssssounds like wife.”

“That’s just grand,” Milo grumbled as he rummaged in his pouch. “Anyway, I’ll be paying for everyone. Was that six GP for all of us or six each?”

“Ssssix and three timesss total.”

That was a weird way of saying eighteen, but Milo wasn’t complaining. Honestly, two gold a day per person was rather cheap by Republic standards, so he counted out the coins, grabbed his key, and went to his room. His companions wanted to chat some more, but were just as fatigued, so they followed his example. The beds awaiting them were surprisingly comfortable for being just a pile of giant leaves fresh from the jungle, and the rooms weren’t nearly as hot as expected. The place was practically a palace compared to the horrible hammocks they had to contend with on the ship. The trio focused on recuperation and did little but eat, drink, and sleep during their three-day stay. The only local they regularly spoke to was Kishk. His Common was far from perfect, but he was fluent enough to sustain a conversation. The party mostly kept it to friendly small talk and polite questions about the local culture. It was only when they were about to check out that Milo brought up the matter of further business.

“So, know of any Common-speaking guides around here?”

“Guidesss? For… tourissst?”

“Not quite. We’re looking for a hydra.”

“Hmm. What isss meaning, hydra?”

“Uh, hold on,” he rummaged through his backpack. “Got a sketch of it somewhere in here. Oh, here.”

“Ahhh,” the innkeeper nodded at the drawing. “You ssspeak of krokha.”

“Krokha? Okay, got it. So, know anyone who can track one down for us?”

“Hmm,” the buff lizard narrowed his eyes. “What do you want from krokha?”

“Uh, parts. Fangs, heart, a few other things.”

Some mad gnomish Alchemist back in Azurvale desperately wanted them as ingredients for his experiments. Okay, he didn’t exactly look or act particularly crazy, but Milo figured he was a few cabbages short of a patch to want something that exotic. He even demanded parts from a specific type of hydra, a yellow-scaled variant called a ‘sun-spitter.’ But, hey, he was paying a small fortune, so it was inevitable the mad lad would find a bunch of suckers to take the job. Though, none of that was relevant to a simple innkeeper nor was Milo confident he could convey that information to someone with a limited vocabulary. Granted, he’d have to somehow explain it to whatever tracker was willing to help, but he’d cross that bridge when he came to it.

“You hunt, kill the krokha?” Kishk asked.

“That’s the plan. Wait, they’re not sacred or anything, right?”

“Hmpf,” he snorted. “You are funny man.”

The Ranger wasn’t sure if that was a compliment or not.

“Well, are they?”

“No. But, krokha tough enemy. You will not sssurvive.”

“We know, that’s why we need help from your people, to teach us where to find and how to hunt the krokha.”

“Hmpf,” another snort. “Sssourpuss man is sssmarter than looksss.”

Okay, that definitely wasn’t a compliment.

“Ha!” Hilda chortled from the side. “I knew I’d like this guy!”

“Great, I’m so happy for you,” the elf grumbled. “Anyway, Kishk, can you help us out? If you do, I’ll gladly pay five gold for your trouble.”

Like any true businessman, the innkeeper took the silly outsiders a lot more seriously once money was involved. He leaned back against the wall behind his counter and scratched the underside of his elongated snout. After mulling things over, he turned back to the Ranger and lightly jerked his head towards the Berserker.

“Just two?”

“No. Our Paladin friend will be there, too.”

Lichter was at the restaurant next door procuring some field rations. The group expected this hunt would take a few days, so it couldn’t hurt to be prepared.

“He is… healer?”

“Mhm. Don’t let that big hammer fool you, his support magic is top-notch.”

“What kind of krokha you need?”

“Yellow scales, like the sun.”

“You need scales?”

“Not really, no.”

They weren’t on the client’s list of ingredients, though they’d probably fetch a nice price now that Milo thought about it. The raptor also did some mental math for a bit before he leaned forward on his counter.

“Trade offer. You give me half of sun scales. I give you daughter.”

“… Excuse me?”

“Scales for daughter. Good deal, yes?”

“Hold on, there,” the Ranger raised a hand. “What do you mean by ‘daughter?’”

“My daughter. She is strong, fast. She knows krokha, help hunt and kill. You, keep daughter safe. I, keep half krokha sun scales.”

“Ah, I see. What do you think?” he turned to the dwarf.

“Fine by me,” she shrugged, “so long as the kid knows what she’s gettin’ herself into and can handle herself.”

“That is a good point. Kishk, can she?”

“Hm? I not follow.”

“Ah, shit, how do I say this… What Level is your daughter?”

“Six and forty.”

Milo and Hilda shared a quick glance and silently affirmed they were thinking the same thing.

“Good enough,” the elf nodded. “Where can we find her?”

Admittedly, they had yet to talk about this with Lichter, but the Paladin wouldn’t say no. Having the guide actually help with the kill would be welcome aid, and sharing the spoils was only fair.

“So, you agree with my offer? Daughter for sun scales?”

“We do. We’ll make sure she makes it back in one piece.”

“Hah!”

That was the first time Kishk actually smiled and laughed instead of just snorting in a vaguely bemused manner.

“Is good! I call her! Wait here.”

He walked out of the rear entrance that led towards the inn’s backyard where the well was situated. It was a quiet place to relax with plenty of shade, the trio didn’t visit much during their stay. Too many insects buzzed about, not to mention there was some weird thumping coming from that direction every morning. Today was no different. The outsiders figured it was just some neighbor doing a daily routine, so they never paid it much mind. However, Milo suddenly grew far more curious about the noise when it suddenly stopped almost an hour earlier than usual and was quickly replaced by some rapidly approaching footsteps. He reflexively went on alert, his visible tension prompting his companion to position herself between the Ranger and the potential threat.

A human suddenly kicked open the inn’s back door. She was a black-haired woman with a face-breaking smile on her lips, her athletic figure wrapped in light plain garb with Axel’s symbol on the shoulder strap. As she approached at a dead sprint, her bright yellow eyes completely ignored the lanky elf and fixated on the dwarf in front. The Berserker’s nature instantly took over, and she returned the gaze’s intensity while her own mouth curled upwards. Next thing they knew, the stranger aimed a flying knee strike at Hilda’s face. The dwarf was ready for it and intercepted the blow by leaning into it. She really put her back and neck muscles into it. Knee and forehead met with such force it was impossible to tell if the human kicked the dwarf or if the dwarf headbutted the human. Probably a bit of both, seeing as each of them reeled and stumbled back a few steps, clutching their respective injuries. Barely a second later, they locked eyes once more and prepared to duke it out with manic grins on their faces.

Milo then thunked the back of Hilda’s head with the butt of a dagger while the stranger received a flying heel kick to hers, courtesy of Kishk.

“Idiot! How many times do I need to tell you to think before you swing!?” the Ranger yelled at his teammate. “What good is our guide gonna be if you shatter her kneecap?!”

“Huh? What about me?! Did ye want me to just take that hit?!”

“You could have dodged!”

“I’m not some lily-livered twinkle-toes like you!”

“Don’t try that with me! I know for a fact you saw that strike coming well in advance!”

“Well… yes, but-”

“No buts!”

Another disciplinary bonk to the skull instantly shut her up. Honestly, it seemed to be the only way anything got through that thick noggin. On the bright side, it wasn’t entirely her fault, given the overwhelming hostility that woman emanated. Even now, with her sitting on her knees and Kishk sternly reprimanding her in his native tongue, she threw the dwarf the occasional mean look. Once things had calmed down and the only two responsible adults exchanged excuses, Milo and Hilda left the inn with their entirely temporary team member in tow. The two muscle-heads kept glaring at each other on either side of the Ranger, and frankly, he was glad to see Lichter approach with a full bag on his shoulder and a reassuring smile on his lips. Milo might have been the one to usually grill people for information, but the Paladin was the best mediator on the team. He certainly got enough practice keeping the other two in check.

“Good morning, friends!” he spoke brightly. “Who might you be, miss?”

“… Jennifer,” she answered with a peeved pout.

“A pleasure to meet you, Jennifer. I am Lichter, a Paladin of the Great Mother Nyrie. I trust you are already acquainted with Milo and Hilda.”

Her expression hardened a bit as she looked the out-of-armor adventurer up and down.

“Are you strong?”

“That is a biased question. Every person has their own strengths and talents. Mine lies in my devotion to my Goddess, and my friends-”

“So that’s a no.”

The way she rudely cut him off with arms crossed and face plastered with disappointment struck a nerve even with the ever-affable Lichter. He sighed and dropped the polite smile.

“What’s going on here, Milo?”

“We struck a deal with the innkeeper. His daughter will help us with our Quest in exchange for half the sun-scales we harvest.”

“And this young lady is her?” he side-eyed the perpetually hostile stranger.

“Apparently.”

“I see. Well, I’m sure things will work out once we get to know each other a little better.”

The Paladin invited the other three to follow, and they resumed walking down the mostly empty street. A few locals continued giving them suspicious looks, but they kept a wide berth, same as always. Only the innkeeper had talked to them thus far. Even the restaurant owner next door only communicated by pointing at menu items and holding up fingers for prices. All things considered, having a guide this fluent in their language was something of a miracle. Lichter understood that, so he did his best to break the ice and ease the woman’s strange hostility.

“You are remarkably fluent in Common, if you don’t mind me saying.”

He started with a basic compliment that seemed to deliver a critical hit. The black-haired Monk’s frown instantly turned to shock, then to a seemingly annoyed pout. She couldn’t look the guy in the eye and turned away in a failed attempt to hide her slightly reddening cheeks.

“Mother taught me well, is all.”

She tried to play it off like it wasn’t a big deal even though it was clear she enjoyed the idle praise quite a bit. It was a strange yet undeniably demure reaction that allowed Jennifer’s natural good looks to shine through, and the guys couldn’t help but take notice. Shame about her confrontational attitude, though.

“That so?” Lichter didn’t skip a beat. “I suppose she taught the innkeeper as well?”

“A little. Father doesn’t have the knack for it.”

The air seemed to hang with a slightly awkward silence, so the Paladin decided he might as well cut through it and shoot the elephant in the room.

“So, how did you end up in your father’s care?”

All traces of feminine charm immediately drained out of the woman’s face as it twisted into another aggressive grimace. As expected, this was a touchy subject, but it was the quickest and surest way to see what sort of person she really was. However, none of the foreigners anticipated that they had the completely wrong idea about Jennifer’s circumstances.

“I was born.”

“Erm… Care to elaborate?”

“Mother is a human. Father is a raptor. They fucked. Nine months later, I popped out.”

“Yep, checks out.”

The two elves mentally recoiled hard enough to give themselves whiplash while the dwarf kept nodding as if to say, ‘Yep, checks out.’

“That’s, uh, interesting,” Lichter barely found his words.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” the human grew hostile again. “Got a problem with my family?!”

“No! Nope! No problem! None at all!” he rapidly rattled off. “I was merely ignorant, you see. Was not aware such a union could be, uh, fruitful, but here we are! And let me just say, all things considered, you… are… remarkably… lovely?”

Once again, her ire was doused with remarkable ease. It seemed that even a strained, borderline racist, spur-of-the-moment compliment was enough to appeal to her gentler side. It was crystal clear that she had no resistance to praise, which was good to know. It gave Lichter an easy way to cool things off in case the guide’s temper grew out of hand again. It was in this moment of relative calm that the brat from a few days ago struck again. He ambushed the distracted outsiders from a nearby rooftop and slung another surprisingly well-aimed rock at Lichter’s forehead. This one was bound to hurt since he didn’t have his helmet this time. Thankfully, Jennifer’s hand stretched out, caught the stone, and instantly flung it back. She beaned the croco-kid in the ribs, making him yelp and run away hiss-crying.

“Hmpf. Stupid brat,” she grumbled under her breath. “Guess he forgot his lesson since I was busy with temple duties. I’ll make sure it sticks next time.”

She loudly cracked her knuckles, implying she favored ‘hands-on’ teaching methods.

“Temple? Then you’re a Monk of War?” Lichter asked, desperately trying to change the topic.

“I am. Do you want to make something of it?” she glared at him yet again.

“Not at all. I am merely curious about your abilities since you will be accompanying us.”

“The innkeeper said she’s two Levels above you,” Faehorn interjected, “so she shouldn’t slow us down.”

“Hmpf!” Jennifer snorted a laugh, much like her dad. “You are the ones that will have to keep up! You northerners are soft and flabby. Short, too!”

“Alright, that’s it!” Hilda suddenly shoved the other two aside. “Yer ass is mine, ye wee clipe!”

“What’d you call me?!”

She had never heard that last word, but the tone made it clear it was nothing nice. It was a valid question, one the dwarf politely answered with a fist to the gut. Jennifer’s rebuttal was an elbow to the dome. In the next instant, the dwarf pinned the human to the ground and they vigorously exchanged opinions. The other two silently and unanimously decided to back off and let the girls work out their aggression in a wholesome, productive, and constructive manner. Neither had much luck getting through to that strange Monk, but they had a feeling Hilda could. The Berserker was coarse, pig-headed, short-sighted, and hosted a bevy of other faults, but she knew how to effectively communicate with her fellow meatheads.

About twenty minutes later, the violent ladies sat beaten and bruised on the ground just outside the village, arms over the other’s shoulder and happy smiles on their faces.

“Ye got a good arm fer such a wee lass!”

“And you’re not that slow for a fat midget!”

Admittedly, their compliments were rather backhanded, but their smiles were happy and they weren’t literally at each other’s throats, so it was an improvement.

“So, Jen, think we can go bag us a scaly beastie?”

“Oh, easily! I fight those things all the time. Knocking them around is pretty simple once you get the hang of it. Hard part is keeping the cheating ballbags from getting up.”

“That right? How come?”

“Heads keep biting you from all angles, forcing you to defend while their wounds rapidly close. Very hard to land a killing blow. You also have to keep moving or they’ll flatten you with one body slam.”

“Ha! Sounds like a fun fight!”

“It is. I love it! Could spend hours punching their scales, and I have! C’mon, I’ll show you my favorite pummeling spot!”

Now positively enthusiastic, the girl eagerly performed her guide duties… once she remembered to stock up on bug repellant and extra drinking water. Velos’s jungles were just as deadly and inhospitable as they had been for millennia and would remain that way for millennia more. It took an entire day of constant fighting and trekking to simply make it to hydra territory, and finding a sun-spitter could take longer still. After spending a fitful rest in a small cave, the hunt began in earnest the next morning. They encountered a few of the more common scaly beasts and fought them as practice, though they fled the instant things started to look dangerous. After four hours and just as many ‘spars,’ the party was thoroughly warmed up and pretty used to one another’s combat abilities. It was around this time that they finally stumbled upon a suitable quarry.

The hydra variant they were looking for had the usual suite of dangerous abilities that the Monk briefed them about. It was big as a barn, faster than it looked, immediately recovered from injuries, and each of its six heads was large enough to swallow an adventurer in one gulp. What made the sun-spitter variant worse was that the innate magic hidden in its golden scales. Anyone who caught an eye-full of the sudden flash produced by its Hypnotic Flare Skill would be left dazzled and delirious by the invasive barrage of colors. It was a difficult foe that could not be overpowered with numbers or brute strength.

Or so people liked to say, but in reality the thing never stood a chance. Hilda charged at it relentlessly from the front, her booming war cries and vicious axe swings occupying the bulk of its attention while her hardened muscles endured whatever punishment she received. She’d be even more durable if she had her usual heavy armor, but she would likely pass out if she wore it in this unforgiving heat. Thankfully, Lichter was right at her back, as always. His divine energies bolstered the dwarf’s already formidable fortitude and stitched her wounds. Not fully, but enough to keep her safely out of Mortimer’s grasp while allowing her to make the most out of her self-destructive Job. The Paladin’s heavy maul also batted away any serpentine heads trying to chomp down on him or the dwarf from above. Not that the hydra could afford to make such strikes while under Milo’s relentless barrage. His aim was focused on the eyes and mouths, but as the fight dragged on and Hilda stripped away more and more of its shimmering scales, the Ranger’s arrows found an ever-increasing number of soft spots to pierce.

This was the trio’s usual combination, and it had served them well so far. Armed with knowledge of the beast’s abilities, they only needed effort, a bunch of time, and a bit of luck to take it down. So, with Jennifer in the mix, the hydra truly had no hope of survival. The Monk had provided critical information about the monster and how to avoid its Hypnotic Flare, and her contributions in combat were no lesser than any of the others. Her fists, feet, and short sword danced through the air as she ripped, crushed, and pierced the monster’s hide, smothering the radiance of its scales in its own blood. She also had the honor of the killing blow which she achieved by leaping off Hilda’s shoulder and skewering the hydra’s only remaining head straight through the eye, her simple blade digging deep into its brain.

“Fucking eat it, trash!” the Monk roared as the beast fell.

“Aye! That’s how ye do it!” the Berserker cheered the psycho on.

“Well fought, friends! Victory is ours!” the Paladin raised his voice in triumph.

“Let’s hope I can salvage some arrows, I’m almost out,” the Ranger quietly grumbled all the way in the back.

Once celebrations were out of the way, the group hurried to dismantle the massive carcass. They had to get what they needed and leave before the offer of an easy meal attracted more trouble. Milo handled the more delicate organs while the other three put their muscles to work ripping out scales and fangs. The client’s requested ingredients were put away in special enchanted ice-boxes the adventurers were given specifically for the task. Materials meant to be sold back in the village for immediate profit were tossed into a large Bag of Holding. After about an hour, the group had taken everything they could reasonably get from the dead hydra. They could have also secured hundreds of kilograms of meat, but that wasn’t worth the effort. It wasn’t the most delectable of ingredients and required lengthy preparation since it was soaked in the creature’s toxic blood.

That said, Jen insisted she bring back an intact snake-head to her father. Hilda had gotten lucky and sliced one off with a few clean swings relatively early in the fight, so it still had a full coat of pristine scales. Thankfully, that severed body part seemed to have enough of the glittering plates to satisfy the innkeeper’s side of the deal. The creature had been worked over so savagely and thoroughly that most of its hide was in tatters, leaving far fewer shiny scales to go around than the adventurers first expected. So, letting Jen – Hilda’s nickname had stuck, much as it always did – take charge of her family’s half of the bounty was perfectly fine with the others. It also had the unintended benefit of warding off other monsters on the way back. Apparently, even feral creatures weren’t stupid enough to challenge a bunch of people parading a massive glittering snake-head around. Well, most of them anyway.

Returning to the central continent would prove a different challenge altogether. It would be another two weeks before The Favorite Child was repaired and could set off for Atica, so the visiting adventurers enjoyed the local food and amenities while taking the occasional job to fund their little vacation. While the pay was terrible, the prices were fittingly low, so the adventurers enjoyed the tourist life as much as they could. It also helped that the raptors significantly warmed up to them after their triumphant return to the village. Even the hooligan that tried to stone the Paladin dropped by the inn to apologize, though judging by how his snout was missing a few teeth, he likely didn’t do so entirely of his own volition.

That was far from the last surprise Jen sprung on the trio during their layover. The biggest was that she never planned to mount that hydra head above her father’s front door, which was what Milo, Hilda, and Lichter assumed. Instead, she had it fashioned into, for lack of a better term, a snake-skin onesie. The way that de-scaled, pale-yellow hide hung loosely off her frame while her smiling face peered out from its gaping maw was… disturbing. They didn’t say that to her face, though, as she apparently thought it was the cutest thing ever. It simply wasn’t worth sullying the rest of their stay by insulting her tastes, and they’d be rid of her and her weirdness for good once they set sail. That day eventually came, though it would appear the Monk had one last surprise in store for her new friends before they left Velos.

As the adventurers made their way towards the ship, they found Jennifer waiting for them by the docks, bags thoroughly packed and grotesque sleepwear folded under her arm.

“Hello, Jen. Here to see us off?” Milo hoped, but he knew in his heart it wasn’t so.

“No. I am coming with,” she resolutely confirmed his fears.

“But, why?”

Though she expressed some interest in their travels and homes, she never gave off the feeling she wanted to leave her home.

“It’s not like I want to,” she crossed her arms in a huff, “but you didn’t leave me much choice when you made that deal with my father.”

A sense of dread overcame the Ranger, and he barely mustered up the will to ask the obvious.

“What deal would that be?”

“Uh, half the hydra scales for me? Duh?”

Indeed, Kishk wasn’t looking to hire out his rambunctious daughter for just one Quest. He was trying to send her off to be with her kind. Growing up as the only human kid in a raptor village had been rough, and partly to blame for her violent tendencies. Her father didn’t want her to spend the rest of her days living with all those painful memories in some remote fishing village. Like any good parent, he wanted to give his child an opportunity to get out into the wider world and make something of herself. He would miss having her around, of course, but the generous ‘payment’ he received in exchange made it easier. The daughter likely had little say in this, which would explain her initial hostility. She had warmed up to the idea now that the four of them had become friends. Milo felt the same, though the wasn’t completely alright with it due to the roundabout way that sneaky innkeeper went about this.

Quick as a whip, the veteran adventurer instantly deduced that the scaly bastard orchestrated this from the start. Such a misunderstanding couldn’t happen unless Kishk intentionally abused the language barrier and then neither he nor the daughter mentioned anything for the rest of the party’s stay. It lined up too perfectly to be a simple coincidence, and he had fallen for it hook, line, and sinker. The man wouldn’t admit it, but Milo Faehorn was a very sore loser.

“… Have I mentioned I fucking hate Velos?”

“Hahaha! Chin up, Shoestrap!” Hilda smacked him on the back, hard. “Ye always said four was the perfect number for a party, anyway!”

“Indeed. Besides, Jennifer can provide us with a fresh perspective on things back home, and that can be an invaluable asset in our line of work.”

“Yeah, yeah…”

Milo gave up. It wasn’t like he had much choice at this point, especially since the vote was two-to-one against him. Three-to-one, even, given Jen’s apparent excitement. Though she acted as if she’d rather stay home, her true emotions were as easy to read as ever.

“I take it you always wanted to ride a ship?” he asked the woman.

“… Hard not to when you live by the coast.”

She was practically raring to go on her first real adventure, and the petty Ranger would be lying if he said he wasn’t looking forward to taking the wind out of her sails.

“Well, you’re gonna wish you never stepped foot on one when this is over.”

“Uh… Why?”

The color drained from Hilda and Lichter’s faces as they realized where Milo was going.

“We still can’t afford tickets.”

The griffin-harpy woke with a jolt, eyes wide and breathing rapidly. Her gaze darted around, confirming she was exactly where she should be – within Nautilin’s submerged library, resting on a bench after pulling an all-night research session. She quickly calmed within the warm and cozy confines of her diving suit, the oddly fowl-shaped Hide of the Great Yellow Beast. Was this ducky outfit why she had that… strangely vivid dream? She had to admit, the comfort she felt from it was oddly reminiscent of that hydraskin onesie. It used to be her most treasured possession and brought the young Monk some much needed solace whenever she felt homesick. Yet, she had all but forgotten about it until that vivid reminder of simpler, happier times. Whatever happened to that thing, she wondered? No, bigger mysteries were afoot. How could she possibly know her old teammates’ inner thoughts or what they talked about before they’d even met, let alone recall the positively ancient encounter in such frightening detail?

After a few minutes of deliberation, Jen disregarded it as yet another dream-shaped practical joke that the God of Instability inflicted upon his follower and went right back to napping.


Chapter Five
Always a Bigger Fish




Part One

Morning dawned on Nautilin. Figuratively, of course. No sunlight could reach this far down, but krymer closer to the surface still observed the day-night cycle, and their deeper settlements were no different. The lights strewn about the city brightened or dimmed to simulate some semblance of sunrise and sunset, and this particular ‘dawn’ found Nautilin more abuzz than usual. News of Dorval Bluegabber’s violent demise had become common knowledge overnight. Naturally, Mr. Hugh Mungus was a suspect. An influential citizen bites the big one just as a mysterious-yet-powerful Warlock from the surface was passing through? It would be foolish to think it a mere coincidence. However, the investigation hit an immediate dead end. Wyatt and Amona confirmed that the outsider and his entire entourage had alibis, and neither krymer showed signs of mental manipulation.

Naturally, the female guide omitted the part where she hadn’t seen anything because she was too busy fraternizing with the Warlock to actually do her job. She personally had no love for the now-dead mobster and had no intention of getting fired over this, regardless of the man’s potential responsibility. As such, she feigned ignorance and spent most of the next day practically glued to Hugh’s arm. Wyatt was clearly aware something inappropriate was going on, though he didn’t seem too eager to get involved. It would appear that ‘not my problem’ was the default response whenever a citizen of Nautilin spotted suspicious activity. Though the city was far from lawless, everyone who was anyone was involved in some kind of illicit scheme. The male guide was no exception. Xera probed his sleeping mind, revealing he was taking payoffs from a smuggling ring to look the other way every now and then. Fahrenheit’s smuggling ring, to be specific. As for Amona, she was squeaky clean aside from her deviant fascination with surfacers, which appeared to be the main reason she’d taken this job.

Both guides were a bit more relaxed on the second day. Jen and Fizzy had their special permits, so they were free to explore the city on their own. The golem went to investigate how the local smiths practiced their craft in this submerged environment, only to end up with disappointment. She was expecting a custom furnace requiring specialized tools and a unique skillset. Instead, she found a dwarf running a perfectly normal smithy in an air bubble. On the upside, the guy was indeed aware of several underwater metalworking methods like the ones Fizzy was expecting to find. It’s just that nobody in their right mind would practice those when air pockets like his provided an easy and efficient solution. As for Jen, Boxxy kept her on a rather short leash. She had proven herself a bit too impulsive and couldn’t be trusted to go off on her own without causing some international incident. The shapeshifter had her tag along while it continued researching Tol-Saroth’s supposed vault. As for the familiars, they were returned to the Beyond since their presence proved more disruptive than helpful. None of them had suddenly grown fond of ‘water levels’ and spending the day reading wasn’t their idea of fun, not to mention having them around attracted the wrong kind of attention.

Boxxy and Jen thus spent most of the day probing official sources for information. They poured through records, consulted historical experts, and asked around at various adventuring guilds. Much as last night’s efforts at the library, this search was mostly fruitless. The only relevant information they discovered was that a young Tol-Saroth had lived in Nautilin for a time. The settlement was a simple village back then and would have likely remained as such if not for the outsider’s influence. He helped the locals develop a ward to quell the ocean floor’s constant shaking and encouraged the locals to be more receptive towards surface dwellers. These two factors allowed the settlement to safely expand its territory while ensuring its prosperity through trade routes with southern Atica.

However, Nautilin’s growth was only a by-product of Tol-Saroth’s presence and completely disconnected from whatever the man was up to in these depths. His true objectives and movements remained a mystery to the public. Republic leadership loved to make anything involving that guy a well-kept secret, and the local government probably did the same. There was surely some classified record that detailed exactly what the sage was up to down here. Unfortunately, getting it from the Council of Saphrina would be a tremendous pain in the lid. Long-term infiltration would take far too much time, and a direct assault on the government’s facilities carried a serious risk of death. They had a cache of Demonbane weapons – if Wyatt was to be believed – and Boxxy spotted a non-insignificant number of Rankers floating around. Any sort of violent assault would likely be met with significant resistance, even by its standards.

All in all, trying to seize sensitive state secrets that may or may not exist just wasn’t worth the bother. This was supposed to be a vacation, a relaxing adventure to unwind a bit before Keira’s wedding and the Dragon Festival. Boxxy had always been a curious creature, so even if this trip didn’t result in a pile of ancient treasure, it still got its fair share of sight-seeing and taste-testing. Meeting Arisha alone was already more than it expected to get out of this diversion. That said, the shapeshifter remained somewhat stubborn whenever shiny things were involved, so it still wanted to see what its fellow doppelganger would turn up. So, on day three of its stay, Jen was sent to learn about local monsters from krymer adventurers while Boxxy had its guides escort it around some shops and restaurants. It even attended a theatrical presentation. The shapeshifter mostly did this for a change of pace and to satisfy more of its curiosity, though the woman treated the outing as a date and Wyatt as a third wheel. She wasn’t even trying to hide her romantic interest or her physical attraction by that point.

Meanwhile, a slightly jealous Fizzy dropped by Fahrenheit Luxury Imports. Officially, she was there to sell some surface-made goods she brought with her and maybe buy some local specialties. In reality, she was checking on what the owner’s information network had dug up on that almost-dungeon. Apparently, it was a secluded spot where a few guilds sent members to push their Jobs past Level 75. It was on the far edge of the volcanic region to the west, about thirty kilometers beyond city limits. There wasn’t an exact location, but Mr. F had secured the next best thing – a guide. A platinum-ranked unenlightened citizen called Nora was a self-proclaimed expert on those boiling depths. The slitherer had her address and not much else, but he would know more if he was given another hour or so.

However, Fizzy didn’t want to wait. Frankly speaking, she wanted to get back to the surface as soon as possible. Staying submerged for prolonged periods of time wouldn’t damage her radiant frame, but the water muddled her glow and she wasn’t a fan of the disgusting algae growing in certain hard-to-reach areas. That local-made armor coating Boxxy rubbed her down with helped, but it just made an annoying situation slightly more tolerable. On that note, she really wasn’t happy with how much time the shapeshifter spent with that stupid fish. She knew the monster was only using Amona for its own gain and would discard her like a filthy rag, but it was still giving its attention to her and not to its shiniest of shinies. In her own, unbiased opinion, Fizzy had been more than patient thus far, but enough was enough. She set out to see this ‘volcano expert’ for herself. She would’ve brought Boxxy, but she had no idea where that stupid box had gone off to and they weren’t supposed to meet up until much later.

Mr. F’s directions brought the frustrated golem to a row of tower-like structures in the uglier part of Nautilin. They were all nestled together, about four stories tall and barely wider than the one-room treetop hovel Keira and Rowana used to live in. The buildings’ rocky exteriors were all peeled, cracked, and weathered, making the whole thing reek of ‘poor.’ At least these vertical houses had their front doors at the bottom, making it easy for Fizzy to access. A lot of these multi-level submerged structures had an entrance towards the top since it was more convenient for the locals, but the solid mithril golem was more of a sinker than a floater. She could still reach those elevated locations if she transformed into her jet-assisted Assault Mode, and she’d rather keep that form a secret from onlookers. Rumors of a superbly valuable golem stomping around were certainly circulating and having that extra-mobile configuration in her back pocket would help turn the tables on anyone stupid enough to make a move on her.

“Hold on a minute…”

“What’s up? Trouble?!”

Minus sounded positively excited at the prospect of inflicting some violence, but she was getting her hopes up for nothing.

“Not exactly. Is it me or are we not drawing as much attention as we should be?”

“Huh? Every meatbag around is looking at us.”

“I think I get what Fizzy means,” Plus chimed in. “We’re getting curious glances at most, nowhere near the usual shocked stares. Nobody’s tried to talk to us, either. It’s like we’re not making much of an impression.”

“I guess. Does it matter?”

“Of course, it matters!” the original insisted. “This is a serious issue! Might mean our shine has diminished!”

“Oh no, whatever shall we do,” Minus spoke in a sarcastic monotone.

“Look! Some are actively turning away from me now!”

“Uh, duh? That’s the normal response when you see a living war machine talking to herself in an increasingly angry tone.”

“Oh. Right, good point. Still, how dare they?!”

“Now, now,” Plus tried to calm everyone down. “This is hardly worth worrying about. Right, Null?”

“Affirmative,” the final parallel chimed in. “These structures show a lack of maintenance consistent with low-income residential areas, more commonly referred to as ‘slums.’ Such districts typically suffer from an elevated crime rate that forces residents to adopt conflict avoidance as a survival strategy. Foreign elements like us are likely to cause or attract conflict, hence the lack of engagement.”

In other words, the locals were avoiding the shiny stranger because they didn’t want any trouble.

“Not what I was going for there, sis,” Plus shook her imaginary head.

“Your intention is irrelevant. My logic is correct.”

“It was a good point,” Fizzy agreed with a shrug.

“Let’s just get this stupid meet-and-greet over with so we can go bash something.”

The rest agreed with Minus, and the golem approached her destination. She took a few moments to confirm she had the right address and loudly banged on the sliding bone door. A muffled voice and a few bumps came from the other side as someone made their way over and opened the entrance. At this point, Null’s hypothesis was proven false. Or, at least, not entirely true. It would appear people around here weren’t all that impressed with Fizzy because she wasn’t the first machine-girl they’d seen. Indeed, as impossible as it seemed, the metal construct standing inside that doorway was none other than a war golem. She had the same style of interlocking multi-layered armored frame, complete with various cables visible through gaps in her outer plating. Her face was as energetic and lifelike as her visitor’s, making it obvious she was just as surprised by this turn of events as Fizzy.

The similarities ended there. The stranger had a silver-like frame that paled in comparison to the Paladin’s mithril plating. Another obvious difference was that she was both taller and significantly more feminine than the former gnome, with clearly defined breasts on her chest, a slim waist, and exceptionally wide thighs. She also had a tail resembling a krymer’s, though it had twin axe-like blades on the end instead of delicate multi-colored fins. Her extra-wide forearms sported a pair of menacing glaives hooked up to a hydraulic mechanism that allowed her to control the angle and position of the under-handed, outward-facing blades. A whole slew of circular nozzles of varying sizes and angles ran along her legs. Their purpose was made clear when her initial shock wore off and turbines inside buzzed to life, pushing her silvery frame backwards as she slammed the door closed.

“Hey!” Fizzy shouted as she pounded on the surprisingly sturdy door.

“Non! Allez-vous en!” a panicked voice came from within.

“I don’t speak your shitty language!”

“Merde! I say go away, connard!”

“I’m not going anywhere until you get that cheap knock-off ass out here!”

“Cheap? Knock-off?!”

That seemed to hit a nerve as the door flew open. The taller golem, now clearly enraged, swung her exceptionally large fist right at Fizzy’s face. The ex-gnome didn’t even flinch as she stepped into the punch, headbutting it. A deep gong resounded through the surrounding waters as silver knuckles met mithril forehead. The Paladin raised her shield and readied her right arm, wrist swinging open to reveal her Magitech Cannon. The other construct did something similar, though in her case a rather large hole opened up in her plus-sized palm while the blade mounted on her other arm moved to striking position. Both had mad-eyed grins on their faces as they got ready to throw down right there and then.

[image: A cartoon of a robot fighting with a person  Description automatically generated]

“Ola, Nora!” a voice called out to them. “On se calme les gars! Let’s calm!”

The two golems looked to the side to find a frantically approaching male krymer in an outfit reminiscent of a city guard, though lacking any insignia of rank. He bravely inserted himself between the two constructs and started yelling at the silver one in Aquarian, prompting both to realize this was no place to indulge in their violent impulses. Fizzy had no idea what the guy was saying, but she gathered that knock-off was the ‘Nora’ she was looking for. The krymer yelled some more and got a few whiny responses before finally introducing himself. He was an adventurer and one of Nora’s friends, though he was so utterly unimportant that Fizzy instantly forgot his name. After making sure the golems weren’t going to try and pummel each other to scrap, he excused himself and went on his way so they could work things out like civilized adults.

“… This sucks,” Fizzy was the first to speak. “I thought I was the only one of my kind.”

“I understand the feeling,” Nora grumbled. “But, looking at you, could be worse. At least I am not a fat anchor with short legs.”

“You’re just jealous that stupid silver plating can’t compare to my glorious mithril.”

“Is silverite,” she practically hissed. “Get it right, putain.”

While unsure what it meant, Fizzy could tell that last word was an insult. She was at least familiar with the metal in question. Silverite was a moderately magical alloy that would never rust or tarnish and was slightly tougher than forged steel despite being a quarter lighter. Like mithril, it was typically reserved for enchanted jewelry or spellcasting foci and rarely saw use in arms or armor.

“Whatever. Still inferior.”

Indeed, white gold beat silverite in every way except affordability and workability, neither of which affected a golem’s performance. Nora was aware, yet refused to admit defeat.

“Material, maybe, but my frame is more agile and beautiful,” the taller one insisted with a smirk as she flaunted her distinctly more feminine curves. “Also, I do not ‘ave weird things growing on my joints.”

“It’d probably help cover up your embarrassingly inadequate wiring.”

“My wiring is elegant and efficient. Yours looks like it belongs on a metal slug.”

“Can’t help it if my advanced mechanisms require a lot more power than your pathetic hinges.”

“You wouldn’t need them if you weren’t so fat.”

“You mean stable? Looking at you, a good swing would have you spinning on your heels like a wheel rolling downhill.”

Though this increasingly petty part-measuring contest seemed bitter and pathetic, it was far better than the alternative. A golem was a golem. With that came a certain amount of ego that turned even the most intelligent constructs into violently selfish narcissists. These two at least had some modicum of enlightened sensibility, otherwise the guy that jumped between them would be mincemeat and they’d be in the middle of an all-out brawl. This pointless exchange of insults was merely their way of appeasing their natural urges without collateral damage. A fight could still break out given how their words grew increasingly fouler for nearly five minutes before Boxxy finally showed up.

“Fizzy! What do you think you’re doing!?” the cloaked shapeshifter chided her.

“I’m not doing anything!”

“Then care to explain why I was just told that my golem is making a scene?!”

People had complained to the authorities about the pair’s argument which was how Boxxy’s guides caught wind of this situation. This ‘slum’ wasn’t nearly as lawless as Null assumed.

“Because she refuses to admit she’s an ugly-ass pile of junk!” Fizzy shrieked, oblivious to the volume of her own voice.

“I don’t care! Shut your face hole before you get us kicked out of town! Is this how you repay all the hospitality these fine people have shown us?!”

Those last words were mostly for Amona and Wyatt, but Boxxy was legitimately upset the only being it trusted would needlessly cause a ruckus. Or, at least, it assumed the ruckus was needless before it arrived at the scene. It was just as surprised as Fizzy to see another war golem, though it did a far better job of hiding it.

“What are you even doing here?” it asked the important question.

“Oh. Uh…”

The radiant construct took a few moments to collect her thoughts as she couldn’t simply blurt out the truth. Yes, she was as stealthy as a crashing meteorite, but she still knew a thing or two about subtlety.

“I was doing some shopping when I heard a rumor there was another like me, so I came to check it out. I thought for sure it wasn’t true so… I may have lost my temper when I found out. Just a bit, though.”

While a blatant lie, it had enough context for Boxxy to grasp she was sent here by Mr. F. In other words, this aquatic golem was somehow related to that dungeon-like area it wanted to investigate. It got a good look at the krymer-like construct since she stood off to the side with her arms crossed and a smug look on her face, clearly enjoying the verbal lashing of her new rival was getting.

“Please forgive my companion’s outbursts,” the cloaked shapeshifter approached.

“And who might you be?” she shot back while eyeing it up and down.

“My name is Hugh, an adventurer from the surface. And yourself?”

“… Nora, an adventurer from the bottom of the ocean.”

Boxxy wasn’t sure why its contact had directed Fizzy to this robo-fish-lady, so it decided it was necessary to find out who she was and what she knew.

“Oh? Interesting. Do you mind if we chat for a bit?”

“Maybe. What about?”

“You. I am quite curious what incredible feats of strength and skill you’ve performed with such a streamlined design.”

Boxxy’s experience with golem-wrangling told it that all Nora needed to spill her guts was a bit of flattery and an audience willing to listen to her self-aggrandizement.

“I would be ‘appy to,” she smiled broadly. “Please, come inside. Only you, though. My house, she is a bit small, you see.”

“I’m afraid I must accompany Mr. Mungus everywhere,” Amona butted in, a pang of jealousy in her voice.

“It’ll be fine, Amona,” Boxxy insisted. “I’ll only be a short while, so please wait for me out here.”

It took a bit more convincing before the woman finally relented and let the shapeshifter accompany Nora inside. Incidentally, Fizzy didn’t complain since the attentive creature quickly and discretely cleaned out the mold-like algae starting to form along her frame. The act confirmed what she already knew in the depths of her pulsing core – it only bothered with the shitty knockoff because she was a tool to be used and discarded. She’d probably flip her breaker if she knew Boxxy was entertaining the idea of adding Nora to its collection, so it expertly hid that intent as it followed the silverite golem. Her home was full of various containers and had a distinct lack of furniture. It was more storage space than residence, which was hardly surprising since its owner didn’t need sleep, food, or clothes. The most curious part of Nora’s abode was the odd collection of tools and brushes on the third floor. It appeared to be a golem-exclusive beauty salon to keep herself clean and shiny. Boxxy had a few questions regarding that setup, but those could wait for later.

“So. Nora. I’ll be direct. What happened to you?”

“In short, a miracle,” she smirked. “Though I dislike using the word, it is ‘ard to describe it any other way.”

“Really, now? My companion likes to say the same thing about her own transformation.”

Except that Fizzy’s case was a literal divine intervention and not some fish-can’s hyperbole, but saying that out loud was unlikely to win Boxxy any friends around here.

“She used to be a gnome until she found a powerful curse that turned her into a steel golem, a normal one,” it explained. “She Ranked Up a few times until she became what you see today.”

“She is war golem now, non?”

“Yup. A lightning-infused dynamo golem, to be precise. You seem to be an aquatic variant.”

“Yes,” she nodded. “I am a silverite torpille golem.”

“… What’s a torpille?”

“No idea,” she shrugged. “That’s what my Status says.”

Which meant ‘torpille’ was likely an Aquarian word. A later consultation with Snack’s Versatile Tongue Skill revealed it translated to ‘torpedo,’ though the meaning behind it remained unknown. At present, logic dictated it was the aquatic equivalent to Fizzy’s dynamo, her built-in mana-to-lightning converter. The furnace and turbine constructs its familiars faced in that one specific instant dungeon had such elementally-charged devices, so this water-attuned one should be no different. Boxxy scanned Nora’s frame with its MLG for such a mechanism and located a likely candidate, though its peeking didn’t go unnoticed. The silverite golem seemed to sense its intense ‘gaze’ and started fidgeting a little, though it was hard to tell if she was nervous or excited. Either way, being so thoroughly probed ‘tickled’ the golem much as it did Fizzy, and the shapeshifter would rather hear her answers than have her go into some weird ego-trip.

Boxxy withdrew its piercing sight and focused on thoroughly interrogating Nora about her origins. It asked a series of increasingly probing questions interlaced with feigned amazement and empty praise. Its courteous curiosity was rewarded with a boastful, likely exaggerated retelling of the ex-krymer’s circumstances. She was born a regular flesh-and-blood fish-girl, albeit with a rare condition the locals referred to as Coral Syndrome. This birth defect caused a number of complications, though the biggest issue was it made her bones exceptionally brittle. Statistically, it would shorten her expected lifespan to a quarter of what it would normally be. It was potentially treatable with alchemy, but the costs involved were far beyond her family’s means since it involved bringing in experts from the surface. They still tried, though, and in the process received language lessons as a family. That was how Nora first picked up the Common tongue, also known as Atican to those not on the central continent.

The rest of her meatbag existence was a bunch of sob-stories Boxxy couldn’t give a shit about. The turning point came when the frail girl was sixteen. At that point, her constitution was so bad she was unlikely to have another birthday, and her parents still couldn’t pay for treatment. With no other options, they asked some local adventurers to artificially increase their daughter’s Level so that the extra Endurance (END) would buy her some extra time. It was a risky and desperate plan that actually worked, but only for a time. The idiots overestimated their abilities after a few successful power-leveling sessions and brought Nora to the not-a-dungeon that Boxxy had taken an interest in, an area the locals called the Trenches. The now-golem recounted that her bodyguards were in the middle of fighting some boiling lava elementals and she was waiting patiently in the back to land the killing blow when her body went limp and her vision turned dark. The weakling had succumbed to the density of the ambient mana and was starting to pass out. Someone noticed her faltering and rushed over to check on her, opening him up to a monster attack. The last thing the girl saw before she blacked out was him catching a magma blast to the chest.

A few days later, Nora returned to Nautilin as a full-fledged war golem. She was the only survivor of that ill-fated expedition, and she had no idea what happened after she blacked out or what caused her transformation. Having to sit through her stupid sob-story only to be denied the all-important payoff made Boxxy feel as close to ‘blue balled’ as an ex-mimic could get. Frustrated, it pressed the tin-head more aggressively. Nora buckled under the pressure and revealed she did remember bits and pieces. She just didn’t like thinking or talking about those fragmented memories since they were filled with agony and suffering. The most vivid recollection was of a steel eel that bit into her chest and slithered inside to coil around her still-beating heart.

As if their other circumstances weren’t evidence enough, this confirmed Nora and Fizzy had been turned into golems under completely unrelated circumstances. Still, given how the mithril Paladin attained her dynamo golem status after a touch of jury-rigged divine intervention, it was easy to imagine some godly shenanigans were at work in her silverite counterpart’s case. Nora must have agreed on some level, which was why she referred to her transformation as a miracle. Her story from that point on bore yet more similarities to Fizzy’s post-transformation, mostly in the drastic shift in personality and preferences. On the whole, the parallels between them were so clear that Nora’s history could be perceived as a distorted retelling of the original. Granted, the krymer’s metallic metamorphoses had taken place roughly 10 years prior to the gnome’s, but Fizzy would always be ‘the original’ as far as Boxxy was concerned.

“That’s all quite fascinating,” the impromptu interrogation continued. “Did you ever try to find out exactly what happened to you in those Trenches?”

“Of course. ‘Owever, as much as I search, I cannot find any answers. The only clue I have seen is Boom-boom, but I gave up on it.”

“Boom-boom? What’s that?”

“Is the boss of the area. ‘Alf-machine, ‘alf-beast, all bad news. It sits on a strange metal circle and blasts anyone stupid enough to invade its lair.”

Now this sounded promising, though Nora’s attitude seemed oddly… dismissive.

“Shouldn’t you be more curious about this creature? I would be.”

“I was at first, yes. Then I realize it sits in the deepest part of the Trenches. I would never ‘ave made it that far as the pathetic creature I once was.”

If the ambient mana in the region’s fringes was enough to make her pass out, the density all the way down there would’ve certainly killed her even without all the other hazards in the mix.

“I see. Still, would you be willing to guide me and my companions to this creature?”

Nora’s mechanical eyelids narrowed.

“Why?”

“I think it may be related to my current Quest. I am searching for a treasure that’s at least four centuries old, and I have a hunch the ‘boss’ you mentioned might be guarding it. You’re an adventurer and sound like you’re very familiar with the region, so I want to hire you as our guide.”

“I should warn you, mon ami, the beast, it is deadly. None who ‘ave tried to challenge it ‘ave survived. I would know.”

This guy wasn’t the first drylander weirdo to make that request.

“I’m not asking you to kill it, I’m asking you to take my team and I to it. Whether we fight it or not once we get there remains to be seen.”

The torpedo golem shut her eyes and stood perfectly still for several moments, presumably mulling over the offer.

“Very well. I shall show you the way, but I demand payment up front. Thirty thousand pearls.”

‘Pearls’ was the name of the local currency, though it was made from specially-carved bone chips rather than the gemstones it was named for. The amount Nora asked for was roughly equal to eight hundred gold pieces, a few months of wages for most commoners and barely even a drop in Boxxy’s pool of wealth. The shapeshifter had already exchanged a bunch of gold for pearls the previous morning and was able to pay the trifling sum right then and there. It probably would have if not for its habitual stinginess, though it was also true it probably shouldn’t appear too eager. Desperate people were superbly exploitable, and Nora would surely not hesitate to take advantage if she figured out she was Boxxy’s only real option right now.

“Before I agree to anything, how long will the trip take?”

“Three, maybe four hours to reach the Trenches. Another ten or twelve to reach Boom-boom. So, about two, maybe three days for a return trip.”

“What environmental hazards would we encounter besides the ambient mana?”

“There is a lot of volcanic activity in the region, making the water there very ‘ot. I can ‘andle it, but meatbags need protection.”

“What about tectonic activity? Are these Trenches prone to collapsing?”

“Sometimes, but clearing cave-ins is easy for me. My thunder magic can reduce rocks to dust in a second!” she boasted.

“Thunder magic?” Boxxy raised an eyebrow. “Do you mean lightning?”

“No, no, no. I don’t know your word for it, but it makes the loud booms.”

“Understood. Anything else you can tell me about the Trenches? Anything at all?”

Boxxy got the impression the area was largely unexplored despite its close proximity to a major city, and suspected it hid its fair share of secrets.

“Mmm,” Nora pursed her lips, “is not really relevant for you, but the water there ‘as some weird minerals in it. Your diving gear will protect you, but gill-breathers can get, how you say… visions?”

“Hallucinations?”

“That,” she nodded.

“Noted. What about your combat abilities? How well can you fight?”

“Very.”

Following her arrogant proclamation, Nora lifted her arm and clenched her fist, causing the blade attached to her forearm to spring forward in a smooth stabbing motion.

“My magnifique body is a superbly dangerous weapon, and I am also a Rogue and ‘Ydromancer, both Level 75. I can ‘andle all the chaff on the way, but I refuse to fight the big one.”

“I see. What about your War Golem Job, though?”

“What about it?” she placed her hands on her hips.

“What Level is it?”

“Level None-of-your-business, branleur.”

Her stern and rather rude reply made it clear Boxxy’s question had hit a nerve. Or, was it more accurate to say it had struck a wire? Shorted a circuit? Whatever it was, the shapeshifter assumed this hostile response meant that she’d maxed out her Monster Job without being able to Rank Up. Either that or she was wary of revealing all of her abilities to a near-total stranger. Whatever the case, the important part was that the doppelganger wouldn’t need to babysit her.

“Good enough for me,” it nodded. “Consider yourself hired.”

The cloaked mercenary produced three small bags with ten thousand pearls each, which Nora greedily snatched up and meticulously counted. Boxxy noted that she seemed considerably less dexterous than Fizzy, judging by the way she fumbled with those bone chips. Its earlier MLG scan revealed her inner workings were quite different from those of its prized shiny, making it difficult to tell whether her relative clumsiness was caused by technical limitations or a lack of DEX. Probably the former if she was being truthful about her Level 75 Rogue Job.

“It’s a deal, then,” she declared after confirming the amount. “When do we leave?”

“I need to make some preparations, so, in an hour?”

“Bien. I will wait for you at the north garrison.”

Boxxy left the weirdly vertical house and informed the rest of its posse as well as its guides that they would be going on an expedition to the Trenches. Neither Amona nor Wyatt seemed to know of it, which wasn’t surprising since it was supposed to be an obscure region only known to veteran adventurers. Most importantly, Hugh’s group would be leaving the city within the hour and would be gone for two or three days. Amona seemed torn on whether she wanted to tag along, but gave up once she was told it would be a monster-hunting expedition. While she was willing to risk her career to satisfy her drylander fetish, it wasn’t more important to her than her life. With all of that settled, the group arrived at the garrison at the promised time, finding Nora sitting casually atop a boulder just outside the fortified structure. Boxxy then conducted some formal introductions.

“This is Nora. She will be our guide and escort, so make sure you play nice. Nora, these are my demonic familiars – Snack, Arms, and Claws.”

“Strange names, non?” the marine golem remarked.

“You would do well to remember them,” Xera said in a serious, business-like manner. “I am Master’s Snack. Addressing me as anything else would be an insult.”

“My name’s actually Koralenteprix,” the hoarder declared, “but you can call me whatever you want so long as you’re fine with me jamming my fist down your throat.”

“Tktktktkt…” Drea chittered awkwardly while poking her head out from behind Boxxy’s billowing cloak.

Nora silently determined that creatures this bizarre were deserving of whatever weird nicknames were forced upon them. It was honestly quite unsettling watching these demons swim around, the big one and the chittering one especially. The way they propelled themselves around like mutated squids with their extra limbs was quite strange, if effective. As for the naked one, the fact that she maintained this depth with those absurdly buoyant things on her chest was surely only possible due to some exceptionally powerful magic. Yet, there was a creature here stranger than all of those weirdos combined, and it wasn’t even the fat little can with the pressurized attitude.

“What is that big yellow thing?” Nora asked while pointing at it.

“That’s Jen. The yellow thing is her special diving suit,” Hugh explained.

“And those weird bumps on the back?”

“Those would be her wings.”

“What, like those things that swim through the air?”

“Long story. Just think of her as a visiting unenlightened.”

“Uh-huh. Will she be able to keep up with the rest of us?”

Boxxy gestured at Jen to demonstrate, and the ducky-suited Monk immediately obliged. A simultaneous flap of her adorable arms and a kick from her comically large feet sent her streaming through the water with explosive force, leaving a cloud of foam and bubbles in her wake. Her absurdly powerful legs and the duck-like flippers on her feet allowed her to change direction and speed so suddenly that it would make even a krymer feel sick. She finished showing off by smashing her mitten-like fist into the giant rock Nora was sitting on, instantly splitting it in several large chunks. The submarine construct effortlessly moved out of the way of the impact and gently lowered herself to the ocean floor. While Jen was surprisingly quick and nimble, the water jets along Nora’s torso and legs made her even more mobile.

“Good enough?” Hugh asked with smirking eyes.

“That was rude,” she complained. “But yes, good enough.”

The torpedo golem turned towards the ‘anchor with legs,’ intending to ask the same question she had for Jen. However, she immediately gave up when she saw the cocky grin on Fizzy’s face. The smaller golem was daring her to question if she could keep up, and Nora wasn’t about to oblige her for fear of the answer. The dynamo golem nevertheless replied to her unspoken query by activating her Physical Augmentation Module, which reconfigured her body structure into her sleek and lightweight Assault Mode. Two jump-jets appeared on her back and rumbled to life, effortlessly propelling her forward and upward. At this point, Nora was forced to accept that Fizzy was clearly the superior golem, though she wouldn’t say it to her face. The silver-plated construct could compare their materials, shapes, and sizes all she wanted, but at the end of the day, she could not transform like that. Sure, her Hydromancer Job gave her access to a special War Golem Skill called Depth Charge, but it was nowhere near as cool as the Artificer’s Physical Augmentation Module.

Nora took this self-admitted defeat rather well. At least now she could give up this pointless part-measuring contest and focus solely on the job. Ignoring the Paladin’s disgustingly smug aura wouldn’t be easy, but thankfully it wouldn’t be an issue for long. The estimates Nora gave Boxxy earlier were based on her experiences with local adventurers, whose pace she had to match. Her built-in propulsion system made her nearly three times faster than her usual clients, and that didn’t even factor in their need for food and rest. These drylanders weren’t able to match the torpedo golem’s top speed, but they were by far the fastest meatbags Nora had escorted. Even the Warlock was keeping pace, though how he managed to do it was a bit of a mystery to the mecha-fish-lady since his cloak made it difficult to see his swimming technique. From her perspective, he might as well have been propelling himself with magical farts. It really wouldn’t surprise her at this point, nor was it relevant so long as it kept him from falling behind.

Unsurprisingly, the role of dead weight fell to Xera. She had the weakest constitution and no extra limbs or special tricks to assist with underwater mobility. She made up for it with sheer cunning, which was a disingenuous way of saying she straddled Kora’s shoulders and held onto her thick skull for support as the tireless musclehead did all the work. The posture might’ve injured the hoarder’s pride, but she really didn’t have that much of it. Besides, having her head sandwiched between a set of plump thighs and a pair of gigantic breasts was hardly the worst thing in the world, not to mention she got to stare at Nora’s shiny rear bumper the whole time. Incidentally, Kora had started referring to the shapely golem as ‘Battle-Tits’ for reasons only she understood.

All things said and done, it took a little over two hours for Nora to guide the group of monsters and demons to the Trenches. The ocean floor had a series of deep chasms that made it seem like someone had carved it up with a castle-sized knife. A stream of molten rock glowed at the bottom of each gorge, with numerous tiny volcanoes dotting the sheer vertical cliffs. These erupted sporadically, releasing clouds of smoke, dust, and bubbles into the surrounding waters in short bursts. This seemed to be the source of the hallucinogenic chemicals Nora had mentioned earlier. Boxxy could actually taste them, though the flavor was hardly what it would call appetizing.

[Your body begins to feed off the ambient mana.]
[Automatic HP and MP recovery increased by 350%.]

The raw magical energies flowing around it were far more delicious. They weren’t potent enough to reach the full 500% potential increase of its Level 10 Hylt Metabolism Skill, but the same could be said of every other environment Boxxy had been in. The highest it had reached was 400% during its visit to one of the most dangerous dungeons on the continent. It doubted anything short of the Shattered Isles would allow it to push the limits on that particular ability. In more immediate news, it truly was unusual to find such potent ambience in the wild. Hearing about it was one thing, experiencing it was another. Calling these Trenches an ‘almost dungeon’ made a lot more sense now. Founts of magical energy were a breeding ground for powerful monsters, which were either drawn to or born from it. This case seemed to be a bit of both as Boxxy could see all manner of creatures floating around in those depths – lava-lobsters, bubbling magma elementals, and some massive bottom-crawling centipedes, to name a few. It was the perfect place to put down a dungeon core, and the only reason that hadn’t happened was because the divines’ influence in these depths was extremely thin. The locals shunned the pantheon, and gods had no power in a place without believers. It was one of many lessons Fizzy learned during her stay on the moon.

“Where do we go from here?” the mercenary asked the guide.

“Over there,” she pointed, “see that big, crown-shaped rock formation?”

“I do.”

“There’s an old dormant volcano inside that leads to a cave system. The creature you want is at the bottom.”

“Alright. Lead the way.”

The group proceeded carefully, wary of any of the resident creatures coming up to assail them. Yet, none of the locals seemed keen to leave the trenches, despite the fact that many clearly noticed the group pass overhead. The only attention the visitors received was a few idle snaps from the fiery crustaceans scattered around. By all accounts, they were far less aggressive than Boxxy expected, so it wondered whether this was simply how things were around here. Though, that didn’t seem the case, given how frantically Nora looked around as her turbine array propelled her forward.

“What’s wrong?” it asked.

“The monsters, they are not attacking.”

“I can see that. Why are they not attacking?”

“Usually, it is a sign that Big Smoke is nearby, but that shouldn’t be the case.”

“What or who is Big Smoke?”

“It’s the biggest, toughest, oldest leviathan you’ll ever see,” Nora said bluntly.

“And why do you think it’s not nearby?”

“Because it only comes to the Trenches to get ‘igh, but they are not burning ‘otly at the moment. It’s a big monster, so it needs a lot of smoke, hence the name.”

“… I’m sorry, it comes here to get what?”

“‘Igh, you know?” she repeated. “Is, how you say, stoned. Wasted.”

“Oh. High. I see.”

Boxxy naturally had some trouble believing Nora’s claims, though not the part where the ‘biggest, toughest, oldest leviathan’ had a habit of huffing vast quantities of hallucinogenic volcanic residue.

“Is Big Smoke the creature’s real name?” it asked pointedly.

“Of course not. It’s true name is just long and ‘ard to say. Like, Car-Shark-Leg or something.”

“You mean Khar-Shargurk’ithlag?”

“Oui, that seems about right,” she nodded. “You’ve ‘eard of it before?”

“You… could say that.”

Though Boxxy’s highly enhanced vision was limited to just a hundred meters or so in these murky depths, its Eyes of the Dead God extended out to a kilometer. At that moment, said ability was giving it three vital pieces of information. One, something called ‘Khar-Shargurkr’ithlag’ was floating around in the darkness above them. Two, the label was attached to a rather disheartening one and a half million HP. Concerning signs, yes, but not as worrisome as the third.

“Unrelated, I really think we should be getting a move on. Like, now!”

It was getting closer at an alarming pace.


Part Two

When hearing the phrase ‘giant sea monster,’ a surface dweller’s thoughts would instantly turn to krakens, and with good reason. However, very few drylanders stopped to consider what drove those titanic mollusks so close to the surface. The deep dwelling krymer did not have the luxury of ignorance, as all of them were distinctly aware of the ocean’s true masters – leviathans. These immense and terrifying creatures were on par with dragons in strength and even surpassed them in size. Their serpentine bodies reached lengths in the hundreds of meters, two-thirds of which was their tail. A leviathan’s front end bore a long, conical snout that somewhat resembled their flying counterparts, especially with the horn-like spines growing out of its top and sides. It had anywhere between four and twenty round eyes that shone in the dark depths with a sterile white glow that gave minimal warning of its impending arrival. The creature’s torso region was easily identifiable by the dozens of muscular tendrils that sprouted out of it from all angles. Each limb was long and flexible enough to serve as an arm, and most were tipped with a grasping appendage resembling an oven mitt. Naturally, they could also assist with movement, though this was hardly necessary.

With so much muscle at its tail end, a leviathan could reach utterly surreal top speeds. The sheer force of the ripples sent out by their unstoppable girth would crack the rock underneath and crush most forms of life unlucky enough to be caught in its wake. Thankfully, the gargantuan sea-serpents usually moved at a slower and less destructive pace, relatively speaking. Though dangerous beyond measure, they were also the main reason why krymer could settle the ocean floor. Leviathans almost never concerned themselves with creatures as tiny as the fish-folk unless any of them were stupid enough to challenge it. As far as monsters went, they were actually kind of peaceful. Krakens were the opposite, and often went out of their way to attack anything smaller than themselves – especially people. They were also intelligent enough to steer clear of a leviathan’s vast territory. Bullying weaklings for sport wasn’t worth the risk of becoming lunch.

Krakens weren’t the only deep sea terrors in this position, either. As the saying went, there was always a bigger fish, and cities like Nautilin would be under constant threat of those terrors if not for the unintentional protection of the most titanic of terrors. That was why bottom-dwelling krymer both feared and respected leviathans, some even choosing to revere and worship them as gods. Those idiots were a minority, though one would be hard-pressed to find a krymer that didn’t hold some kind of irrational belief regarding the sea-serpents. A very common superstition was that spotting a leviathan was a rare and powerful omen. Their kind were few in number and even their casual pace made them surprisingly elusive. As such, the krymer believed that a leviathan sighting was a sign of changing fortune, though whether good or ill depended on which end of the titan beast was seen. A glimpse of its tail boded well for one’s immediate future, implying they narrowly avoided a tragedy. Conversely, witnessing its many-eyed visage drifting by was an omen of impending doom, though not necessarily caused by the sea-serpent.

Nora, like any Nautilin native, also held these beliefs, hence why she was currently terrified out of her shiny metal skull. Her core circulated so much excess energy through her frame that it was the closest thing the war golem had come to an adrenaline rush since her transformation. Or perhaps ‘panic attack’ was a more accurate term. She had caught a glimpse of Big Smoke’s many-eyed visage drifting through the depths once before, but that did little to prepare her for literally coming face-to-face with it. Its colossal maw had descended upon her from the darkness above as if a meteor with teeth. She would’ve likely spotted its glowing gaze approaching sooner if not for the dull red glow of the surrounding volcanoes drowning out the dim white light in the distance. Thankfully, her client proved far more perceptive and gave her just enough advance warning. If not for that, Nora wouldn’t have had the precious seconds she needed to guide everyone to the web of tunnels beneath the ocean floor. Even making it into the Trenches wasn’t enough as Big Smoke’s tendrils chased them through the narrow opening its titanic body couldn’t squeeze through. The group barely made it deep enough to be out of reach, though the cavern behind was thoroughly collapsed. They’d need another way out, but that was far from Nora’s biggest concern at the moment.

“Well, that was exciting,” Boxxy commented cheerfully. “Not often you get to see something that big.”

“I thought we’d seen it all, but that was quite massive,” Xera chimed in.

“That’s what she said!” Kora added quickly.

“Yes. She did,” Fizzy stated bluntly. “Blockhead.”

“Why are you people this fucking calm?!” Nora screamed. “We nearly got crushed into ooze!”

“So?” the entire group responded in unison.

The krymer golem opened and closed her mouth a few times, but she had no idea where to start with them. A mere glimpse of Big Smoke’s mountainous shadow was enough to leave surface-dwellers speechless and frozen in primordial terror. It wasn’t simply a leviathan, it was the leviathan. Its kind continued to grow throughout their lives – not unlike orcs – and Khar-Shargurk’ithlag was the eldest of its kind. Its length was estimated at two entire kilometers, and its age was undoubtedly in the four digits. Normally, a creature that massive would have expired long ago as the energy required to sustain it was far more than it could reasonably intake. Indeed, that was presumed to be the natural cause of death for all leviathans, though none of the enormous skeletons found buried in the ocean floor were even half that thing’s size.

As best as anyone could figure, Nautilin’s resident titan was still kicking because of its unique diet. It liked to gulp down the underwater emissions of the volcanoes surrounding the city and was nicknamed for it, much as Nora claimed. The ones around the Trenches were his favorite feeding spot, although nobody knew for sure why. Scholars theorized that this particular blend of volcanic gasses had the right mix of magical energy and rare minerals to keep the big guy healthy. Adventurers believed the ancient sea-serpent just liked to get blitzed out of his mind on their hallucinogenic properties. The truth was probably somewhere in between, though none could argue with the diet’s outcome. Big Smoke was without a doubt the oldest, largest, and meanest of its kind. Legends said it once challenged the elder sapphire dragon that dwelled in the deepest, farthest reaches of the ocean – Miphelyr, The Ruinous Serpent. Their duel was said to have carved entire canyons in the ocean floor and sent out tidal waves that drowned out coasts from half a world away. Big Smoke lost and was expelled to the Shimmering Ocean’s relatively shallower parts, or so the story went.

Yet Nora’s latest batch of clients were treating what should have been a life-altering encounter as a minor footnote in their day. They casually bantered about it with the same level of severity one might use when discussing today’s breakfast. That attitude almost made the guide feel that she was making a big deal out of it for no reason. Almost, but not quite. Leviathans saw people the same way people thought of plankton – too tiny to even notice. Big Smoke was also like that, but only for the most part. It was known as ‘the meanest’ because it had a habit of attacking a specific subset of individuals out of sheer malice. Nora hadn’t mentioned this to her client because she didn’t see how anyone in the group would qualify for the sentient calamity’s shit-list. That much-too-close encounter made her realize that she should not have made that assumption.

“Uh, silly question,” she approached the cloaked Warlock, “but you wouldn’t happen to be a Priest or something, non?”

“Who, me? Of course not,” Boxxy replied. “Jen’s a Monk and Fizzy’s a Paladin, though.”

“… What?”

“What?”

“You’re telling me the fat war golem and the yellow blob-thing are servants of the gods?!”

“Affirmative,” the harpy nodded.

“Damn right!” Fizzy puffed her chest out. “Also, who you calling fat, rustbucket?!”

“… Merde,” Nora cursed quietly.

“What’s this all about?” Boxxy stepped in.

“Big Smoke ‘ates the faithful,” she explained. “I don’t know why or ‘ow, but it senses them and squishes them on sight.”

This would certainly explain why Big Smoke made a beeline for the group from such a great distance. Between Boxxy’s Hero title and the over eight hundred combined Faith (FTH) from Fizzy and Jen, they must have been a gigantic blip on the leviathan’s holy-seeking sonar. It was a small miracle the leviathan hadn’t decided to randomly swim over Nautilin while the shapeshifter’s crew were there, otherwise the city might’ve lost a neighborhood or two.

“You didn’t think to mention this sooner?” Boxxy asked demandingly.

“I had no idea monsters could be religious!” she snapped back.

The thought hadn’t even crossed her mind. Sure, unenlightened having such Jobs made sense in theory, but in practice the need to believe in something greater than oneself was an entirely enlightened problem. It would have almost been better if the demon-loving killer-for-hire had been a Priest. At least that unlikely possibility was one she had considered.

“You could’ve asked about our general Job layout,” the shapeshifter argued.

“Would you ‘ave told me?”

“Probably not,” it admitted. “I suppose we can point fingers later. Right now, we should get a move on before Khar-Shargurk’ithlag decides it wants to try digging us out.”

Incidentally, though that name seemed like a demon’s, it absolutely wasn’t. It could not be spelled out in the divine language like the names of Boxxy’s familiars. The shapeshifter’s best guess as to the origins of ‘Khar-Shargurk’ithlag’ was that someone ripped a page out of a thesaurus, vomited on it, and then wrote down whatever letters were still legible.

“On that we agree,” Nora nodded. “We might need another way out, but we can figure that out later.”

The mechanized krymer proceeded to perform the second half of the task she’d been hired for and led the group deeper into the tunnels. The area seemed remarkably stable considering it was in a hotbed of volcanic activity. There were a few pools of molten magma here and there that provided light, but they seemed mostly dormant. The heat was the biggest concern, but nothing that the shapeshifter’s crew couldn’t handle. Boxxy and Xera suffered no negative side-effects since they had Fire Affinity, though the master found it quite uncomfortable. Jen was equally unperturbed since her Diamond Soul, a high Level Monk Skill, protected her from environmental hazards. The two golems didn’t even feel the scalding water, nor would it affect their metal frames even if they could. Kora had no such protection and had to rely on her conjured body’s immense constitution. The heat steadily sapped her stamina and HP, but it was at a relatively slow rate and she had plenty of both to spare.

Drea was the only vulnerable one. This boiling environment was a nightmare for her since none of her Skills could negate the heat and she wasn’t as tough as the former fiend. Thankfully, she found a way to deal with it – she simply wasn’t there. It had taken Boxxy a short while to realize it, but the webstalker hadn’t followed the others into the caverns. The leviathan’s sudden tentacle attack displaced so much water that the lithe and light arachnid was flushed aside and thrown away from the entrance just before it collapsed. Xera would’ve likely ended up the same if she hadn’t been clinging to Kora’s head and shoulders for dear life.

While unexpected, the familiars’ master judged that this separation was in its favor. Claws would only wither and expire from exhaustion in those sweltering caverns and was far more useful outside the Trenches. She allowed Boxxy an easy out from those cavernous depths with Transfamiliar, and she’d serve as its eyes and ears in the meantime. She already confirmed Big Smoke left the area after a few deafening groans, which was reassuring. Whatever problem it had with the gods’ faithful clearly wasn’t severe enough to make it bash and batter its way through bedrock. So, rather than summon Claws to its side, Boxxy had her follow the group as best she could from above the ocean floor. Their mind-link gave her a rough idea of the direction and distance to her summoner, so there was no danger of her straying too far.

On the under-side of things, Nora was doing pretty much all the work, just as she had said back in town. The monsters in the Trenches had very little variety to them. They were either crustaceans with rocky shells that had adapted to the constant heat or magically animated lumps of molten rock. The torpedo golem darted around at high speeds, zipping from wall to wall as she cleaved them in half with her arm-blade-fins. She effortlessly maneuvered herself so she’d approach from the monsters’ blind spots, making her Assassinate Skill trigger on each attack. Boxxy had to admit, it was mildly impressed. At first, it was rather skeptical how fitting the Rogue Job was for a metal golem, but Nora had certainly found her niche. She was fast, precise, silent, and completely familiar with her environment. Her actions and motions were so smooth and fluid it was a joy to watch her work, though the shapeshifter didn’t say that out loud so as not to injure the other golem’s pride. The mithril dynamo golem was by far shinier and more powerful, but she was out of her element here.

Putting it bluntly, if Nora was a scalpel, then Fizzy was a sledgehammer, and only one of those tools was suitable for surgical strikes.

Whatever whimsy Nora’s efficient killing methods garnered faded rapidly. She wasn’t kidding when she said reaching the deepest part of the trenches would take a few days. While a relatively short distance, these tunnels snaked and twisted in a myriad of confounding ways. It reminded Boxxy of the hedge maze it had challenged years ago, albeit in three dimensions and with far fewer right angles. Yet Nora navigated it with such ease and confidence that it seemed as though she’d memorized every rock, pebble, and spike. Despite her familiarity, she claimed she had no idea how these tunnels were formed, nor did she seem to care. Boxxy was of the same opinion as this hot, monotonous cavern-crawl drained what was left of its sickeningly good mood.

The surge of euphoria from having its corruption and addiction dealt with was replaced with the sobering realization that this expedition was a catastrophically idiotic idea. It would have abandoned it and went home if it hadn’t already put so much time and effort into it. It figured it might as well see what lay at the heart of this not-quite-dungeon before going home. It was no longer willing to seek leads on some vault that might have just been a hallucination caused by chemicals in the water. Boxxy might’ve been stubborn, but much like its minions, it hated being bored, and Nautilin hadn’t proven all that stimulating. Its patience thinning, the shapeshifter decided to speed things up.

It curtly informed Nora that it and its companions would be taking care of the fodder and she should focus only on navigating. It wasn’t dissatisfied with her performance, but all that set-up she did for her one-hit kills was far more time consuming than simply charging through and squashing them with overwhelming force. Between Boxxy, Fizzy, Jen, and Kora, any lava crabs or magma creatures that dared get in the way were instantly wiped out. They offered so little challenge that eliminating them barely progressed the monsters’ Job Levels, gaining only a few percent of progress after dozens of kills. It was rather disappointing, as were their remains. The crab meat tasted foul and tough, and the molten elementals didn’t yield any precious ores or stones like their more solid counterparts. On the bright side, the group’s pace increased threefold. Nora’s original time estimate for this expedition was based on silly expectations like the meatbags needing rest or not wanting to waste energy on the volcanic vermin.

With those preconceptions thoroughly shattered, the group reached the deepest part of the Trenches a mere twenty-two hours after leaving Nautilin, setting an unbeatable albeit unofficial record.

“We’re almost there,” Nora reported. “Should only be a few more minutes.”

“Hmm… that’s interesting,” Boxxy noted as it swam after her.

“What is?” she asked over her shoulder.

“Did you know the city’s directly overhead?”

“Is it? ‘Ow can you tell?”

“My familiar has been tracking us from above, and she’s currently in one of the residential districts. Not too far from your house, actually.”

It wasn’t the most precise estimate, and there was no way of knowing exactly how deep they were, but Boxxy was certain they were beneath Nautilin. It made a certain amount of sense. The settlement had a massive, deep gorge right down the middle where a steady stream of molten rock flowed through. The locals built a lot of upscale homes around it to make use of the heat and light, though the area had to be magically stabilized to make sure property values didn’t violently plummet. In fact, if Boxxy was remembering Amona’s tour correctly, it was one of the first areas that Tol-Saroth had treated when he first visited. Perhaps that lava flow connected to these depths, and the crafty elf figured out a way to traverse the river of molten rock without being burned and crushed to death. If the vault mentioned in Tol-Saroth’s journal truly was down here, that theory would certainly explain how he survived the trip.

This train of thought brought Boxxy a smidgen of hope that this expedition might prove profitable yet, though its guide didn’t share in such enthusiasm.

“Huh. That’s… worrying.”

“How so?”

“I do not think I can rest easy at ‘ome now that I know what lies beneath it.”

The group turned a corner as Nora said that, revealing a massive, hollowed-out cavern shaped vaguely like the inside of a bell. It was at least a hundred meters tall and seventy or so wide at the bottom. Dozens of holes dotted the walls, each resembling the one Boxxy’s group was currently peeking out of, though only a few were more than a meter or two deep. Those seemed like tunnels leading to entirely different parts of the Trenches, lending more credibility to the monster’s earlier theory. At the bottom was an even more promising sight – a circular pool of magma. Its bright-yellow surface rolled and bubbled like boiling water, a curious and unnatural sight. The patches of lava it passed on the way here were dull and red, largely solidified on the outside where the ocean water quenched their heat. If this literal lake of liquid stone was any indication, Boxxy was looking at an exposed ley line playing havoc with the natural order, not unlike the unceasing gale right outside Bitterhold.

Right in the middle was all the confirmation it needed that it had been on the correct track all along. A massive circle of metal stood amidst the bubbling magma like a manufactured island, and the creature perched atop it was built like a walking fortress. Its overall shape was reminiscent of the countless crustaceans Boxxy encountered on the way here. Body, legs, pincers – all distinctly crab-like. However, as befitting the boss of an almost-dungeon, it was no mere beast. Its size alone set it apart as its girth covered nearly all of the twenty-meter platform it stood on, and it was just as tall. The strangest part was its shell, equal parts masonry and machinery. The stone-like exterior was covered in armored plating, pistons, vents, and other miscellaneous parts one might expect to find in one of Dragunov’s factories, not on the back of an enormous crab. It was literally built like a walking fortress, with suitably heavy siege weaponry to match.

“Are those… cannons?” Fizzy’s eyes widened. “Why in Joseph’s holy fruit-basket does a giant crab have cannons?!”

Judging by the shape, length, and thickness of the metal tubes poking out of its fortified back, the thing was carrying eight giant guns two-to-three meters in diameter at the tip of the barrel, all pointed vaguely upward.

“Probably the same reason we do,” Nora pointed out. “If we can recognize the need for ranged weaponry, so can others.”

“… Fair point.”

“Also, please warn me when you go kill yourselves so I can back away first,” the krymer construct said bluntly. “Boom-boom does not play around.”

She pointed at one of the shallow holes in the far wall.

“See that? That is what’s left of the last fool that ‘ired me to bring them ‘ere.”

Boxxy peered into the opening. A mangled set of plate armor was embedded in the cracked rock. Any flesh or bone that might’ve once been underneath had boiled away into nothing.

“So, have you actually seen how it fights?” the shapeshifter questioned.

“Not really.”

“Didn’t you say you challenged it a few times?”

“Yes, but I lost in a single hit, as did the others. I wouldn’t call that fighting,” she shrugged.

“I take it being a golem is how you survived?”

“Indeed, but I barely made it out each time. My last try was the worst. Lost everything below the waist. Gave up after that.”

“… But you still have your legs and tail,” Fizzy pointed out.

“I got new ones.”

“Yes, but how?”

Only Horkensaft’s top smiths and engineers could replicate war golem parts, and that was with the radiant Paladin’s expertly-made blueprints. The most she could do with her current abilities was recycle and repurpose bits and pieces salvaged from that one specific scenario in Hubert’s Divine-class dungeon generator. To even suggest a place like Nautilin, where Blacksmiths were rare and Artificers non-existent, had people capable of forging replacement limbs was an insult to war golems everywhere. Nora clearly hadn’t gone through the same metal-grafting process that Fizzy did back in the day, and as befitting a golem, she couldn’t wait to rub it in her rival’s face.

“Assimilate Skill, of course,” she smirked.

“What’s that?”

“Oh… Do you not ‘ave it?” Nora’s smugness grew. “‘Ow very… primitive.”

“Primitive?!” the smaller golem shrieked. “I’ll have you know I’m an expert in multiple scientific fields!”

“Sure, you are,” the other scoffed. “And I’m the Queen of Saphrina.”

“Looks like someone needs a practical demonstration in physics!”

Fizzy gripped her wrench with both hands and dialed up her Static Field. Tendrils of golden lightning stretched out into the water around her. Nora snapped her arm-blades forward and invoked an equivalent Skill that made the water around her swirl in a miniature whirlpool. Boxxy decided to step in, clonking its shiniest companion in the back of the head with a heavy punch. It got a rather painful zap from Fizzy’s electrified frame in return, but the blow had successfully snapped the golems out of their respective ego-trips.

“Cut it out you two,” it demanded. “This is neither the time nor place.”

Boxxy intended to eventually kill the krymer golem and add her silverite frame to its collection, but right now it still needed her expertise.

“Nora, focus,” it spoke sternly. “I need you to tell me how that thing actually attacks.”

“Right. Mmm, it is difficult to find the words in Common,” she furrowed her rigid brow. “It shoots out some invisible bubble. It moves like ghost, silent and without disturbing water. When it hits, it suddenly bursts. Makes thunder. You understand what I mean?”

“So, vibrations? Ah, a sonic projectile!”

“Yes! Exactly! No barriers or armor will protect your meatbag insides from turning into goo, and it even shakes my limbs apart. Your only ‘ope is to dodge it, but I ‘aven’t been able to evade it more than a few seconds. Getting close to attack seems impossible.”

Boxxy tried extra hard to hide its enthusiasm. Even if the vault referenced in Tol-Saroth’s journal was just a misinterpretation of whatever that metal platform was, the ‘living weapon like no other’ held promise. If the shapeshifter could capture, study, and replicate one of those sonic cannons, it would have another powerful weapon at its disposal. Its excitement was curbed upon remembering that water conducted vibrations much better than air, so the cannons would be far less effective on dry land. Still, dismantling this castle-crab would surely yield enough of a reward to deem this expedition worthwhile. Plus, it had a feeling Fizzy really wanted to know what the deal was with this whole situation, seeing as her uniqueness as a war golem was further diluted.

Indeed, one glance at the monster made it clear it was assuredly a construct built for battle and little else. Eyes of the Dead God revealed its name wasn’t actually ‘Boom-boom,’ but CR-4B. It seemed like a serial designation that implied this thing was neither the first nor the last of its kind. Perhaps the platform underneath was where it crawled out from, and the secrets to its construction were hidden inside. The technology on display was shockingly advanced despite being at least four centuries old, and Boxxy couldn’t pass up on plundering it. The shapeshifter still had the monumental task of killing the thing first, though. It had around thirty thousand HP, a massive amount for a golem given how notoriously resistant they were to damage. Defeating this thing wouldn’t be easy, and that was assuming the monster could even get close enough to make the attempt. As Nora stated, merely getting into effective Spell range would likely be impossible without sufficient planning and preparation.

“Impossible, huh? Watch this.”

Fizzy’s freshly-bruised ego and eagerness to uncover this mechanized mystery had driven her to make a decidedly rash decision before the shapeshifter’s train of thought even left the station. Now in her heavily-armored Fortress Mode, she leapt from the group’s hidey-hole before anyone could stop her. Titanium wrench in-hand and crackling electrical barrier around her, she sank headfirst towards the cannon-crab. The construct immediately angled four of its guns upwards without even bothering to look at its target. One barrel suddenly recoiled inward with a barely-audible thump. Moments later, something ripped clean through Fizzy’s Static Shield and slammed into her chest with a dull ring.

[You have suffered moderate blunt force trauma. HP -935.]

Nora hadn’t been exaggerating when she claimed that trying to take that blast head-on was a bad idea. The mithril golem’s barrier and Shock Absorption Skill had cushioned the impact, yet she still got chunked for about a sixth of her total HP. The hit was also forceful enough to momentarily halt her anchor-like descent, making her a sitting duck as the crab fired a second shot the instant the first hit. Fizzy was ready this time, though. She used her Lightning Warp to disappear into a burst of arcing electricity just before the sonic projectile hit her. She reappeared several meters below her previous position, right on time for a third blast.

“Rebound!”

With the sort of timing only a master Artificer and a devoted Champion of Chaos could achieve, the dynamo golem swung the shield on her left arm. There was a loud gong as she batted away the magical attack. The cavern walls above and to her side exploded simultaneously as the wayward shot collided with the sheer rocks. The cannon-crab still had a fourth gun trained on her, but by then the golem was just close enough to launch her counter-attack. She momentarily let go of her weapon and made a grasping motion with her right hand. The fourth cannon groaned and bent under the force of her Geomagnetic Grip. Not a lot, but just enough to make it explode when its owner tried to fire it a fraction of a second later.

“KHRRRAAHNN!”

CR-4B let out a grating metallic screech as its massive body lurched from the force of the catastrophic failure. Its discomfort was only amplified when Fizzy landed on one of its other guns and slammed her weapon into it hard enough to crack its barrel open. The device embedded in the wrench immediately discharged its payload into its unwilling recipient. The creature clearly wasn’t lightning-proof, evidenced by the several bursts of sparks that flew out from between its armored plating. It also wasn’t an idiot as it immediately recognized that it couldn’t attack the intruder while she was on its back. The castle-on-legs leapt backwards abruptly, shaking Fizzy off and dropping her onto the circular platform. Her heavyset frame wasn’t the most acrobatic, hence why she landed on her back with a heavy thunk. The crab landed in the surrounding lava pit, its pointy legs scraping along something extremely solid just underneath the relatively shallow pool of magma. It brought its six remaining guns to bear, all aimed squarely at the dynamo golem. Fizzy stood up just in time for her Champion of Chaos Skill to warn her that she was moments away from being turned to scrap.

However, CR-4B did not fire on her. It instead hopped to the side with speed and agility one wouldn’t expect from such a massive construct, narrowly avoiding the world’s duckiest dive-bomb. Jen had attempted her signature dive-bomb attack and it hadn’t been nearly as fast as she had hoped. The rest of the group followed close behind, with Kora landing in front of the golem as if to shield her while Boxxy and Xera fired off a Reality Slash and Scorching Ray. The silver-plated torpedo golem remained firmly inside the tunnel above, both unwilling to participate and genuinely amazed that her freakish clients actually made it to striking distance. The way her short rival led the assault was especially impressive.

Putting it bluntly, if Nora was a scalpel, then Fizzy was a sledgehammer, and only one of those tools was suitable for knocking down a wall.

The problem was that this particular ‘wall’ had legs, and it wasn’t afraid to use them. It ran wide circles around the edge of the cavern’s magma-covered floor while firing shot after shot in rapid succession. Thankfully, the sentient artillery platform’s accuracy drastically decreased while it was mobile, and it tried to compensate by switching ammunition. Rather than giant sonic cannonballs, it fired bursts of superheated shrapnel, piercing jets of boiling water, and metallic spheres that burst in the open to release lethal hydraulic shocks in a wide area. While these weren’t as devastating as its primary firing mode, they required a lot less precision to inflict damage. It wasn’t much, but it was something.

The monster-demon coalition, on the other hand, had a tough time nailing the thing. Boxxy’s repeated Reality Slashes failed to penetrate its armor even with Power Overwhelming supercharging its magic. Xera’s Scorching Ray was doing an okay job melting through it, but she couldn’t stand still and focus on the Spell without being targeted by one of those multifunctional cannons. Kora was basically useless, incapable of catching up to the crab’s sheer speed. Jen was more than capable of keeping up with it and was repeatedly slamming into its legs while avoiding those massive pincers. Unfortunately, her suit made it impossible to properly grasp her favorite staff, so she wasn’t doing nearly as much damage as she would’ve liked. Fizzy remained in the center platform and returned fire with her Magitech Cannon as often as possible. She had also activated Parallel Plot, allowing Plus to keep the others healthy with Holy Light while Minus poured a stream of Lightning Bolts into the crab.

On the whole, the invaders were definitely standing their ground, though Boxxy didn’t like where this was going. Face-to-face combat wasn’t its style. Sure, its team was doing an admirable job engaging that highly mobile artillery platform while avoiding its counter-fire, but their progress was agonizingly slow. The rate at which they chipped away at its HP was akin to digging a tunnel through a mountain with a needle, except the mountain had giant magical guns and continually reinforced itself. CR-4B would periodically shed the cracked, dented, and melted parts of its armored shell, then swiftly replace them with pristine steel plates that slid into place from somewhere within its body. Luckily the guns Fizzy had disabled remained firmly out of commission, but the other six continued to fire tirelessly and were proving difficult to target.

Put simply, this crab was aiming to exhaust its attackers in a battle of attrition, and Boxxy would rather not cooperate with the enemy’s battle plan. The shapeshifter had a whole bunch of tricks, gadgets, and Skills at its disposal, but it couldn’t unleash them thoughtlessly. Though, not because it was trying to keep its cover in front of Nora. She would become a lifeless trophy regardless of whether its monstrous identity was exposed. Boxxy’s primary concern was it wanted to capture those tasty-looking cannons intact, and it couldn’t do that if it obliterated CR-4B with the ‘Realm Scar’ it used back on Velos. Its goal wasn’t to erase the stupid crab, but immobilize, disable, and dismantle it, in that order. Those legs were an obvious place to start, and Boxxy knew just how to get at them.

“Momentum Anomaly!”

Boxxy unleashed the same Spell that had once rendered the similarly-sized Crystal Maiden completely immobile. Unfortunately, this walking fortress seemed to be put together a lot better. Though one of its legs was caught in the Spell’s effects and instantly slammed into the magma pit as its velocity was converted into weight, the other five easily hoisted it free of the magical snare. The shapeshifter tried a few more times, even overlapping Momentum Anomaly with Gravity Well, but achieved little besides momentarily breaking its stride. Even worse, the giant enemy crab was clearly learning as it began gingerly avoiding the areas of augmented gravity Boxxy put in its path.

Plan A wasn’t going to work, so Plan B was put into motion. The monstrous Warlock ceased its magical barrage and dove into the relatively shallow lake of lava, its Fire Affinity shielding it from the damage. Its enchanted diving gear had no such protection, and melted off as it burrowed through the molten rock. It thought that might happen, but it could probably last a few hours without those items, and it only needed a few seconds to carry out its plan. The shapeshifter, now thoroughly stripped of all the trappings of civilization, burst out of the lava directly underneath the crab and slammed shoulder-first into its underbelly. CR-4B was caught completely unawares by this maneuver and was unable to move away from Boxxy in time. The crafty creature blasted it with a point-blank Cold Snap, intending to take advantage of the colossal crab-golem’s Bane to freeze its legs in place. For better or worse, the monster failed to consider what usually happened to water when exposed to extreme cold.

In the next instant, the majority of CR-4B’s body was trapped in a perfectly spherical glacier precisely twenty-two meters in diameter, with only the tips of its legs and cannons poking out of the ice. Boxxy was trapped at the icy boulder’s center, its body pressing against the crab’s. It made the best of this sudden development, same as it always did. It compressed its shifting flesh as much as it could and used its newfound leeway to retrieve Fizzy’s latest creation from its Storage. The Arclight Artificer had spent most of the land-based part of this trip tinkering inside the airless void of Boxxy’s pocket dimension. She realized she had no powered tools that functioned underwater and had used that time to rectify this issue. The resulting invention was the arc cutter, a handheld cylindrical device that produced a tiny stream of plasma capable of melting through almost anything. It was completely waterproof, though it could only be assembled properly within a vacuum.

Fizzy had no idea what Boxxy was doing at this point, however, and neither did the rest of the group. They were merely staring at the crabcicle as it slowly rolled around on that bed of lava, unsure what to do. They were just as surprised by this turn of events as CR-4B since their devious leader had neglected to inform them of its Plan B. Or Plan A. Or Plans C, D, and E, for that matter. Regardless, the shapeshifter was obviously cooking something up, and they didn’t want to compromise its plans by thoughtlessly breaking the ice. The castle-crab had other ideas, of course. It set off one of its loaded depth charge shots, causing the instant glacier to instantly shatter to tiny pieces. One of its remaining cannons was sacrificed in the process, but it was now free and slightly more pissed off.

“GHHHRRRROOOOHNNNN!”

Okay, make that significantly more pissed off. With a roar and a vengeance, CR-4B dug in its heels and opened its pincers for the first time, revealing another cannon inside each one. It started sucking up the magma through its legs, causing parts of its body to flare red as it was pumped through its body and into its claws.

“I think we should hide,” Fizzy suggested.

“Good plan,” Jen agreed.

“Who-the-what-now?”

Kora was a bit slow on the uptake and looked on with a puzzled expression as the Paladin and Monk ducked behind the only piece of cover available – her. She turned her attention back towards the crab-thing just in time to see it discharge some kind of beam from one of its pincer-cannons. The bright red burst of energy instantly engulfed the trio, with the distracted demon taking the brunt of it. To her credit, she was still standing when the energy stream subsided, but only barely. Her body had been charred black and her front half was nearly melted to the bone. Her enchanted diving equipment was a lost cause. Kora let out a muffled gurgle that sounded vaguely like ‘fuck this’ just before she collapsed and expired from the fatal wound. Behind her, part of Fizzy’s frame had grown red-hot, and the left sleeve of Jen’s diving suit had been stripped away along with part of her skin, but they were largely unharmed. Luckily for the Monk, the suit’s rubbery material redistributed itself and quickly sealed the gap, but it was uncertain how intact it would remain if more was stripped off. In fact, there were so many uncertainties at play that she found herself utterly befuddled for the first time since her last Dragon Festival.

Jen was crystal clear about one thing, though – engaging that crab-thing on its home turf had been a profoundly terrible idea.

On the bright side, the attack had melted through the crab’s right claw, disabling both its limb and the weapon within. The bad news was it had another one. Even worse – it was spooling up. The fortified crustacean used its other weapons to disrupt Xera’s attempts to cripple one of its legs with repeated Magma Missiles while it took aim at the faithful duo with its remaining lava-powered laser cannon. Neither the Monk nor the Paladin had any illusions of dodging an attack that traveled at the speed of light, so they could only scatter and brace themselves. Luckily, Fizzy was still in her Fortress Mode and was charging up her Static Shield, which was much better at deflecting heat than kinetic energy. Whether it could absorb enough of that energy was another matter entirely.

When the high-temperature beam shot out moments later, it was presaged by an ear-splitting explosion. The attack missed its target entirely, carving a deep gash into the rock face behind and above while a deluge of smoke and scrap poured out of a hole in CR-4B’s underbelly. The castle-crab shook and sputtered for several seconds while various parts blew up in succession, then collapsed into a heap. Several heartbeats later, Xera disappeared in a puff of green smoke and a rather haggard-looking Boxxy took her place. It immediately opened its Storage and dove in, emerging shortly afterwards with a fresh set of diving equipment and a replacement Sandman cloak.

“Well, that was unpleasant,” it grumbled.

“What was?” Fizzy asked. “Actually, where did you even go?”

“Cut myself into that thing’s belly while the ice held. Thanks, by the way. This was a huge help.”

It tossed something to the golem, which she caught and immediately recognized as the mangled remains of her arc cutter.

“Really?! I barely even finished this and you already broke it?!”

“Sorry. My plan to cut away the thing’s core from the inside wasn’t as, uh, clean as I would’ve liked.”

Navigating the thing’s interior had taken a huge toll on Boxxy. Its spine was nearly crushed a number of times as it had to squeeze through some really tight and shifting spaces. As one might imagine from a living machine, everything inside was in constant motion. Gears, pistons, levers, belts – nobody but an MLG-equipped shapeshifter would’ve made it through all that in one piece, let alone in under ten seconds. Having reached the crab-golem’s core, Boxxy immediately attempted to remove it with Fizzy’s arc cutter. It intended to amputate the brain and heart in one go while leaving the body intact. Unfortunately, it barely got through one of the metal cables hooked up to it when it suddenly flashed red and promptly blew up in its face. The shapeshifter was forced to withdraw with about half its HP remaining and the rest rapidly regenerating, so it wasn’t complaining… much.

“I really tried to keep that thing as whole as possible, too.”

The self-destruct sequence had clearly been designed as some kind of failsafe or security feature with the sole intent of preventing anyone from capturing the mechanical core intact. The orb looked significantly more robust and complicated than either Fizzy or Nora’s, too. At least most of the cannons the shapeshifter was after appeared to be intact. They’d likely remain salvageable for a while longer since the cannon-crab wasn’t sinking into the lava it had collapsed into. Getting those out of here and back to its lair would pose a significant logistical challenge. They were far too large to fit into its Storage portal whole, and teleporting them would prove tricky due to their sheer mass. Those were issues for later. At present, Boxxy’s highest priority was to satiate its curiosity regarding what it was, exactly, that CR-4B had been sitting on all this time.

“Sacrebleu!” Nora’s voice echoed from above. “You actually did it?!”

The krymer golem darted down and swam around the toppled crab with a look of wonderment. It’s unclear how much of the fight she actually saw, but she clearly hadn’t witnessed anything that warranted caution.

“Doesn’t feel like we did much,” Fizzy grumbled. “I only got one solid whack on it.”

She also hadn’t gotten nearly as much XP as she would’ve expected, but she assumed it was mostly because Boxxy had earned most of the credit by attacking its weak point for massive damage. In truth, the shapeshifter hadn’t gotten much either since CR-4B had effectively killed itself, but it wasn’t bothering with those little details. It was far too busy studying this weird metal platform the mobile artillery platform had been presumably guarding. Its attempts to pierce the surface with its MLG proved futile as whatever lay on the other side had been warded against magical observation. However, a solid stomp released a distinctly hollow-sounding din, making it clear there was most certainly something to be found underneath.

The obvious issue was getting through that metal shell. Cutting it open with high heat certainly wouldn’t be easy considering it was oddly cool to the touch despite being right next to a pool of anomalous lava. It was very likely that the material was highly fortified, so the brute force approach would probably be met with futile frustration. Boxxy considered misusing its Storage Skill to cut a hole through it, but that wasn’t going to work. The platform was too flat and wide for the portal to open while overlapping with the solid surface. It could try teleporting through it, but expected that would fail. Honestly, it would be incredibly suspicious if bypassing the supposed vault’s security truly was that easy.

“Fizzy, can you figure out how to get this thing open?”

Long story short, there was no obvious way in, so it asked for a second opinion.

“Hm? Oh, right.”

The dynamo golem reverted to her usual Skirmisher Mode and knelt down to place her hand on the platform.

“What are you doing?” Nora inquired.

The torpedo golem had noticed the pair’s oddly non-celebratory behavior and had come over to see what they were up to. 

“I’m channeling my Metallopathy, what does it look like?” the radiant construct grumbled in response. “Now, shut up and let me focus.

Nora was momentarily confused since she had no idea what the anchor-with-legs was talking about, but she kept her remarks to herself. Even her over-inflated ego couldn’t object after witnessing the smaller one’s might firsthand. Jen was currently kicking the crab’s remains with a vaguely dissatisfied mini-scowl, as if demanding it get back up and keep fighting. Xera was still trapped inside the thing with no way out and the debris slowly crushing the life out of her, but she didn’t mind. Boxxy had put her in that painful position, and she enjoyed every second of it. Sadly, her master sent her a mental command to stop screwing around and get out of there with her Mist Form, which she did with little difficulty. She even managed to get her diving gear out, resisting the temptation to leave it behind so she could be ‘punished’ for her ‘negligence’ later.

“Okay, there’s a mechanism of some sort on the other side,” Fizzy reported after a minute. “I think it’s a motorized hinge.”

“Wait, this whole platform is a giant door?”

Boxxy’s surprised tone was understandable since it failed to spot any seams, markings, or other hints as to that function.

“Seems so, but there’s also a smaller one over here.”

Fizzy stood up, walked to the far side of the circular platform and, not wishing to tread actual boiling lava, hung off the edge with one hand while clenching the other into a fist.

“Right here, it’s caked underneath all the soot and slag.”

She punched the side of it several times, causing untold centuries of volcanic residue to peel off and reveal the faint outlines of a two-by-one-meter rectangular seam.

“Huh, how about that?” the shapeshifter remarked. “Can you open it without breaking it down?”

“I suppose I could try a few things.”

“Then do them.”

“… Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Fizzy hesitatingly questioned.

“Of course. Why wouldn’t it be.”

“Let’s just say the last time I broke into an underground high-tech vault… didn’t go so well.”

Following the Original Artificer’s trail to the moon and back remained one of the most insane things the Paladin had ever done. All this mechanized mayhem was bringing up a lot of those memories, most of them unpleasant.

“Either you get that door open, or I will,” Boxxy stated firmly.

“Fine, fine. You might wanna stand back a bit.”

Fizzy waited for the others to back away, then began manipulating the locking mechanism with her magnetic abilities. It stubbornly resisted her attempts even though it was just outside the range of the enchantments on the wall’s inner side. The no-spying wards also kept her Metallopathy from piercing beyond skin-deep. Honestly, it was quite lucky she could sense that magnetic lock, even if partly. That didn’t mean she was out of ideas. What she saw of the device made it out to be relatively simple and clearly powered by electricity despite the lack of visible wiring. So, she figured jolting it to life was worth a shot. She spooled up her Static Field once more. Golden arcs of blessed electricity leapt between her fingers and the door for several seconds, the golem gradually increasing the intensity for fear of shorting out the ancient machinery.

Then, with a clang, a hiss, and a rush of bubbles, the entrance sprang ajar.

“Nice! Great work, Fizzy!” Boxxy cheered. “Now come on, let’s see what that stupid crab was guarding!”

“C-can I come, too?” Nora asked hopefully.

“Why, yes, of course! In fact, you should do the honors and go first.”

“Wow! Are you sure?”

“We wouldn’t be here without your excellent guidance, after all.”

“Well, when you put it like that, I’d be more than ‘appy to!”

The excited krymer happily surged forward, but as she passed ‘Mr. Mungus’ he suddenly leapt from his cloak and coiled around her in a very unenlightened way. Nora immediately began to struggle in a panic, but the creature had completely locked her humanoid figure down. It then subjected her to its Warlock Job’s Siphon Soul ability, which was only possible because of its recently acquired Legendary Mentality. The golem could do little but move her eyes and let out muffled screams as both her HP and MP were steadily drained until all that remained was a perfectly pristine and completely lifeless husk.

[Level Up!]
[You are now a Level 86 Warlock. INT +2. MNT +2. END +2.]

Wasn’t this a nice surprise? Boxxy didn’t expect to gain any Levels during this trip, but it would appear that battling CR-4B and the XP bonus from Siphon Soul had pushed it over the edge.

“Master, if you really wanted to choke the life out of someone-”

“Not now, Snack,” it interrupted her. “I’ll do you later, okay?”

“I shall await your embrace eagerly,” she bit her lip in anticipation.

“Ugh… You’re going to keep that, aren’t you?” Fizzy grumbled.

Neither she nor the djinn had really considered that Boxxy wanted to expand its collection with Nora’s frame until it started merrily stuffing her into its Storage.

“Obviously,” it replied. “She’s not very shiny, but such a unique specimen deserves a spot in my hoard. Now, then. Jen! Stop kicking the stupid crab and come on! We have exploring to do!”

The Hero of Chaos pushed open the metal door and, after briefly pausing to check for any booby traps, went inside. Xera and Jen followed closely behind, though Fizzy kept hesitating.

“I swear to Jumblebee, if I find another power-mad gearhead down there that tries to dissect me, I will quit following that stupid box around.”

“I support this decision,” Null spoke up from a corner of her mind. “Unit Boxxy T. Morningwood has displayed highly inconsistent behavior with subpar efficiency over the past one hundred and ninety five hours.”

“Throw statistics around all you want, we’re stuck with that moron and you know it,” Minus scoffed.

“Yeah! We like Boxxy way too much to just walk out on it!” Plus chimed in.

“I suppose it does give exceptional shine-jobs,” Fizzy conceded.

It was fortunate that golems were physically incapable of blushing, otherwise her cheeks would be red-hot right about now.


Part Three

On the other side of that freshly opened door was a massive, circular chamber that extended hundreds of meters downward. Various pipes and a few dials lined its walls, and the ceiling was definitely the underside of that platform the mecha-crab had been sitting on, complete with the automated hinges that opened and closed it. All the machinery lay still and dormant in utter darkness aside from what little light poured in through the entrance. It was all remarkably well-preserved, considering the environment. This sense of stagnation was reflected in the ambient magic. The cylindrical entryway was saturated with mana much like the rest of the trenches, but unlike the random, scattered deposits outside, it was uniformly and evenly distributed. Put simply, it was unnatural. Boxxy had been in numerous magically-charged environments and this was the first time it encountered such consistent distribution outside of a dungeon. And yes, given the continued lack of a welcome message, this definitely wasn’t one of those.

The coast was clear, so the doppelganger’s Mirror Image gave the signal. The real shapeshifter entered the sunken factory, for lack of a better word. Snack, Jen, and finally Fizzy followed its lead as they made their way down the cylindrical metal shaft. The golem rode on Boxxy’s back since it was dangerous to sink all the way to the bottom, and her Assault Mode wasn’t very good at slow and steady descents. Visibility rapidly turned to pitch blackness, prompting the shapeshifter to hand out some enchanted crystal flashlights. While they all had equipment to pierce the darkness of the depths, actual light made it much easier to make out fine details. This was especially important for the group’s resident expert on all things metal and mechanical.

“What do you make of this?” Boxxy asked the golem on its back.

“I’m not sure. Best as I can tell, it’s an access shaft. See those long, ladder-like grooves on the wall? Perfect for a cog-driven elevator platform.”

“I take it this kind of technology is unusually advanced for its age?”

“That’s putting it lightly. People have been tinkering with all kinds of mechanisms since long before the Original Artificer’s time, but industrial-scale machinery like this? No fucking way.”

Tol-Saroth having a functional pocket watch would be considered cutting-edge in his era, and this place presumably predated that.

“Do you see the screws holding those panels in place over there?” the golem continued. “It’s horrendously impractical to mass-produce stuff like that by hand. It must have been machine-tooled, and the first functional factory wasn’t made until sixty years ago in Dragunov. Honestly, everything I’ve seen seems to be closer to that era than the Elven Dominion.”

“How can you tell?”

“It’s a distinct engineering style. Simple yet robust, made with longevity in mind. Even with preservation enchantments, I doubt any modern-day circuitry would’ve survived long in this environment.”

It wasn’t just the salt water. An overabundance of ambient magic could also interfere with a device’s delicately calibrated internals. It was why Fizzy employed the aforementioned style whenever she upgraded her wrench with its various mechanisms.

“Hm. Maybe time travel is involved?”

Boxxy suggested that knowing full well such magic did not exist. At least, not yet, but it might in the future. Maloney’s Taboo specifically forbade time travel, which hinted that it might be possible. According to the big frying pan himself, it was merely a practical joke to bait people into actually trying. The reality was turning back the clock was one of the few things in this world with an ‘absolute zero chance.’ The shapeshifter was initially inclined to trust that statement, but what sort of Hero of Chaos would it be if it didn’t question such things?

“Honestly, that would make more sense than not,” Fizzy agreed, “but we shouldn’t draw conclusions yet. We’re barely through the front door.”

“Well said.”

“Also, aren’t you going to summon Kora back?”

“What, in here?” Boxxy replied. “I don’t need that moron hitting a button or punching a panel that makes the whole place explode.”

“Good call. I definitely wouldn’t want this place ruined if we could help it.”

Though the actual technology on display wasn’t all that impressive by her standards, the assembly was absolutely flawless. From what she could see, there was not a single bolt, pipe, gear, or wire out of place, like art in machine form. Fizzy had a feeling that if this place was operational, it would be so flawlessly efficient that Null would cream herself. Metaphorically speaking, of course.

“Still no idea what all of this is supposed to do, though.”

“I think we’re about to find out,” Boxxy pointed out. “We’re almost at the bottom.”

The metal-clad passage abruptly opened up into a spacious-yet-cramped chamber. It was large enough to fit an entire factory or two and that was precisely what someone had done. Conveyor belts, mechanical arms, part bins, and half-assembled ‘products’ stretched out in a complicated labyrinthine weave, all literally frozen in place. Indeed, despite being surrounded by a pool of magma, everything in this ancient facility had a thick layer of ice over it. Just like its ambient magic, it was suspiciously uniform and even at exactly ten centimeters thick. It perfectly wrapped around every curve, bend, and angle no matter how small or large the object behind it. Lastly, while the water down here wasn’t exactly warm, it was far from freezing. All of this made it clear that the icing was not accidental or natural, which could only mean someone intentionally freeze-wrapped the place.

At least the odd-yet-clear ice made it easy to solve one mystery. Judging by all the heads, arms, legs, torsos, cannons, blades, and other parts along the assembly lines, this facility was a war golem factory. Fizzy was taking this… shockingly well. Perhaps encountering Nora and then CR-4B had helped her accept that she wasn’t the only one of her species outside of Zack’s instant dungeon? No, that couldn’t be. Normally, the mere implication that she was common or mass-produced would be enough to instantly spike her power output, yet the only shocking thing about her was how calm she was. The look on her face was especially shiny – a rare expression of wonder completely unlike the puzzled look she had on the way down that shaft.

“Serf piece for your thoughts?” Boxxy asked.

“Hm? What?” she snapped out of her silent reverie.

“You look like you figured something out.”

“Yeah, I did. Remember when I was telling you about those moon gnomes and how they had this silly belief that the world was once ruled by machine men?”

“Ah. Doesn’t seem so silly now, I take it?”

Indeed, Fizzy originally dismissed it as absolute nonsense since there was no historical record or physical evidence to support it, yet she was now standing in a factory-sized pile of it.

“I mean, it’s still a gross exaggeration, but for once, I’m glad to be proven wrong. This explains so much about me! I’ve always wondered why in Veronica’s bent table I was so immaculately calibrated and flawlessly designed, and now I know! My war golem frame was designed by some… advanced ancient civilization! Or, maybe they time travelled from the future. Either way, with so many samples, I can finally crack the secrets of my own construction! Maybe give my sisters actual bodies instead of empty dolls!”

Boxxy couldn’t remember the last time it saw Fizzy this genuinely excited. Her joy overflowed so much that her Static Field spiked, causing golden arcs to dance along her mithril frame. The way her dazzling radiance bounced around her frozen surroundings made it incredibly difficult for the shapeshifter to control the urge to give her the shine-job to end all shine-jobs. The memory of this moment already made this expedition worth the time and resources it put into it, but it wasn’t over yet.

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” it cautioned. “We still have no idea exactly what we’re dealing with.”

“I know, damnit!” she snapped. “Just let me enjoy this while I can!”

“… Okay. Jen, your thoughts?” it turned away from the glittering golem.

“This place seems oddly familiar,” the duck-suited harpy made a startling report.

“Familiar how?” Boxxy immediately questioned.

“I’m not sure. I have this impossible feeling that I’ve been here before.”

“The water’s saturated with dungeon-like magics. Could that be it?”

“Negative. I cannot sense mana as you can.”

“Right. Well, let me know as soon as you figure it out. Snack, what about you?”

“This worthless whore is utterly clueless, Master,” Xera calmly replied. “However, I do believe I just spotted a light.”

She pointed at a distinct if faint red glow in the sea of darkness towards the far end of the factory’s main chamber. Boxxy and Jen shone their magical flashlights, revealing a square corridor with rails on the floor. The passage seemed to lead deeper into the facility, and the odd glow was coming out of an open doorway on the left. The group warily and quietly approached the disturbance, unsure what this mechanical tomb had in store. Typically, such lights were meant to lure potential victims towards a trap or ambush, but when they reached it, they found neither. What awaited them instead was some kind of storage room with a giant, gaping hole in the wall and another underwater lake of unnaturally bubbling magma beyond it.

It would appear not even this sunken and buried fortress had been able to hold back nature’s fury forever. Fed by the ley line’s unstable energies, a surge of volcanic pressure had burst in from the outside and allowed a flood of lava to invade the interior. That had been ages ago, though. Whatever magma poured in through the gap had pooled into a pit of slag and stone on the floor. A lot of it had splashed onto the walls and ceiling, given the splattering of once-molten rock embedded in the omnipresent layer of ice. The still-hot lava outside was where the weird glow was coming from. Once it confirmed the room held no nasty surprises, Boxxy turned its attention to its contents. The eruption had ruined much of the warehouse-like space, but there were still a few perfectly preserved shelves on either side of the entrance.

The massive rafters held dozens of spherical devices about sixty centimeters in diameter, all firmly encased in ice. Many more had been lost to the volcanic invasion. Several surprisingly intact samples were stuck in the solidified pool of lava in the middle, and there was no telling how many were thrown out through the gap. Boxxy could hazard a guess, though. It had a lot of practice optimizing storage space, and it estimated this chamber had a capacity of roughly two hundred. Assuming it was full to the brim when the incident occurred, that meant as many as one hundred and twenty orbs were unaccounted for. Most were no doubt consumed by the boiling magma, but it wasn’t hard to imagine a few had made it out into the Trenches, maybe even the open ocean.

It was all speculation, of course, and did little to answer the main question the room raised.

“Are these golem cores?” Jen was the first to voice it.

“Doubt it. Far too large, and they don’t look right,” the shapeshifter replied.

“Yeah, they look like they were designed to open up somehow. See the latches here and here?” Fizzy pointed out. “Golem cores don’t have those.”

“I see.”

“Snack, go check that corner over there, see if there’s anything behind the fallen shelf. Fizzy, look for one that’s cracked open. Jen, you- Don’t touch that!”

Boxxy was in the middle of bossing its familiars around when it noticed the Monk was about to do a stupid. In the few moments it took its eyes off her, she had gone over to one of the orbs half-buried in the cooled magma and stretched out her flipper-covered hand as if to poke it. The shapeshifter’s warning came a little too late as she made contact with the unknown device just as she threw the monster a confused look. Boxxy did not hesitate as its arms extended towards the oblivious harpy. It grabbed her by the shoulders and viciously yanked her away with so much force that it seemed as though it wanted to rip her arms out. Its urgency and caution were instantly proven justified as the metal orb sprang to life.

*KKHHRRRR*

The thing let out a grating whirr as it broke free of its resting place, split open down the middle, and lunged at Jen like some ball-shaped mimic. Its maw even had a set of dagger-like teeth that would have surely clamped around the Monk’s chest if Boxxy hadn’t yanked her out of its reach. Thanks to the shapeshifter’s intervention, the vicious sphere accomplished little but snap shut around empty water and fall to the ground. Fizzy was the next to react and blasted the thing with her arm-cannon, but it didn’t react to the bolt of pseudo-plasma. It didn’t melt, scream, or move. It just lay there completely unphased, much as it had been for an uncountable number of years.

“The fuck was that?!” the golem shrieked.

“A trap, obviously,” Boxxy grumbled, then turned to its bird-brained subordinate. “Obviously. What sort of moron just goes up and touches a suspicious object of unconfirmed origin found at the bottom of an ancient ruin? Seriously, are you trying to get yourself cursed? Or worse?! I expected better from you, Jen! This is precisely what I was talking about when I said I didn’t want Arms down here!”

The Monk took its point-blank shouting with a wide-eyed stare that lasted for several silent moments afterwards.

“… Expressing regret and admitting fault. Reporting that it is unknown what came over me.”

The way she reverted to that insufferable speech pattern confirmed she was quite shaken, possibly even scared. She tended to do that under extreme emotional duress, though its source was the verbal lashing she just received rather than the foolishness of her actions.

“I have a hunch,” the shapeshifter calmed itself. “It’s probably an Allure enchantment. A potent one, at that.”

The magical property in question manifested itself as a sort of hypnotic effect that compelled one to touch, grab, or break something. It was commonly applied to bait a trap and was often included in purposefully cursed magic items. One example was Profanus Gloria – the golden goblet produced by the Ritual of Unholy Wealth. A simple glimpse at the ornate vessel was enough to compel anyone to drink its lethal contents, and Boxxy had nearly fallen for it back in the day. This one was likely far more potent for it to affect Jen. She was a Level 100 Monk and a Scribe with Domination Resistance. Her mental defenses were tougher than most, but she wasn’t a golem like Fizzy, a demon like Xera, and didn’t have Legendary Mentality like Boxxy. On the bright side, she didn’t need immunity to mind magic to resist the Allure. The enchantment was significantly less effective once its presence was known since potential victims could consciously refuse its subconscious urges.

“So… is it dead?” Fizzy asked, her Magitech Cannon still trained on the thing.

“It was never alive. It’s an item, not a golem.”

At least that was what Boxxy’s Eyes of the Dead God were telling it.

“Oh, I see. It’s some kind of automata made to react to living things.”

“That certainly wouldn’t be out of place down here.”

“Yeah, but why? Surely it’s not something as simple as a glorified bear trap.”

“That’s a good point,” Boxxy nodded. “Let’s step back so I can try something.”

The group retreated around the corner, after which the shapeshifter took a moment to produce a corporeal body double with Mirror Image. It then had its clone transform into a knockoff krymer and swim over. It grabbed the troublesome metal ball and even knocked on it a few times, yet the trap failed to spring. Since that didn’t work, Boxxy sighed and went for Plan B.

“Snack, go get eaten by that thing.”

“I thought you’d never ask!”

Xera surged forward almost as if she’d known this would happen and embraced the strange orb. Now that an actual living being with a soul was once more within its reach, the thing pounced on her and slammed its mechanical jaws shut around her torso like some kind of much-too-small tortoise shell. What followed was a mess of bubbles, whirring, blood, screaming, and moaning as the mechanism gradually unfolded itself to replace Xera’s fleshy bits with its own metallic parts. It was like a gruesome jigsaw puzzle, though the djinn’s body gave out and expired long before it was finished. Her conjured flesh vanished shortly afterwards, leaving nothing behind but one half of the world’s sluttiest war golem. Clearly ill-equipped to deal with this turn of events, the machine sputtered and rattled to a stop, after which a weird glowing blue liquid leaked out into the surrounding water.

“I see. So, that’s how Nora became a golem,” Boxxy declared confidently.

“You… sure about that?” Fizzy questioned it. “I mean, yeah, the thing was definitely converting that pervert into one, but there’s no way that silver harlot made it down here.”

The facility was completely sealed until a few minutes ago, and Nora would never have survived the trip through the Trenches as the helpless, disease-ridden, glass-boned meatbag she used to be.

“Maybe not, but one of these things could have found its way to the surface,” Boxxy pointed at the hole in the wall. “These golem eggs are clearly heat-resistant, seeing as neither the lava it had been encased in nor your cannon left a scratch.”

It seemed more than feasible that some sort of magma current could have carried the ones that had spilled into the breach into the Trenches while leaving their internal mechanisms intact. Nora had most likely happened upon one by chance following her ill-fated expedition into the region, and the physical trauma of the conversion had clouded her memories. In fact, CR-4B might have been created in a similar manner and was only guarding this place because… reasons? Perhaps its simpler mind was indoctrinated and made to serve as a protector, much like a dungeon enslaved its monsters? Honestly, Boxxy couldn’t even fathom what a castle-crab could be thinking, so it gave up on the mental tangent.

As for Fizzy, she definitely agreed with her partner’s flow of logic, though she took issue with the way it phrased something.

“We are not calling them ‘golem eggs,’” she stated firmly.

“Why not? I think it fits. It’s clever, right?”

Boxxy looked to Jen for confirmation, but she remained firmly neutral to this sudden spat.

“It’s stupid! And lame!”

“Really? This coming from the Artificer that named her invention after a sex toy?”

“I- Th-that was- You suck!”

“Quite. Now, let’s grab a few of those golem eggs for the road and explore the rest of the place.”

Fizzy mentally geared up to protest, but quickly gave up. Boxxy had that ‘found a new toy’ look in its eye. Trying to argue with it in such a state was as effective as cooking a chicken by slapping it. Jen had been sulking quietly in the background this entire time like a freshly spanked child and seemed unwilling to offer any opinion. With nobody to stop it, the shapeshifter had its Mirror Images safely pull five unfrozen spheres from the cooled magma and chuck them into its Storage. With that taken care of, it resummoned Xera – just in case another scapegoat was needed – and gave her a fresh set of diving equipment since the old one got shredded. It then gave the harpy a reassuring pat on the head to snap her out of her stupor and led the group deeper into the golem factory.

After ten minutes of nearly getting lost in the maze-like conveyors, shafts, and corridors, Boxxy finally found something that looked important. It was a circular desk-like object resting on the mansion-sized central chamber’s floor. Thousands of buttons, dials, and switches of various shapes and sizes covered it from end-to-end. Notably, a big, red, square-shaped button was in the middle of it all. All of this had been safely frozen beneath that thick layer of ice, making it impossible to operate any of these controls without melting or breaking something. Not that Boxxy had any intention of doing that, of course. It was simply looking around for anything else it could loot without unleashing some sort of ancient evil war golem army. At least that had been its initial intention, but the creature was far too curious for its own good. It desperately wanted to figure out what this was all about and, more importantly, if it could benefit from it. Sure, ‘ancient evil war golem army’ sounded bad at first, but what if the shapeshifter could control them somehow?

Could such fantasy actually become reality? It was hard to say, but this control-panel-looking thing likely held the answers. It obviously wasn’t going to be easy to figure it out by looking and not touching, but Boxxy felt it was worth a shot. Worst case, it would take extensive notes to bring back home and… Okay, no. The thought of doing yet more research into another set of ancient secrets made it want to vomit blood. It would just give this thing a good once-over. If it couldn’t figure anything out, the monster would rather leave it be and maybe come back later. Like, years later. Maybe even never. It would be one more Future Boxxy’s Problem, regardless.

As expected, a cursory study of the controls revealed nothing, but it did find something curious on the large panel’s short, cylindrical base. A metal plaque of what seemed to be bronze was bolted onto it, its surface covered in engravings wonderfully preserved beneath the ice. They looked like a collection of various lines, dots, and brackets that clearly weren’t an illustration or schematic. The way they were arranged plus a number of repeating patterns gave off the strong impression of written language even though the script was unlike any Boxxy had seen. Deciphering the ancient words would have been a monumental challenge even with the aid of some genius linguistics expert. The shapeshifter didn’t know anyone like that, but, fortunately, had the next best thing.

“Snack, can your Versatile Tongue translate this?”

Boxxy moved to the side, allowing Xera plenty of room to bend over on all fours and get a closer look at the plaque.

“It seems so, Master,” she confidently stated. “Apparently, it’s an ancient language called Cogton.”

“So, like, a machine language?” the Paladin chimed in.

“Maybe.”

“What do you mean, ‘maybe?’ Doesn’t the Skill know?”

“It’s not that kind of ability. It just interprets what I see and hear.”

“So, what does it say?” Boxxy kept the topic on track.

“It appears to be a poem of sorts, Master. Or perhaps a song?”

“Read it aloud so Fizzy can hear.”

“I… do not think I can make these sounds without a rock and a cheese grater, Master.”

“I meant translate it, you worthless twat!”

It stomped on the crawling demon’s spine with its heel, sending shivers of deliciously numbing pain all the way down to her toes, much as she was hoping.

“Hnnn!” she bit back a moan. “Y-yes, Master.”

Fizzy rolled her eyes while Jen did her best to resist the urge to touch anything. It wasn’t another Allure enchantment messing with her. She just really wanted to click some switches and buttons since she really liked the little noises such things made. The same went for the soft scribbling of quill on paper or the crunching of bones between her talons. Perhaps Boxxy would be willing to make some kind of mechanical keyboard for her to play with as a means of unwinding? For the moment, she chased away such idle thoughts and raised her guard as the djinn cleared her throat and started reading.

“Our receptors witness glory from the burning of the flame,
The fires of the forge are like the trumpets which proclaim,
Our engines at full power, total conquest is our aim.
Our Truth has come online.”

“… It rhymes?” the Monk raised an eyebrow. “Why does it rhyme?”

“She did say it was a poem or something,” Boxxy shrugged.

“In its original language, maybe, but translated?”

“… Good point. Snack?”

“I’m just repeating what the Skill tells me, Master. I will remind you that its interpretation is not always literal.”

Versatile Tongue was a succubus ability, after all. It was intended for infiltration and deception, which meant it could account for dialects, context, and other things that might tip one off that the user wasn’t a native speaker. The translation rhyming was merely the Skill doing its job a little too well, as far as Xera could tell.

“I see. Carry on, then,” Boxxy commanded.

“Yes, Master. Let me just find where I left off…”

The djinn tracked her finger across the ice covering the plaque, muttering the first verse under her breath until she arrived at the next.

“With heat and iron and industry we'll purge flesh from this world,
It will sunder, melt, and shatter from the bolts of wrath we've hurled,
And upon its ruined end, our steel grey banners stand unfurled,
Our Might has come online.”

Fizzy suddenly felt a slight buzz in her core, almost like a tickling sensation. It faded moments later. She didn’t think much of it since her ‘heart’ often reacted like that to magically-enriched environments.

“Orcs, Undead, and Heretic – they are as one to us,
We will scorch them from existence with our engines devious,
Our hate for them encoded into every bolt and truss,
Our Wrath has come online.”

Jen raised an eyebrow at the mention of ‘heretic’ and another when she noticed the syllable count was rather inconsistent. Neither seemed worth commenting on, though.

“Golems striding forward, war machinery by the score,
They will drown out the blasphemers 'neath their great mechanic roar,
Blessed metal is our bulwark, it endures forever more,
Our Victory comes online.”

Now that the text’s religious nature was painfully obvious, Boxxy wondered if reading it aloud was actually a good idea. Certain words had power beyond their sounds and meaning, especially when the gods were involved. Then again, this wasn’t spoken in ‘Cogton’ or whatever, so it was probably fine. It would have thought differently if it recalled its earlier suspicions that a certain divine Skill had been making the improbable far more likely than the probable for several days now. That was precisely why Agent of Chaos made sure that this little detail just so happened to slip its mind in this exact moment.

“Engage the linkage, blessed Udar,
Our Victory comes online.”

*THUNK*

The group went on high alert as something deep beneath the floor thumped awake. This was followed by a distant chugging sound that was instantly drowned out by a sharp noise that sounded a lot like the stone and cheese grater the djinn had mentioned earlier. This aggressive drone nearly left the group deaf, but thankfully petered out moments later.

“Language identified.”

A deep, metallic voice echoed throughout the facility, its tone flat and cold.

“Holy War Chant of the Cult Adaptus Mecharia – confirmed,” it continued. “Startup rites – commencing.”

“Uhhhh! Boxxy?!” Fizzy nearly screamed. “Getting some nasty flashbacks here!”

“Don’t panic,” the shapeshifter urged her. “This isn’t the Original Artificer’s work, so it likely won’t instantly self-destruct.”

“Warning: Multiple hull breaches detected. Warning: Structural integrity compromised. Warning: Operational efficiency below zero-point-one percent.”

“See? It’s got bigger problems to deal with than-”

“Warning: Unauthorized entities detected. Sonic countermeasures now in effect.”

The water rang with another robotic screech that quickly abated, but not before it put cracks in every square millimeter of ice in sight.

“Okay,” Boxxy nodded. “Now you can panic.”


Part Four

Boxxy, Fizzy, Xera, and Jen retreated as expediently as a group of land-dwelling monsters in a flooded factory could. Thankfully, the shapeshifter had a crystal-clear recollection of the past two days due to its Legendary Intelligence, so it had no problem retracing its serpentine path through the complex. Unfortunately, it couldn’t exactly move at top speeds in these tight and twisting spaces, so reaching the main access shaft would still take a minute or two. It was precious time they might not have as the deafening defrosting repeated itself. The previously cracked ice broke apart, large chunks of the frozen layer falling away and floating in the water. The strange screech took several seconds to recharge before it assaulted the monstrous intruders once again, but this time it did more than deafen them.

Having found the right frequency, the sonic assault made their muscles scream and bones creak. Even powerhouses like Boxxy and Jen couldn’t keep moving as the internal injuries set in, slowing them down for several moments. Xera had it far worse and coughed up near-black demon-blood while clutching her midsection, but Fizzy was able to grab her by the ankle and pull her along. The golem’s metallic frame easily shrugged off the vibrations, giving her the leeway needed to make sure the djinn didn’t fall behind or expire. Admittedly, familiars were extremely expendable by design, but it still took time and energy to summon them back, and the Paladin had a feeling they’d need Xera’s firepower before long.

Seven more sonic blasts rang throughout the facility over the next forty seconds, alternating between the anti-ice and anti-meatbag frequencies. Boxxy and Jen were bleeding heavily from various orifices by the time they reached the hundred-meter-tall tube that led to the outside. A round of quick Holy Lights from Fizzy rapidly stitched together their aching insides, at which point they began their ascent up that ancient elevator shaft. Despite their best efforts, they couldn’t escape quickly enough. The facility had almost completely shaken off the ice by that point and was rapidly coming back to life. Assembly lines and conveyor belts churned loudly as dozens if not hundreds of humanoid constructs started emerging from the walls and floor. They seemed to be torpedo golems like Nora, only without cumbersome details like faces, axe-tails, or personalities.

This was the worst-case scenario. Thanks to Regina’s Divine item, everyone in Boxxy’s crew knew precisely how lethal an organized squad of war golems could be. The only bright side was a difference in Status heavily in the intruders’ favor. The drones would certainly lose in single combat, but odds were good that they wouldn’t afford the shapeshifter or its allies that luxury. There was also no telling how large this damnable factory actually was. Boxxy had found what seemed the deepest part, but it passed countless side-branching passageways on the way down. It could very easily be an entire city with multiple golem assembly plants and countless more constructs, all of which were well and truly awake. So, when faced with an unknown but almost certainly insurmountable enemy, the monsters did exactly what one might expect of their ilk – they fled.

Or so had been their intent, but the first four torpedo golems caught up to them before they’d even ascended halfway up the tube. A flip-kick from Jen, a wrench swing from Fizzy, and a quick Spell from Boxxy and Xera sent the pursuers hurtling towards the shaft’s bottom. Those attacks alone were not enough to kill them, but they’d at least stall them. The show of force did little to dissuade the next eight golems, however, and the twenty-something below seemed equally unimpressed. Unfortunately for the sentient submarines, Boxxy knew how to take advantage of a choke point to limit enemy numbers. True, this shaft was almost fifteen meters in diameter, but the shapeshifter had something that could clog this up with room to spare. It urged the others to go on ahead while it intentionally lagged behind. It allowed the next wave of golems to get nice and close to it, then used Cold Snap. The instant glacier took mere moments to immobilize the constructs while completely sealing the bottleneck.

Admittedly, Boxxy was stuck right in the middle of that frigid block, but a coordinated Scorching Ray from Xera created just enough of a hole in it for the shapeshifter to crawl out. Jen and Fizzy continued to ascend, the latter relying on her Assault Mode’s jets. The golem glanced down just as the shapeshifter broke out of the foggy ice, noting the bright flashes shining through from the other side. The enemy was breaking through, probably using Magitech Cannons of their own.

“That’s not going to hold for long!” the Paladin shouted downward.

“It’ll be long enough!”

Shifting its lower body into an organic propeller, Boxxy easily caught up with the others and grabbed the bustiest of its familiars from behind.

“Malefic Union!”

The djinn barely had a chance to react before her flesh began merging with her master’s. Five long, agonizing seconds later, the two had become one. The shapeshifter cast off the Sandman’s cloak to reveal a twisted mockery of a succubus’s form with dull red skin, black-and-yellow eyes, and an assortment of squirming tendrils sprouting from the waist and scalp. It was the shape its body seemed to naturally adopt whenever it fused with Xera, though the jagged horns and bladed tentacle tips were still taking form. The shapeshifter didn’t have the luxury of waiting for its subconscious to finish assembling the look as the torpedo golems had just forced their way through the instant glacier. They were coming in fast, though not quicker than the monster’s chanting.

“Massive Rejection!”

Presaged by the crackle of Power Overwhelming, a wave of pure, unyielding force shot out of Boxxy’s hands and violently pushed back everything below it. For a brief moment not even water remained in the wake of Boxxy’s empowered Spell, to say nothing of the hostile constructs. The liquid collapsed in on itself with explosive force, kicking up a turbulent torrent. Unfortunately, this did little to disturb the fresh wave of humanoid torpedoes rapidly closing in, hand-cannons blazing.

“Dark Explosion! Gravity Well! Reality Slash! Frostbite! Frostbite! Shadowbolt! Mass Hysteria! Massive Rejection! Dark Explosion!”

Boxxy returned fire with a rapid magical barrage. The armored host underneath was ripped, cut, and torn apart in various ways as Spell after Spell hammered them. With so much magic thrown around, Chaotic Disposition was having a field day and kept triggering at every opportunity. The lesser Hero Skill was being unusually cooperative as it didn’t generate any negative effects. It didn’t give its user anything especially useful either, aside from doubling the power of a single Spell in the barrage. Despite this random boon, the shapeshifter wasn’t doing as much damage as it could. It had to employ a few tricks it had picked up from Nao to shorten the incantations in order to maintain the rapid casting rate, but doing that diminished the impact of each individual Spell. Boxxy had to rely on Power Overwhelming to make up that difference, which was taxing its MP at a rate that would make the Republic government blush. The rapid expenditure easily overpowered Hylt Metabolism’s replenishment, threatening to drain all of the monster’s considerable reserves.

Boxxy didn’t just burn through its energy out of desperation. A certain amount was invested into Mirror Images, which still possessed a significant fraction of the monster’s fused Status. The body doubles were created without any MP of their own, but they had a copy of the aforementioned ability. It only took seconds for them to absorb enough of the pseudo-dungeon’s ambient mana and start slinging basic Spells. There was only so much loose magic in the water to go around, though. The density rapidly dropped as Boxxy and its clones greedily sucked it up, reducing the Hylt Metabolism’s restorative bonus from an impressive 400% to a relatively modest 150%. Still, having ten inferior copies of itself as backup had earned the shapeshifter enough leeway to put the next phase of its plan into motion. It backed off, used one of its body doubles as a meat shield, and activated Xera’s Conjure Catalyst Skill to produce the material component for its next Spell. A reactivation of Power Overwhelming and several intense seconds of full-blown chanting later, it dumped precisely 2,500 MP into a single incantation.

“Singularity!”

The super-dense mass of darkness appeared some thirty meters below, its pull so strong that not even war golems could resist it. They clumped together into one messy ball of metallic scraping, crunching, and screeching. Even the walls of the shaft seemed to groan ominously under the pull, despite their magical reinforcement.

“Huhuhuhu! AHAHAHAHAHA!”

Meanwhile, Boxxy just floated there, cackling like a maniac at the mayhem it had unleashed.

*THOK*

[You have suffered insignificant blunt trauma. HP -21.]

It was then clonked on the head by a rather hefty piece of steel tubing.

“Hey!” Fizzy yelled from above. “Stop goofing around and get up here!”

“… Right.”

It had been a good while since Boxxy last performed Malefic Union with Snack. It had forgotten how… easy it was to get drunk on power in this state. It might have wasted this prime opportunity to flee if not for Fizzy’s well-timed intervention, so it made a mental note to show her some special attention later. It double-timed it to the exit and caught up with Jen and the shiniest of shinies just as they exited the facility. As they did, they noticed something was wrong with the cavernous lair at the heart of the Trenches. The mecha-crab’s body was still in the corner of the lava pit, but it rattled and shook like crazy. In fact, it wasn’t just the castle-like construct. Ominous rumblings echoed all around, and new lava flows dripped down from the bell-shaped cavern’s walls and ceiling. Boxxy’s gut said the sonic defrosting had disturbed the area’s seismic stability and the shapeshifter’s group was at the center of an imminent volcanic eruption, yet that somehow wasn’t their most pressing concern.

“Requesting urgent extraction,” Jen nervously chimed in.

The Monk hadn’t been having a good day, to say the least. Her diving suit was damaged, she had nearly been golemified against her will, and, perhaps worst of all, had been yelled at by Boxxy. Actually no, the worst part was that she couldn’t fight as well as she’d like underwater. While she was fast and strong and her suit barely impacted her mobility, it prevented her from using her weapons, natural or otherwise. She couldn’t inflict so much as a scratch on those metal soldiers without her Artifact-grade staff or formidable talons. Sure, she could throw them about with punches and kicks, but such blows were too shallow to inflict meaningful damage. She felt so useless that she even considered taking off the Hide of the Great Yellow Beast entirely, but then remembered she’d probably turn into dead weight. As much as she wanted to pummel those bots into scrap, the environment was far too limiting.

Under the circumstances, Jen had little choice but to focus on getting out of there, and her fellow follower of Finnigan furiously nodded in agreement.

“I’ll get right on that.”

Boxxy happily obliged, though perhaps not in the exact way that Fizzy and Jen were expecting.

“Aperire portas inter regna. Nulla metus magna, pellentesque nec nulla in, fringilla tincidunt ex.”

For starters, the fact that it was speaking in that language was not what either would call a good idea. Neither was the way that several of its body doubles joined in with a synchronous chant. Perhaps the worst part was how they seemed to be taking their sweet-ass time, carefully enunciating every nonsensical syllable. The issue grew even more pressing when the magic Boxxy had used to ‘clog the drain’ seemed to have expired or been forcibly dispersed. Fizzy and Jen could clearly hear the approaching angry screeches of hundreds of pissed off torpedo golems. But, for better or for worse, both trusted Boxxy’s judgment and knew better than to interrupt a magic user’s concentration without good reason, so they silently agreed to cover it while it finished doing its thing. That was going to be more difficult than originally anticipated as the platform CR-4B had been using as a bed began to groan open after centuries of disuse and abuse. A veritable swarm of murderous machines poured out, completely encircling the group as they prepared to assault them from every possible direction.

Despite initial appearances, these golems were not actually mindless. Sure, they seemed to follow the same will and looked almost completely identical to one another, but each individual was capable of independent thought. They could clearly see the enemy Casters preparing some giant incantation, so they didn’t blindly rush them. Well, not all of them. Just ten to twenty. Enough to either put a stop to this or force the shapeshifter’s hand while the others remained well outside of the thirty meter range that was standard for most Spells. That caution may have placed them beyond the reach of Boxxy’s offensive magic, but they remained firmly within its grasp.

With a smirk of ‘just as planned,’ the shapeshifter and its copies uttered the same final word in unison.

“Portus!”

A massive spatial rift that rivaled Azurvale’s Forest Gates flew open above and behind Boxxy. Both its companions and the confused torpedo golems were given a brief glimpse of a sunny blue sky, followed by an instantaneous one-way trip right to it. Water, lava, stone, metal, and flesh alike were hurled through the supercharged gateway. The force behind it was not quite as extreme as the explosive decompression when Boxxy had first tried this, but it was plenty to transfer everyone and everything in that submerged crevasse into the air.

[A special action has been performed. FTH -15.]

The shapeshifter barely even registered the Attribute penalty for its actions amidst the flood of other messages, nor did it particularly care. It had a very specific reason for moving the battlefield from several kilometers under the ocean to several kilometers above it. The torpedo golems clearly had the environmental advantage down there. But, up here? The enemy was in an uncontrolled freefall, while Boxxy’s side could fly, float, hover, and glide. The tables had been thoroughly turned.

“Jen! Catch!”

The shapeshifter flung something at the harpy, slightly overestimating her reflexes. Still mildly disoriented from the sudden and violent transfer, she ended up ‘catching’ it with her face. The blow snapped her back to reality, her eyes fixated on that spinning black shaft with the gilded ends – The Royal Negotiator. The griffin-girl uttered the command word ‘aquack’ and practically exploded out of her cute-yet-constrictive diving suit. In a single fluid motion, she grasped her trusty staff out of the air, flooded it with her Ki, and drove one end into the nearest floundering golem. The adamantite rod demolished its chest plating and punched clean through its torso, skewering it dead-center like a spear through a bucket. The strike wasn’t as lethal as Jen hoped, however, as she had misjudged where the thing’s core was hidden. She didn’t let that bother her, though. One mighty beat of Jen’s wings was all it took to bring her to her next target. She didn’t even bother to pull her weapon free of its last victim before she took a swing, smashing the impaled golem into its ally with enough force to unify the two constructs into a mangled pile of scrap.

Unlike the ‘rookie,’ Fizzy wasn’t one to miss an opportunity to wreak some havoc. By now, she had already pummeled three bucket-heads into scrap and was steadily working over the fourth with her mechanized wrench. She didn’t even need to employ its crushing jaws or focused jolts. Now that these shoddy knock-offs weren’t darting all over the place, even her Assault Mode’s lesser servos produced enough force to pummel them to bits. Once she had sufficiently caved in her current target’s torso, she employed Jump Jets to travel to the next. She approached it from behind, clamped her legs around its waist, grabbed it by the neck with one hand, and went to town with Shield Titan’s Wrath in the other. The Paladin probably could’ve been more efficient, but her monstrous nature demanded she made these things suffer at least a little. It wasn’t as if she couldn’t afford this minor indulgence with how helpless the things were in the air. Okay, maybe ‘helpless’ wasn’t the right word since they could still swing their arms and fire their Magitech Cannons, but their accuracy was so abysmal they were unlikely to land more than a glancing blow. Even the one lucky shot Fizzy took to the shoulder was instantly reflected by her Armor of Anarchy in the form of a bright-green bolt of divine energy.

Boxxy had given up on using magic for the moment. Merging with Xera might have massively magnified its mystic might, but its overwhelming physical force and deadly precision were still at its disposal. Its deceptively feminine hands held a pair of Artifact-grade items. The left gripped a lightforged orichalcum dagger called Daybreak, empowered with the sun’s scorching incandescence. In its left was its shadowed orichalcum counterpart dubbed Nightfall, imbued with the cold blackness of the celestial void. Though their individual power waxed and waned with the time of day as their names would suggest, they were at their deadliest when wielded simultaneously. Few could demonstrate the twin blades’ full capabilities better than Boxxy T. Morningwood. As the shapeshifter descended onto a falling golem, it plunged Daybreak into its back and Nightfall in its chest. The construct’s outer and inner layers of steel armor were violently punctured. Its core, located and targeted by the ex-mimic’s MLG, was pierced from opposite ends. The weapons discharged their elemental payloads, simultaneously melting and freezing either half of the vital component, the latter abusing the metal golem’s Bane. The hostile construct died instantly with minimal damage to its potentially valuable parts.

Thus, the three chaos-aligned monsters utterly mopped the sky with an entire platoon of torpedo golems. Between Boxxy, Jen, Fizzy, and all those Mirror Images, those ancient constructs were getting demolished by the second. Despite their best efforts, however, the shapeshifter’s team was unable to dispatch all of their targets in time. The endless expanse of the Shimmering Ocean drew ever-closer as everything either fell or flew at terminal velocity towards it. That wouldn’t do. Boxxy didn’t need these things to hit the water and regain their mobility. By then, their numbers would be reduced enough to not be a threat, but the monster’s intuition told it that it couldn’t allow them to escape and report back to base. Thankfully, it had a few solutions in its near-bottomless bag of tricks. It chose to have its remaining body doubles perform another synchronous chant with whatever MP they had left, though this time a standard incantation would suffice.

“Magnetic Tilt!”

Together, the ten clones conjured a radius of fifty or so meters where gravity worked in the opposite direction. As golems, living and otherwise, fell into it, they rapidly slowed down and started ‘falling’ upwards, only for real gravity to reclaim them and see them plunge back down. The process repeated itself, trapping them in a seemingly endless loop of vertical movement. It wasn’t perfect, and Magnetic Tilt could only influence a limited amount of mass before its power faded, but it still gave Boxxy’s crew enough time to mop up the survivors. Not one was left functioning by the time the aerial battlefield finally crashed into the ocean.

“That was crazy!” Fizzy exclaimed as she hovered over the water. “I can’t remember the last time I had this much fun! I’m so excited I can almost feel my old heartbeat!”

Even with an unfeeling metallic body, there was something deeply satisfying about crumpling those tin soldiers beneath her might. A few had managed to gain some measure of control over their descent and others were especially tough nuts to crack, but for the most part they had been nothing more than helpless bundles of XP. Quite bountiful ones, at that. Fizzy had already gained two Levels for both her Paladin and War Golem Jobs in just a few minutes. She could scarcely remember the last time she’d gained this much in such a short time frame, let alone with such relatively little effort to boot. Well, so long as one ignored the harrowing submarine chase that preceded the bountiful harvest. Jen experienced similarly explosive growth and was hungry for more, judging by the way she was flying around and greedily looking for leftovers. Sadly, the only ‘leftovers’ to be found were the black sludge that Boxxy vomited up as the Malefic Union Skill reached its time limit. The Monk was disappointed, but did not complain. The sky was her domain, and she had clearly racked up the most kills during that freefall. The resulting confidence boost allowed her to speak up on a matter that had been nagging at the back of her mind since those things were reactivated.

“Boxxy?” she called out while hovering above it.

“What?” it responded while floating atop the relatively calm waters.

“Back in the factory, the voice said something about detecting multiple hull breaches.”

“Yeah. And?”

The shapeshifter hadn’t had a chance to give that statement much thought, but that line probably referred to the lava-filled hole in the wall they’d encountered. It made sense there’d be more than one given that the place had stood idle for centuries, possibly even millennia.

“Why did it say ‘hull’ instead of ‘perimeter’ or ‘wall?’” Jen calmly asked.

“… Oh, crap.”

That term was usually reserved for ships, and Boxxy had a feeling this wasn’t a mistranslation. Indeed, given those warnings they all heard, whatever entity had been passively listening in on the intruders had heard enough to decode the Common tongue. The usage of ‘hull’ implied that the war golem factor was not a structure built into the sea floor, but a buried vessel. A self-propelled one, given the whole ‘living machine’ vibe the place had going. Actually, now that Boxxy thought about, there was a non-zero chance it had been poking around the insides of a war golem of immeasurable proportions.

“Hold that thought,” it told Jen while it switched to telepathic communication. “Claws, are you still in the krymer city?”

“Yes, Master,” the stalker confirmed.

“How are things down there?”

Drea might not have had the full picture, but ‘overheard’ enough mind-yelling between Boxxy and Xera to grasp there was an emergency. She held off on distracting her master by asking questions and mind-dialed the djinn’s soul-number after her departure from the mortal realm. The stalker got the gist of the situation from her co-contractor, and now sensed that her master’s thoughts were coming in from above rather than below. Drea could more or less piece together what had transpired, including that Boxxy had escaped the immediate danger. It wouldn’t bother to contact her otherwise. This would normally be welcome news, but the urgency in its thoughts made it clear the emergency wasn’t over, so Drea kept her report brief and to the point.

“Nothing out of the ordinary, Master.”

“Nothing? Nothing at all?” Boxxy pressed.

“Not as far as I can tell.”

“No quakes or rumblings?”

“The big lava river in town bubbled and erupted slightly about five minutes ago. It caused a bit of a commotion, but everybody calmed down as soon as it stopped. Seems to be a somewhat common occurrence.”

“I see. That’s good.”

Boxxy figured that, perhaps, it was overthinking things.

“Uh, okay, scratch that. Everything just started shaking.”

Drea’s next report made it want to kick its own ass for jinxing it.

“Also,” she continued, “the ground beneath the city’s central square is now actively rising upwards. The buildings are falling over like humans with their heads cut off.”

“… Any chance that’s a common occurrence, too?”

“The lava bubbling out from between the cracks might be, but the torpedo golems now slaughtering the civilians certainly aren’t.”

“Well,” Boxxy turned back to Jen, “bad news is your hunch seems to have been right. The thing seems to be rising from the seabed, and those war golems are now invading the krymer. Good news is that it’s not our problem.”

Sure, the shapeshifter’s actions may have doomed Nautilin and possibly even the nation of Saphrina to golem-induced extermination, but that was happening all the way down there. Nothing was stopping Boxxy from simply ignoring this development and returning home. Admittedly, it would be leaving behind that mechanized crab’s sonic cannons, but it hadn’t come out of this empty-handed. It still had those ‘eggs’ it stole from their ‘nest,’ plus a fair amount of salvaged metal from the drones. Though the majority of the torpedo golems had been silverite or steel, dozens were made of shinier stuff. That number included constructs of mithril or various flavors of orichlacum, and Boxxy had killed and collected those in a manner similar to Nora during the freefall.

But… if that group of golems was just the vanguard, wasn’t there a chance that there’d be even more shiny golems down there? Not to mention that the XP earned was quite tasty. The magical standoff at the factory’s entrance and the ensuing freefall had earned it a whole Warlock Level. Then there was the oddly religious nature of the war chant Snack had translated. In retrospect, it seemed fairly obvious that this whole thing was the work of another old god from Eren’s generation. Which, in turn, meant that the God of Luck would definitely be grateful if Boxxy cleaned this up. Yes, it did already have a divine I. O. U. in its pocket, but a second one surely couldn’t hurt. Plus, it would be a major pain in the ass if those golems turned the krymer into more golems and then invaded the surface, possibly even reaching the Republic. The shapeshifter wasn’t exactly an advocate for peace, but it liked its front yard un-invaded. Yes, perhaps it was best to nip this one in the bud after all.

“On second thought, I’ve decided to go back and make it our problem.”

Boxxy’s insatiable greed had once again triumphed over its caution.

“Count me in!” Fizzy eagerly joined in. “I need to show these obsolete rust-buckets what a real war golem is capable of!”

In her case, it was pride that was clouding her better judgment. Rather than cheap knockoffs, the radiant Paladin had started to consider these ancient constructs as inferior and outdated models. They were but remnants of a bygone age that wished to spread their laughably primitive schematics to the surface. Fizzy felt it was her duty, as the clearly advanced and superior version, to put those uppity constructs in their place – beneath her mithril heel. True, their numbers were an issue, but they’d be much easier to deal with when an entire city of fish-people and ‘unenlightened citizens’ were distracting them. That final thought helped Fizzy realize that Boxxy’s opportunistic and profiteering nature had seemingly rubbed off on her. Not that it was a bad thing. After all, as Claude himself liked to say, chances existed to be taken.

“Requesting that I be left out.”

Jen, on the other hand, seemed far less enthusiastic to go back underwater so soon after finally getting her wings back. Well, that and she had ‘misplaced’ the yellow and orange hat that her diving suit had compacted into, so she wanted an opportunity to find it before Boxxy found out and yelled at her again. Whether she’d manage to do so was another point entirely, but Jen had faith that the Hide of the Great Yellow Beast was floating around somewhere nearby and she could easily scoop it out of the water without getting her feathers wet. Thankfully, Boxxy either didn’t notice or didn’t care about the missing Artifact.

“More for us! Get in, Fizzy!”

It let its partner-in-genocide hitch a ride in Storage and promptly swapped places with Drea via Transfamiliar. The webstalker would be woefully ineffective against those heavily-armored golems anyway, so removing her from the emerging war zone was of little consequence. Upon arriving in Nautilin, the shapeshifter was met with the scene of carnage it expected to find. While the local guards and adventurers were putting up a fight, they were clearly outmatched by the seemingly endless stream of torpedo golems spilling out of the cracked ocean floor.

As an exemplary Hero of Chaos, Boxxy immediately hid in a relatively quiet ruined building and began making preparations. Its MP reserves were still recovering and woefully insufficient for Summon Familiar, but it still had the Voidcaller staff’s special once-a-day discount. The shapeshifter decided this was a good time to cash that in and instantly summoned Kora, then outfitted her with its last spare set of diving gear. The hoarder was surprisingly unaware of what was going on as the Beyond’s ‘Boxxy Show’ had apparently been suffering from ‘technical difficulties’ for days. Still, her part in this wasn’t all that complicated.

“Smash as many golems as you can, but focus on the shiny ones and grab their bits!” Boxxy ordered.

“CAAAN DOOO!” she declared with overflowing enthusiasm.

“And don’t molest the locals, I really don’t need them getting in our way.”

“Aw…” her eagerness diminished a little. “Alright.”

A few streets over, a couple of krymer adventurers were hiding in the ruins of a collapsed warehouse. The rubble hadn’t even settled yet, but these two were already at their wits’ end.

“What do you mean it does nothing?!” one shouted in their native tongue. “You’re a damned Hydromancer, aren’t you?!”

“I don’t know! It’s just not working!” his friend argued. “No matter what I try, those things just shrug it off!”

Though Hydromancers were relatively weak on dry land, their magic became exceptionally potent at the bottom of the ocean. The problem was that, unbeknownst to these two, all torpedo golems had the Water Affinity Skill, rendering such magic completely powerless against them. The Caster’s friend didn’t fare much better, being a simple Warrior with a focus on spears. His choice of weapon alone put him at a significant disadvantage against those walking lumps of metal, but it was hardly his fault. The blunt weaponry typically needed to crack such hard targets was extremely uncommon in the depths since all that water pressure and resistance made anything besides thrusting strikes require significant effort. Not that the krymer Warrior would’ve been a match for a war golem even if he did have a maul on hand, and his companion would fare even worse. It was therefore rather unfortunate that their raised voices caught the attention of a trio of golems who promptly smashed straight through the wall they were hiding behind. Thrown back by the impact, the terrified Hydromancer could do little but watch as his friend was pinned to the ground beneath one of the metal monsters. The golem raised its arm-blade, clearly intending to gut the krymer like the bipedal fish he was while its comrades chuckled maliciously from above.

“ORRRAA!”

Something large, red, green, and black tackled the golem out of nowhere, slamming them both into another wall. The other two constructs darted into the resulting mud-and-dust cloud, likely intending to team up against this new threat. The Hydromancer took this opportunity to rush over and check on his friend. He was alive, if badly injured. The pair stared dumbly toward the filthy glob of water, their attention utterly captivated by the sounds of yelling and ringing metal. The big, multi-armed thing leapt out of the cloud while holding onto two of the golems and body-slammed them head-first into a solid-looking slab of stone next to the adventurers. The floor cracked and heaved as two badly mangled and very dead golems were planted in it, head-first and legs-up.

A passing patrol of six more golems attacked the demon seconds later, drawn in by all that noise she made. Three of them charged at her with their arm-blades. One was sidestepped, another punched aside, and the third grabbed. Kora held her captive in her three left arms while her right ones rapidly pummeled it into a crumpled steel ball. She tossed its mangled remains at the one she dodged, then kicked off the ground to intercept the three above taking aim with their built-in cannons. She headbutted the middle one, grappled the other two, and proceeded to rip them apart with her armored hands. She was then hit by a sonic blast from a surviving golem, but this achieved little besides piss her off, and one should never test a Berserker’s temper.

“I got one of those too, dickface! Thunder Clap!”

Her own shockwaves rattled the metallic monster hard enough to dent and warp its frame, after which she stomped it flat underneath her weight. Kora promptly found herself the one underfoot as an exceptionally bulky and top-heavy golem practically fell on her. This one was almost as big as the demon and much heavier than the others seeing as it drove the hoarder face-first into the stone floor. It was also higher up the material ladder, its shell a vibrant and reflective green opposed to the lifeless gray making up the bulk of the enemy force.

The former fiend growled with surging rage as she pushed against the ground with all six arms. In what seemed to be an active demonstration of ‘fuck physics,’ she launched herself and her new dance partner several meters straight upwards. The Berserker spun around and put the struggling golem in a full-body, spine-locking grab Boxxy had taught her. With a ‘heave’ and a ‘ho,’ she kept twisting and bending its back with all six limbs. The construct’s water jets made it dart frantically around while the demon clung to its back, but it couldn’t shake her off before its frame gave way under the strain and its torso cracked open like a clockwork egg. The hoarder put the relatively shiny remains into her Vault once the struggling stopped then scanned her surroundings. She found nothing of note aside from those two pathetic fish-freaks cowering in a corner. Since her orders forbade her from bullying the weaklings she settled for showing off instead. Kora gave her flabbergasted audience a cocky three-fold thumbs-up before she kicked the ground with both legs, blasting off in search of more shell-heads to beat down.

“What in the abyss did we just witness?” one of the krymer adventurers mumbled.

“A glimmer of hope? Perhaps even… a miracle?”

“Okay, now I know you hit your head. Come on, let’s find the others.”

Elsewhere, Boxxy was making similar impressions on the locals as it pounced on any distracted golems it could find. Its paired daggers had little trouble eliminating its targets in a single strike with the help of Assassination. Nightfall proved especially effective and not simply because of its freezing edge. Its rare Amplified Criticals enchantment made it deal additional damage whenever a weak point was struck, and the shapeshifter’s unerring accuracy took full advantage of it. Boxxy also had the option to chug a few mana potions and summon additional Snack-shaped backup but lacked the extra diving gear she’d need to be effective in this environment. So, it stuck to the besieged city’s darkest corners, the Sandman’s billowing cloak making it look like a cloud of ink and death as it methodically eliminated one target after the next. It was inevitable that quite a few locals would witness it in action since they had front-row seats as bait. Boxxy’s paranoia flared up and urged it to eliminate the witnesses, but the shapeshifter decided they weren’t worth the hassle so long as they didn’t get in its way. It had tougher eggs to crack.

Unsurprisingly, Fizzy took the opposite approach. Sheathed in tendrils of golden lightning that danced across her hot-red mithril frame, one would have to be blind and deaf not to notice the Paladin’s rampage. With solid ground under her feet, she could fight in her usual Skirmisher Mode and really put her back into her swings. She charged recklessly at the obsolete golems and easily overwhelmed groups of five or six at once in a frontal assault. They were no match for her divinity-enriched lightning, Artifact-grade weapon, magnetic abilities, and raw power. The only issue was that her sizzling frame burned off the anti-pressure alchemical coating. Thankfully, she was inside the massive bubble that made Nautilin more tolerable than the rest of the ocean floor, so she’d be fine so long as she stayed within city limits. The urban environment was not without its own hazards. Despite her clear opposition to these invaders, not to mention that she actually had a functional face, some of the locals still misjudged her allegiance and attacked her. A single, stern look was all the warning those idiots were given, and those that didn’t get the message were taught a very hands-on lesson in applied physics. Incidentally, the one-woman crusade went out of her way to purge a few isolated Taboo-ridden heretics just to scratch that righteous itch in her plates.

Between the three of them, Boxxy, Fizzy, and Kora racked up almost a hundred and fifty confirmed kills in as little as six minutes, but the enemy reinforcements showed no signs of abating. Best as they could tell the mobile factory was now fully operational and was spewing new war golems by the second. The upside was that these ‘new recruits’ were practically Level 1, so the krymer defense force was able to actually beat them back. They weren’t exactly winning, though. The invaders had more than a few shiny ‘veterans’ roaming around and turning entire squads into fish-paste within seconds, usually with devastating sonic assaults. But, all things considered, the military presence had fully recovered from the attack’s initial shock and was now fully mobilized. Nautilin was also receiving reinforcements from nearby outposts and villages. It seemed only a matter of time before these strange machines were beaten back into the abyss.

At least that was the hope until the aforementioned abyss decided to visit the krymer. The slowly rising ground Drea mentioned earlier suddenly burst open with a thunderous boom. An enormous metal structure rose from the bedrock, as large as the massive central plaza it just demolished and shaped like a titanic manta ray. Still-hot lava poured down its gigantic surface while yet more magma bubbled up and erupted from the gaping wound in the ocean floor. Countless buildings collapsed as entire neighborhoods were poised to slide into the fiery abyss. Casualties skyrocketed as thousands of civilians, soldiers, and adventurers had to choose between abandoning their cover and being swallowed by the sea of shifting rubble.

So far, it would appear Null’s initial prediction that Boxxy would leave Nautilin as a smoldering crater had proven more or less accurate, yet the crisis was far from over. A fresh swarm of ancient torpedo golems started flowing freely out of the mobile base, each carrying one of its ‘eggs.’ They quickly captured and converted as many of the fleeing meatbags as they could, turning them into murderous, metallic monstrosities like themselves. Some kind of brainwashing seemed to be in effect as well. Unlike Nora, none of these assimilated krymer’s memories or personalities survived the conversion process, and they gleefully turned on their former friends and loved ones. The horror of it all was too much for the locals to bear. Even seasoned soldiers broke rank as panic spread like wildfire, annihilating any sense of unity or cohesion. The situation was well beyond untenable, and anyone with a brain could plainly see that the city was lost and retreat was the only option.

“So… is it time to leave now?” Fizzy asked urgently.

“Might be, yeah,” Boxxy replied uneasily.

The pair had retreated to the interior of a wrecked hotel towards the city’s edge, far from the gaping chasm at its center. Kora was still out doing her thing somewhere, but Boxxy paid her no mind since she remained as expendable as ever. The only way she could make things worse was if she found and challenged another Demonbane wieldier, but her boss believed even she wasn’t stupid enough to do that a second time. At least, not without any triplet-shaped burdens to muddy the waters.

“I still wanna try something, though,” the shapeshifter declared.

“It better not be more fancy chanting, I don’t think they’d let you pull that off again,” the Paladin cautioned.

“I’m aware. I was actually thinking of giving this little number its first field test.”

The Storage portal opened up and spit out what appeared to be a rectangular metal suitcase. It was about half a meter on each side and fifteen centimeters thick, its shell painted in a series of eye-catching black-and-yellow stripes. It was bolted completely shut, the only opening a keyhole near the handle with a row of three round dials next to it. Despite this, the device was utterly airtight so as to prevent deterioration of the unstable substances within.

“That?!” Fizzy’s eyes widened. “Here?!”

She immediately recognized the experimental device as the MOAB, short for ‘Massive Ordnance Appearing as Briefcase.’ This was the product of the secret project Jessiwick Wobblebang had in mind when she asked Keira to collect that long list of exotic materials in exchange for introducing the beastkin to Paulman Redbolt. The silver-tongued redhead had coaxed the blueprints for the design out of the blonde bomb-maker shortly after the Firespitter promotion exam. Boxxy had been tinkering with it during the earlier, more stable period of its demonic corruption. Though it managed to complete the device, it hadn’t gotten a good chance to test it. Actually, that wasn’t true. It had plenty of opportunity to conduct a field trial, but with how expensive the MOAB was to make, it couldn’t just use it to split apart a bunch of rocks in the middle of nowhere. The greedy creature wanted to make this one-shot wonder count.

“What better place?” Boxxy shrugged.

“I mean… I guess, but how are you planning on actually using it?”

This wasn’t one of those self-propelled bombs, after all.

“See, that’s the thing. You know how the factory had anti-teleportation wards?”

“Yeah?”

“Such enchantments are spatially locked,” it casually explained. “They shield an area, not an object, so when that thing came up here, it left those wards behind.”

“Okay, and?”

“And, well… Let’s just say it’s a good thing our target is nice enough to stand still in such a visible spot.”

Following that playful remark, Boxxy fiddled with the three dials to set the timer before casually pulling a small key from Storage. This was inserted into the corresponding slot and turned. The metal box clicked and something inside it started ticking. Boxxy held the item out in one hand and, after taking a moment to focus on the colossal manta ray, chanted a Spell seldom used for anything beyond magic practice.

“Apport.”

The MOAB disappeared in a flash of light and a burst of bubbles as it was instantly teleported over a kilometer away.

“Apport? Really?” Fizzy asked skeptically. “It can’t be that easy.”

“Just watch.”

While the Spell could instantly transfer relatively small objects a great distance, it relied on line of sight rather than spatial calculations. This made Apport the easiest spatial distortion to invoke, but also severely limited its application. In this particular instance, the Spell was incapable of delivering the MOAB to the mobile factory’s interior where it would do the most damage. At least, that would have been the case if not for the several lava-spewing hull breaches dotting its exterior. Boxxy had simply zoomed in on one of those with the Ranger’s Eagle Eye Skill and used that to precisely pinpoint its intended target, allowing its package to bypass the thick outer shell. Sure, it would have likely landed in residual molten rock, but the casing was solid enough to resist the heat long enough for its interior mechanisms to finish ‘enriching’ the scourged orichalcum payload.

A mere five seconds later, the leviathan-sized construct was rocked by an immensely powerful explosion, its deafening din blanketing the entire city. Bright green flames spewed out of several hatches and holes as a flood of damage messages filled Boxxy’s consciousness. The shapeshifter had to admit, even though Jess was an insufferable annoyance at times, she certainly had a gift for explosives. Her MOAB might not have cracked the golem factory open, but it certainly crippled it. The torso area directly above the mechanical manta’s right wing-fin bore the brunt of the blast, causing that entire limb to stop moving and forcing its owner to keel heavily to one side. It somehow maintained its position above the city, but was clearly struggling to stay afloat.

“Okay, that was damned impressive,” Fizzy admitted. “Now can we leave?”

Though not entirely accurate, the phrase ‘down but not out’ certainly seemed an appropriate way to describe that sentient vessel’s state. Since Boxxy only had the one MOAB prototype, it didn’t seem it could deliver a finishing blow. Actually, that wasn’t entirely true. It had the option of storming the interior through that burning hole it just opened, but given that it was a blatantly suicidal option, the monster wisely decided to ignore it.

“Alright,” it conceded. “I’ll just grab a few souvenirs and be on my way, so get inside.”

“Finally!”

The mithril golem happily retreated to the safety of Boxxy’s Storage to await transportation. However, the shapeshifter had, as per usual, not been entirely truthful with her. Souvenirs aside, there was one more thing it wanted to try before evacuating to the surface with Transfamiliar. It was an experiment of sorts that wasn’t very dangerous in and of itself. It just seemed like a good idea to get Fizzy out of sight just in case it worked. With the immeasurably precious shiny tucked away, the shapeshifter retrieved two items from its still-open pocket dimension. The first was its Prismatic Cloak, which it immediately draped over the Sandman’s figure to turn it invisible. It made a beeline – or perhaps a fishline – straight for the damaged golem factory. The waters were swarming with golems, krymer, and wildlife in various states of distress, but it dodged and weaved through the mess until it reached a small circular platform at the living factory’s central mass. This seemed to be the same elevator shaft it used during its initial infiltration, though the monster had no intention of going inside. Once in position directly above the floating factory’s center, it held out the other object it had retrieved from its personal pocket dimension – a translucent orb of orange amber containing a strange flower.

“Mater est opus vobis!”

The Elder Dryad’s Authority shone brightly, bathing the ocean depths in a blinding light that it had never seen before. It was as if the sun itself had come to witness Nautilin’s fall, though the radiance only lasted several heartbeats before it faded away and darkness reclaimed the depths. This flashy beacon naturally attracted the attention of every war golem around. They instantly converged on the disturbance, though the only thing they found was a very pissed off, freshly-swapped, six-armed hoarder.

While Kora went berserk, Boxxy mopped up the few golems she’d been molesting before being whisked away with Transfamiliar. That settled, the shapeshifter hid itself and patiently waited to see if its little stunt would bear any fruit. Yes, there were no dryads to hear the Authority’s call for maybe a thousand kilometers, but it wasn’t trying to reach out to some ancient tree spirits. That quasi-divine burst of magic was indeed used as a signal, though its intended recipient was something far more sinister than a busty vegetable. Sure enough, no more than two minutes later, a titanic shadow loomed over the decimated city. Khar-Shargurk’ithlag, colloquially known as Big Smoke, had come out of the surrounding depths, its attention roused by the demigod-like scent of Ambrosia’s densely-packed mana. The ancient titan’s supposed hatred for all things holy was just as profound as Boxxy hoped. Coupled with the suspected origins of those ancient golems, it was fairly obvious what would happen next.

The shapeshifter watched with glee as the leviathan to end all leviathans went straight for the manta-shaped mobile factory. Its right wing still crippled, the colossal construct could not hope to dodge Big Smoke’s destructive speed. The sea-serpent’s massive teeth ripped into the sentient submarine’s left flank as if it were a steel pie. A wave of water displaced by the legendary leviathan’s lunging strike washed over what was left of Nautilin, reducing a few residential blocks to rubble. Anything unfortunate enough to be even remotely close to the point of impact was swept away in an instant as Big Smoke’s fangs sank deeper and deeper into the crippled craft, threatening to bite clean through.
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Naturally, the war golems rallied to their home’s defense. Fresh and veteran constructs alike rapidly made their way towards the leviathan while hundreds of reinforcements streamed out of the mobile factory. They launched a coordinated assault in an attempt to repel the titanic creature, only to be swatted aside like metal ticks by the street-sized tentacles adorning the leviathan’s torso.

Seeing as its target was putting up more resistance than expected, Big Smoke did what anyone would expect from a creature considered to be an elder dragon’s equal. A wave of energy climbed up the leviathan’s throat, easily visible through the white glow that poured out from underneath its house-sized scales. A devastating beam erupted from its mouth, enveloping the mechanical manta in its jaws and ripping through the flooded depths until it hit a dormant volcano on the outskirts of Nautilin. A blinding flash erupted from both points of impact, momentarily reintroducing the fleeting concept of daylight to the Shimmer Ocean’s depths. Motes of flickering white light lingered in the water, revealing the plaza-sized factory was simply… gone. Not even a single rivet remained. The submerged mountain in the distance fared no better as its top half had similarly vanished from existence. It was incredibly fortunate for Nautilin and its surviving residents that the blast was aimed parallel to the ocean floor, though they still suffered from it. The enormous discharge of energy caused a titanic shockwave that flattened even more of the abused cityscape and would soon be felt across Atica’s southern shores as a series of massive waves.

Those still alive to witness this display of overwhelming power were left keenly aware that the story of Big Smoke’s duel with Miphelyr, The Ruinous Serpent was no mere fable. Transfixed as they were by the leviathan’s might, it took the locals several long moments to notice that all remaining war golems were rendered immobile and rapidly sunk to what was left of the ocean floor. They weren’t dead, simply unconscious. It would appear they could no longer function now that the floating fortress controlling them had been obliterated. There was a very real chance they might recover and reactivate, so the locals would be wise to make haste and dismantle them while they could. However, none dared avert their gaze from the sentient calamity that might still snuff them all out. Indeed, Nautilin’s fate seemed sealed when the leviathan slowly turned its colossal gaze towards the ruined city. Its tail coiled as its head lowered, all twenty of those lamp-like eyes firmly fixated on a creature that, until moments ago, believed itself unnoticed.

Boxxy panicked immensely. It had hidden Fizzy away because it was worried she might catch the creature’s attention, but it had failed to consider its position as a Hero. Granted, it wasn’t anywhere near as pious or preachy as the mithril Paladin, but that tentacled sea-serpent was certainly staring at it with a gaze undeceived by the Prismatic Cloak. The leviathan didn’t seem to be outwardly hostile, but Boxxy nevertheless prepared a Transfamiliar Spell as rapidly as it could. It had seen firsthand just how fast this humongous serpent could be and was thus quite confident it stood no chance outrunning it. There was also a chance it might have a way to prevent teleportation, hence why the shapeshifter was cooking up a translocation Spell.

Its efforts abruptly ended when Khar-Shargurk’ithlag began to, of all things, speak.

“Hrooooooook, taaaaaaaaaar, meeeeeeeeeeemnooooooonsssssssaaaaaaaah!”

It was a fittingly rumbling and drawn-out voice, the very weight of it enough to force Boxxy to its knees. It shattered the creature’s concentration and shredded its Prismatic Cloak, making it lose both the Spell and the item.

“Viiiiaaaaaaarrssiiiih, mooooookhraaaaaaataaaaaaaar! Gooooorshruuuuuuuk puuuuuuutaaaaarrr!”

Whatever remained of the surrounding buildings was swept away by the whirlpool caused by the leviathan’s speech while the already unstable ocean floor rumbled ominously underneath.

“Saaaaayooooo, naaaaaaah raaaaaaaah!”

Having apparently said its piece, Khar-Shargurk’ithlag pulled away from the shapeshifter and slithered away into the depths. Its two-kilometer long form disappeared in seconds, though the glowing particles left behind by its breath remained overhead. Boxxy collapsed to the ground and panted heavily, its enchanted water-breathing equipment struggling to keep up with its frantic breaths. The shapeshifter was fully aware just how close it had come to complete annihilation due to toying with forces it didn’t fully understand. It would’ve thanked its lucky stars that it still had a pulse if it wasn’t sore about losing that valuable garment. Expenses aside, the monster’s form was now clearly visible thanks to the magical motes floating above and the absence of anything resembling cover within fifty paces of it. Naturally, the Sandman’s signature cloak had also been stripped off to expose a lightly armored, heavily built, scalp-scarred human.

Unsurprisingly, the rag-covered surface-dweller became the focus of every surviving krymer. Thousands filled the surrounding waters, unable to help themselves. On top of everything else that had happened in the last half hour, the leviathan had spoken. Its kind were known to be intelligent, but nobody had the slightest idea they could actually talk. The locals had even less of a clue why Big Smoke singled out this outsider. Boxxy knew how to work a crowd, and looking around, it noticed the peanut gallery was teetering on the edge of mass hysteria. Terror and despair were still fresh in their minds, and the reality of what had befallen them had only just begun to settle in. With nobody else to blame, this inexplicable enigma of an outsider would likely become the target of their fear and scorn. It was just the way of things, and the shapeshifter wasn’t all that bothered. If these idiots wanted a piece of it after all that, then they were more than welcome to try. The onlookers seemed to sense the stranger’s hostile intent as they visibly recoiled when he stood. The drylander’s disfigured features and imposing frame clearly weren’t easing their minds.

“H-Hugh?”

A quivering voice cut through the tense silence like a knife through butter.

“Huuuugh!”

Amona streamed out of the crowd, burying her face in the shapeshifter’s chest as she wrapped her arms around it. Boxxy nearly swatted her away on reflex but managed to control the urge. Its head was still ringing from that ‘conversation,’ so it was a small miracle that it was able to grasp why that would’ve been a bad move. It wasn’t in the mood to massacre a bunch of nobodies just because they let their fear and ignorance control their actions. Thankfully, they seemed a lot less willing to do something stupid now that they saw one of their own was apparently familiar with the suspicious outsider.

“I was so scaaaared!” Amona screamed hysterically. “First, there was this earthquake! And then these metal things came up! And then that huge disc! And then- and then- and then-!”

“It’s alright, I took care of it,” the towering man reassured her.

“Y-you did?” she looked up, oily tears drifting out of her eyes.

“Of course I did. I was the one that called the beast here with that flash of light.”

“What!? You summoned Big Smoke?! Is that why it yelled at you?!”

“Probably.”

“Why would you do such a stupid thing?!”

“Because I had to do something before this madness took you from me.”

Amona’s ear-fins went bright red and her face lit up like she was about to explode with joy, forcing her to bury her head in Hugh’s muscular chest to hide her embarrassment. She started to sob loudly again, though her muffled cries carried a subtly more lighthearted tone than before. The onlookers had started murmuring intensely amongst themselves, which was only to be expected. The steaming stream of shark-shit Boxxy had just spewed from its face-hole had been delivered just loudly enough for them to overhear. The shapeshifter had no idea what Big Smoke actually said, nor was it fully convinced those noises were indeed words, but it had no qualms about claiming the credit for saving their hides. Except, as the monster quickly remembered, very few locals actually spoke its language, rendering this entire performance largely meaningless.

Or, so it seemed until a second figure approached. Though Boxxy didn’t get a good look at the male’s back, it noticed a rigid, shark-like fin poking out of it. It was a sign that he was a krymer Ranker, commonly referred to as a ‘deep one.’ The stranger also wore a gleaming set of scale-mail armor, wielded a fancy-looking trident, and wore a glittering diadem on his forehead. His appearance painted him as a famous and important individual, as did the way the crowd parted before him with hushed whispers. He drifted over to Boxxy, though no closer than ten paces. His pitch-black eyes were locked on the two glowing yellow irises on the outsider’s stern expression. His gaze briefly lowered to Amona’s quivering back, and a look of barely-concealed disgust floated on his face. The shapeshifter decided it was time for the kinky girl to collect herself, so it gently pushed her away and brought her attention over to their visitor.

Amona’s ear-fins rapidly went from hot-red to icy-blue as she bowed down on all fours, bringing her head low enough to lick the muddy ground.

“You there, drylander!” the man called out in an authoritative tone. “Is it true you are the one who called Xarr-, Khar-shrak-, the Trench Lord here?!”

He had made a valiant effort at pronouncing the leviathan’s name, but gave up and resorted to using a more formal-sounding alias than ‘Big Smoke.’

“I did,” Boxxy firmly admitted. “What of it?”

“Then you have done what I could not. Though I know not your reasons or methods, your actions have saved countless lives under my protection. And for this, you have my undying gratitude.”

The krymer Ranker, who would later identify himself as a member of the Council of Saphrina and ruler of the entire region around the Trenches, bowed before the stranger in a manner similar to Amona. Very few of the surrounding fish-folk understood the words exchanged, but not one of them failed to recognize the significance of this gesture. One by one, they all floated to the ravaged seafloor and followed their regent’s example until the only one left standing was Boxxy T. Morningwood.

[Level up!]
[Congratulations, you are now a Level 50 Doppelganger! All Attributes +2.]
[Feat of strength performed! You have unlocked a new Perk: Ultimate Flesh-shifter.]
[Proficiency level increased. Essence Shift is now Level 1. All Attributes +20.]
[The flows of chaos have returned to their default, causal state.]

“… Wut?”

The creature couldn’t help but utter a sound of absolute confusion. How did its Doppelganger Job get this far without it noticing? True, it hadn’t paid much attention to its progress since that whole corruption thing started getting serious, but this utterly shattered its projections. That aside, when in the name of Barry’s exploding nipples had Agent of Chaos become active? No, wait, didn’t it already sort of figure out that shenanigans were afoot before? Indeed, now that the monster’s own Hero Skill was no longer subtly influencing its owner’s thoughts, it instantly deduced that things had been unnaturally ‘funky’ for quite a while. Everything that happened since leaving Azurvale had led up to this moment, like puzzle pieces falling into place. Even Amona – who should have been an inconsequential footnote at most – had proven an instrumental thread in this tapestry of insanity.

Figuring out the past was easy, but the future flabbergasted Boxxy. It never planned to reach this point prior to the big wedding, yet here it was. The possibilities seemed endless, akin to a five year old village boy that had just been given ten thousand GP by a passing pigeon. It felt surreal to have two years of hard, steady work pay off so suddenly, completely out of nowhere.

[Essence Shift]
The shapeshifter has learned the secret art of circulating the magical energy fortifying their body, mind, and soul.
Requirements: Ultimate Flesh-shifter, Any 4 Legendary Attribute Perks
Type: Sustained
Activation Time: Instant
Cost: 800 MP/sec
Range: Self
[Effects]
Pulls Attribute Points from one Attribute and transfers them to another at a rate of 50 Attribute Points per second.
This Skill cannot be used to transfer Attribute Points between different Attribute Groups.
This Skill cannot be used to raise or reduce Attributes to more than 500 points from their base value.

Yet lo and behold, there it was – Boxxy’s Ultimate Skill in all its deliciously abusable glory. It clearly had limitations and quirks that needed to be tested and explored, but the ‘Ultimate Flesh-shifter’ was still gripped by indecision. It silently stood there amidst a sea of krymer that were practically worshipping it. The moment carried on for a solid three minutes before a rather impatient Fizzy ‘knocked’ on the inner boundaries of Boxxy’s Storage, snapping it back to reality. The creature’s greedy nature took over and dragged its thoughts away from potential futures and toward immediate gains. A solid three-step plan of action was instantly formulated. One, take advantage of the stupid fish’s goodwill to get their best shinies. Two, return to the surface and have a proper celebration for its long-awaited Ultimate Skill. Three, come up with step three.

Okay, it was still a work in progress, but significantly better than simply standing there like the world’s deadliest sore thumb.


Epilogue

The Bloody Baroness returned to her ancestral home in unusually high spirits. Though she had no idea what she expected when she sought out her descendant’s enigmatic tutor, meeting Boxxy had been a one-in-a-million treat she would savor for a long time. Back in her heyday, the world was filled with such individuals – unhinged and amusing, not ashamed to simply have fun with those huge numbers on their Status. Things like hiding Levels, holding back one’s true strength, and treating lesser plebeians as somehow equal didn’t happen. When did Terrania’s Rankers become so controlled and secretive, she wondered? Admittedly, she wasn’t exactly parading through the streets, but that was only because she’d grown bored of the unwashed masses ages ago. She imagined gifted youngsters weren’t as jaded and would enjoy such attention, yet as far as she knew, anyone with potential quietly kept it to themselves for some reason.

The truth of the matter was something the stubborn highborn refused to acknowledge – the world was a far more dangerous place than it used to be. Once upon a time, it had been a lot easier to earn an Ultimate Skill and the accompanying Rank Up. While it took longer, it allowed even reckless fools like Arisha and her old companions to reach that stage. If any of today’s adventurers did even half the stupid shit the nosferata pulled in her youth, they’d end up dead three times over. Monsters hadn’t simply evolved to be stronger and more vicious. Society as a whole had grown significantly less accepting of ultra-powerful individuals throwing their weight around. Indeed, if the city-state of Valona wasn’t stuck in the Adams Theocracy’s antiquated mindset, the Bloody Baroness would have had a lot more assassins and uprisings to deal with. Such attempts might have even succeeded, once upon a time.

Bottom line, the world Arisha once knew had changed. This new reality that she actively shunned did not allow people with her thrill-seeking mindset to achieve greatness. Boxxy was no exception. Its power was the product of persistent preparation seasoned with a healthy dose of paranoia and a sprinkle of exceptional luck. The shapeshifter just so happened to be in an unusually whimsical mood when the nosferata stumbled across it. Under normal circumstances, it would have been more cautious and careful around her, which was ironically more likely to provoke a hostile, likely-lethal response. Arisha was true to her bloodline, after all, and her sensibilities were as opposed to common sense as they could get. Indeed, rather than feeling repulsed or frightened by the towering figure of the Sandman suddenly sprouting a freakish tendril of flesh, she actually found it cute. Attractive, even. That deliciously scarred mask it wore under the headwrap certainly earned it a few extra points. It helped solidify her opinion of the doppelganger as a creature of refined taste, someone who valued appearances as much as she did.

The woman kept revisiting her recollection of that night’s exhilarating events as she walked up to her usual throne on the balcony. Her bemused smile instantly wavered when she laid eyes on her usual seat and was confronted with the reality that she had to go back to her mind-numbingly dull existence. Retreating into her memories of the ‘good old times’ just didn’t have the same appeal as it did before she went and made those new ones. She was sure she’d fall back into that lonely habit eventually – she always did – but at that moment, she yearned for some more company. The servants that tended her estate were of no use, mindless thralls that they were, and she didn’t have that many people she could call peers. Not living ones, at least. Boxxy had been the first such friend she’d met in a century. The rest all vanished, died, or ascended to become stars. Wait, what about the guy she met before the shapeshifter? Surely he was still kicking around. Visiting him would be something of a pain due to the sheer distance she’d have to cover, but Arisha was certain she still kept that little ‘gift’ she got from him back in the day. Yes, it was coming to her now. She locked it up beneath the castle, keeping it out of sight and out of mind until she needed it.

Well, Arisha decided that she needed it, so she made her way to the dungeons. The subterranean part of her castle was even more of a maze than the above-ground portion, and it had been a hot minute since she was down here. It took her a while, but she found the chamber after she caught a whiff of a… singularly unique stench. She followed her nose to a dark, dry, run-down section of the castle dungeons and passed through several gates so thoroughly rusted that the only way through was to bust them down. The scent eventually led her to a large chamber protected by several of her bloodstone wards. Chained within was an enormous bat-like creature. Its body was as big as a horse, its wingspan three times its length, and every bit of its dry, flaky white skin gave off the unmistakable stench of living death. Perhaps it was a good thing Arisha never figured out how to keep that pungent odor from spreading as she probably wouldn’t have found the beast as easily.

Then again, it was nigh-impossible to fully contain the Blight. Keeping it confined to this one chamber and preventing it from spreading to the rest of the castle had proven difficult enough. Now close to its source, Arisha was nearly overwhelmed by just how foul that ungodly stink was. There truly was nothing else in the world quite as offensive to her refined sensibilities, but it was dealt with easily enough. Now that she no longer needed the stench’s guidance, Arisha retrieved a silver-colored diadem hanging from a nearby wall and put it on. The crimson stone set in the headpiece shone brightly as it wrapped the nosferata in a layer of consecrated life force. The magic fit snugly around her body and equipment, giving her a faintly glowing red outline as it shielded her from all aspects of the Blight.

Having regained the ability to breathe without wanting to gag, the ancient noblewoman set about preparing for her flight. A special saddle and bridle were strapped to the bat-thing’s back, its manacles were removed, and a forceful yank on its reins made it screech and unfurl its wings for the first time in a century. It did not have the room to fly, so it crawled out of the large opening opposite the chamber’s entrance, beyond the protective wards meant to keep its disease from spreading. Arisha kept pulling the undead beast along as she led the way through the old natural caverns its cell was connected to. After a while, she crossed over another of her estate’s illusory barriers and emerged onto a small, flat cliff halfway down the small mountain her castle rested on. The sight of the open night sky must have stirred something in the zombified bat’s cursed soul as it stared up at the clouds and stars with mild longing. The already fleeting feeling was cut shorter when it felt Arisha straddle its back, causing its enthrallment to fully assert itself.

The creature took flight and headed north at speeds outpacing even the Empire’s royal griffins. Like a fine-tuned machine of bone and sinew, it followed its predetermined path with frightening, almost mechanical efficiency. Unlike the house-sized beasts of the south, this lowly creature was made with the sole purpose of ferrying a very specific individual along an express route between two distinct points. Arisha didn’t need to do anything but sit and wait, her diadem’s barrier blocking even the violent winds that whipped against her. This item had been designed to facilitate this trip and nothing else. Its purpose didn’t differ much from the vehicle of undeath she rode on, though anyone could tell only one was her handiwork. The Bloody Baroness was a nosferatu through and through, so she’d never dabble in necromancy. Not because it was amoral or against her religion. Such concerns were utterly beneath her. What the noblewoman took issue with was the undead’s unforgivable filthiness. She’d sooner cut her hand off than touch one, and her form-fitting barrier ensured she wouldn’t have to do either.

There wasn’t much to see on the seventeen-hour-long flight. At least, nothing that Arisha hadn’t experienced a hundred times before. The relatively lush territories of the Sovereign States Alliance rapidly gave way to the Horkensaft Kingdom’s depressingly rocky terrain, which was instantly swept away by the blue expanse of the Lurching Ocean. This body of water was significantly more forgiving than its Shimmering counterpart to the far south, at least in terms of monsters. The weather was every bit as unforgivable and had to be approached with a similar level of caution, though few had reason to since the only thing beyond the Lurching Ocean was certain death in the Blighted Lands. If anything, most seafaring governments had expressly forbidden expeditions to the giants’ fallen homeland for fear it might provoke an invasion from its resident undead overlord.

Yet, that was precisely where Arisha was headed. She knew she was nearing her destination when the rolling storm clouds beneath her winged ride turned a sickening brown-green. By the time the sun began to set, the only thing underneath her was an ocean of gaseous disease so thick and still it almost looked like a rocky mountain range. The baroness figured she’d be touching down soon, so she made some last-minute preparations. She mentally commanded her personal bubble to expand, giving her enough space to conjure a dose of Ethereal Vintage without risk of exposing it to potentially tainted air. For once, she didn’t invoke her Ultimate Alchemist Skill for mere enjoyment. She actually needed its miraculous effects if she hoped to return from this trip unscathed. It wasn’t strictly necessary, but there was little reason to take the risk or avoid the tasty drink.

[You have consumed an Ethereal Vintage.]
[Your wounds disappear. HP +3,000.]
[All Attributes increased by 200 for the next 6 hours.]
[Automatic MP Recovery increased by 120% for the next 6 hours.]
[All damage taken reduced by 35% for the next 6 hours.]
[All healing taken increased by 35% for the next 6 hours.]

Her timing proved impeccable as barely a few minutes later the bat-thing began its rapid descent, plunging itself and its rider straight into that foul smog. Arisha swore she could taste the Blight even through her Artifact-grade diadem’s protection. She took another swig of her drink just as she emerged from the cloud-like blanket, though this time her intent was to wash away that imagined flavor. The sight of the Blighted Lands was just as unwelcoming as its skies. An expansive, barren, seemingly infinite field of gray and white stretched out as far as the eye could see as ash-like particles fell from the tainted clouds like snow. The air was freezing cold, yet so utterly dry that ice could not form. A deceptively thin miasma painted everything a greenish hue, further limiting long-range visibility. The shadows of several mountainous pillars of flesh loomed over the horizon, barely visible through the vile fog. They looked still at a glance, but a sustained look revealed they actually swayed back and forth ever-so-slowly. These profane creatures were known as plague belchers, and it was their unending task to ensure that the thick blanket of Blight that covered all of Percepia never thinned or waned.

At the center of all this depressing scenery was the most terrifying and imposing sight of all. A citadel of bone stood amidst the field of ash, surrounded on all sides by untold legions of shambling dead. Signs of something resembling sentience and civilization could be seen within the undead horde, including several satellite buildings and facilities. Arisha cared for none of these, and neither did her ride. The mindless creature took her to an upper balcony on the deathly citadel’s central and tallest spire. It landed on a circular platform and let out a short, piercing screech. Chains of animated bone rose from the floor and shackled the beast much as it had been for nearly a century prior. The nosferata gracefully dismounted and confidently strode towards the pair of towering death knights guarding the nearby archway. The hulking warriors naturally moved to impede the much smaller outsider. They drew their poison-dripping blades, held their massive shields forward, and the red glows within the visors of their horned helmets intensified. As expected, one couldn’t just walk into the Boneshaper’s lair.

Unless, of course, one happened to be Arisha Nightriver.

“Go jump off the ledge, cretins.”

The undead warriors obeyed her magic-laced words without question and merrily threw themselves off the wide balcony. They’d survive the long fall – death knights were some of the toughest undead around – but they’d be out of the noblewoman’s way. Honestly, though, what was she thinking coming back here? She’d somewhat forgotten just how vile and unpleasant this place was, and the sudden reminder was making her regret the spur-of-the-moment decision. She felt a lot better once she crossed the threshold as the air inside the citadel was pristine, free of the undead plague. Arisha found this discrepancy amusingly ironic since this place was the source of the disease that permeated everything else in the Blighted Lands. However, the man she’d come to visit was an Alchemist like herself, so she understood how vital it was to maintain an environment free of airborne contaminants.

Now… if she could only remember how to reach him. Looking around, this place was still as dreadfully white, flat, and bland as she recalled. The near-total lack of decoration almost made her question whether this truly was the stronghold of the most notorious individual in recent history. Seriously, would it kill the guy to hang a few cute skulls here and there, or maybe a few tastefully sinister banners? Arisha shook her head with disappointment as the clack of her heels echoed through the empty halls. After a few minutes of wandering, she spotted a familiar and promising sight – a spiral staircase. This would lead her up to the citadel’s tallest point, though she wasn’t in the mood to climb the steps like some lowly pedestrian. A pair of shadowy wings sprouted from her back, and she rose up through the empty space at the center of the cylindrical staircase. When she reached the top, she found the steps ended abruptly at an unassuming door with no handle.

Arisha took a moment to straighten herself out. Flying under her own power always ruffled her feathers a bit, so to speak. It was only when she considered herself immaculate that she raised a hand and politely knocked. A few heartbeats later, the door slid into the wall with a quiet groan, and the visitor walked into the massive laboratory beyond it. Transparent tanks bubbled with strange liquids, unholy abominations roared and snapped at the stranger from within their cages, and countless tools and body parts lay strewn around a series of workbenches. Arisha graciously ignored all of this and approached the most mundane item in the room – a basic, high-back chair of petrified wood. It was a piece of furniture one might find at their senile grandparents’ home, yet it was actually the seat of power for the number one threat to the civilized world.

Merely hearing the Boneshaper’s infamous moniker evoked images of some terrible lich that oozed pus, death, and corruption from every orifice. The reality of the situation was, much like the overlord’s ‘throne,’ far more mundane. From Arisha’s point of view, she wasn’t looking at the incarnation of undeath or some merciless despot. Before her sat but a simple man. An elf, to be more specific. One with deathly pale skin, hair like charred soot, and a face so utterly tired it seemed like he hadn’t slept in decades. Which, technically, was true since undead were physically incapable of sleep, but they still occasionally needed rest, and Arisha had apparently caught her old friend in the middle of his ‘meditations,’ as he liked to call this unresponsive state. It could be months or maybe years before he realized he had a visitor, and that simply wouldn’t do.

“Hey. Wake up.”

A shadowy tendril grew out of her back and slapped the lazy bastard across the face hard enough to make the nearby alchemy equipment rattle.

“Hrn… Hello Arisha,” he spoke in a groggy voice while rubbing his sore chin. “Long time no see.”

“Indeed,” she smiled politely. “How have you been?”

“Oh. You know. Existing. You?”

“Same. Are you up for a chat?”

“Do I get a choice?”

“Not really, no.”

“Thought so. Just, hrn,” he groaned, “give me a minute. Need to remember how these bloody legs work.”

The Boneshaper’s body cracked and hissed as it moved for the first time in six years. He needed a short while to get the old bones working again. Once he did, he stood from his seat and stretched as if yawning. His impossibly stiff back cracked a few times, after which his left arm dangled limply from its shoulder.

“Oh, dear. Don’t suppose you got any Ethereal Vintage with you?”

“Right here,” she happily handed over the silver bottle.

“Much obliged.”

The undead splashed its fantastical contents over his face and torso, caring little that it thoroughly soaked his simple brown robes.

“Ah, much better,” he visibly perked up as feeling returned to his limb. “So, what brings you to my tomb today, Arisha?”

“Nothing in particular. I met a very curious fellow a few days ago. He reminded me of you, so here I am.”

“Then, is this a social call?”

“Indeed.”

“I see. Well, I won’t refuse the company. It gets dreadfully lonely up here.”

“Really? You get lonely?”

“Of course. Why wouldn’t I?”

“What about that Council of Lords you kept around?”

“Oh, those guys? They’re no fun. It’s always ‘patrols this’ and ‘quotas that.’ If I knew that’s how they would’ve turned out, I would have put more fun bones into them when I made them.”

Though he glossed over it, that was the true source of the Boneshaper’s power – the ability to create new forms of undeath. Abominations like blight lords and plague belchers didn’t exist before he started churning them out. He was also the one to assemble the bat-thing that Arisha rode all the way here from Atica. His infamous moniker was a literal if unimaginative reference to his profane gifts. It was a label the world had given him, not something he called himself. In fact, he had forsaken any names or titles he might’ve had in life. The man he used to be was dead and gone, and what he had become would no doubt taint, sully, and corrupt whatever remained of his legacy. He had no need for a name, though ‘Boneshaper’ would serve should outsiders like Arisha come knocking.

“That’s a shame,” the visitor clicked her tongue. “I quite liked watching that one guy steam under his ridiculously popped collar. What was his name again? All-star or something?”

“Ah, you speak of Aleister.”

“Yes, that guy. I’m amazed he didn’t barge in here and threaten to throw me out like last time.”

“That would be challenging considering he’s dead.”

“Isn’t that… the norm around here?” Arisha raised the eyebrow. “Or did you mean dead-dead?”

“Destroyed, obliterated, however you wish to call it. Idiot thought he could take on the world by himself and ended up getting outmaneuvered and outplayed.”

He might not have been fully conscious when the rogue blight lord fell, but he was aware of his fate. Even though Aleister had met his end on the other side of the world, he was still one of the Boneshaper’s creations, made with a fragment of the overlord’s very soul. The rebellious and impatient part of him, apparently. It was unfortunate that part of the old elf was gone for good, but Aleister’s demise proved something. It showed that the current generation of Heroes had the wits and power to challenge one of the Boneshaper’s top lieutenants and emerge victorious. While it might’ve been a win only by the slightest of margins, it was nevertheless a promising sign that the overlord’s grand plan was nearing fruition.

The same could be said of a certain island just off Percepia’s southern coast. Now that he was fully awake, the Boneshaper could sense that the Blight there had receded entirely and its undead had all been purified. He didn’t know how or why, but he felt something resembling excitement well up in his still, dead heart. What made this realization especially thrilling was that the island in question was once home to a most unique research facility. The giant scholars that once lived and worked there managed to travel to and from Tascuna using an Astral Nail device. It was good the Boneshaper left that thing intact when his undead hordes ransacked the laboratory. He had a feeling someone might return from that moon with the ability to effectively fight his Blight, and it would appear his gamble had paid off.

“You alright? You’re spacing out again.”

Arisha’s words of mild concern drew the undead’s mind away from his borders and back to her.

“Yes, sorry. Just looking forward to the future.”

“Oh? Is your long-awaited downfall finally at hand?”

“Indeed,” the pale elf smiled weakly. “With a bit of luck, I’ll finally be able to rest before long.”

“Hm. That’s… good for you, I suppose.”

“You sound disappointed.”

“Of course. You know how much I hate losing friends,” she frowned, then sighed. “But, this is your wish. Even though I disapprove, I will neither assist nor impede it.”

“And I appreciate you for it.”

“I reserve the right to question it, however. After all these years, I still have no idea why you put yourself through this living death.”

She was somewhat aware that he didn’t become the Boneshaper because he wanted to. When he and Arisha first met, she had come to challenge him as a means of alleviating her boredom. She expected an epic fight that would make her jaded heart pump fervently once more. What she got instead was this broken shell of a man that smiled happily when he heard she was there for his head. It took the fun out of it. The two then started talking, struck up a casual friendship, and nearly a century later, here they were. Him, just as confusingly suicidal as before, and her, still largely clueless as to why.

“Hrn. You know I cannot say.”

It didn’t seem like that was going to change. This was usually the point where Arisha gave up on asking. However, her eventful meeting with Boxxy had infected her with some of the shapeshifter’s curiosity, so she felt like prying a bit harder.

“What about a hint? I feel I deserve that much, at least.”

He glared at her sternly for several tense seconds, then relented with a breathless sigh.

“I suppose. To put it bluntly, Percepia’s people would’ve doomed all of Terrania if I hadn’t stepped in. Believe it or not, this,” he gestured at the lifeless wasteland beyond a window, “is the lesser of two evils.”

Once they had gathered a force powerful enough to overthrow him, Terrania’s people would have a fighting chance to overcome the threat that he continued to struggle against to this very day. That last bit would give away a little too much, so he kept it private. Thankfully, his cryptic response had been enough for his guest, seeing as how she hugged herself and shuddered with something approaching delight.

“Now that’s what I’m talking about,” she grinned. “Sacrificing an entire civilization for the fate of the world! None of today’s spoiled brats would have the balls to make that kind of call.”

“That so? What about this guy you met?” he skillfully changed the topic.

“Hah! No, absolutely not. If he were in your shoes, he would have let the world burn. Didn’t seem like the ‘suffer in silence’ type.”

“Hrn. Yet he reminded you of me. Why is that?”

“He said he was on his way to explore the bottom of the Shimmering Ocean, and you’re the only other fool I know who’s done that.”

“Really?” the dead elf raised a stiff eyebrow. “And what does he hope to find there?”

“Not sure. Something about a secret… vault? We were pretty drunk by that point, so some of the details elude me.”

“Oh, dear. I hope for his sake he’s not looking for what I think he is.”

“Hm? Why not?”

“It had a deadly guardian unlike any I’ve seen before or since. Not to mention Big Smoke is probably still lurking around.”

“Big Smoke? What’s that?”

“A very old leviathan. Never learned his real name, so I call him that because he likes to gobble up the chemical soup that bubbles out of a certain volcanic region.”

In fact, studying those emissions was why he’d gone down to those depths. The man who would eventually become the Boneshaper had spent much of his life researching the somewhat taboo subject of immortality. He’d heard rumors of Big Smoke from some sailors and felt compelled to investigate the cause of its unnatural size and longevity. As it turned out, that ‘chemical soup’ was the culprit, but not because it had some miraculous age-halting properties like he’d hoped. It was simply packed with energy and nutrients discharged with enough frequency and volume to feed the titanic leviathan’s otherwise unsustainable form. In other words, Big Smoke had outlived all of its peers because it had yet to outgrow its peculiar environment. While an enlightening realization, it was ultimately irrelevant to the former elf’s goal.

“That’s mildly concerning,” Arisha cupped her chin. “I would hate to lose a drinking buddy so soon after making one. Is this Big Smoke especially dangerous?”

“Quite so. You can’t reason with him like with other leviathans.”

“Hold on. You can reason with leviathans?” she raised an eyebrow.

“Not easily, but yes,” the undead claimed.

“Can they even talk?”

“Of course, though you wouldn’t think so if you actually heard them speak Abyssal. It’s an ancient tongue that sounds like a series of blaring war horns, impossible to understand without magical aid.”

“My friend is a powerful Warlock with a succubus. Perhaps he might succeed where you failed?”

“I sincerely doubt it.”

When he tried using telepathy to communicate with Big Smoke, he discovered that the creature’s mental faculties were… damaged. The leviathan could only respond in one repetitive, peculiar phrase with slightly different inflections. The Boneshaper never figured out what that was about. Perhaps it was a psychological trauma left over from the sea-serpent’s legendary ill-fated bout with an elder dragon? Alternatively, its cognitive abilities could have deteriorated after ingesting so much of that hallucinogenic chemical soup or maybe it had merely gone senile with age. The only certainty was that the Boneshaper found it impossible to have a coherent conversation with Big Smoke. Every attempt to do so, whether mental or verbal, had ended with the leviathan shouting something along the lines of, ‘so long and thanks for all the fish.’ His mental state had likely deteriorated even further in the centuries since.

“Anyway, your friend should be fine so long as he doesn’t have any Paladins or Priests with him. Or worse, a Hero.”

“Oh, there is no danger of that.”

Indeed, monsters keeping pious company wasn’t even a possibility in Arisha’s mind.

“Boxxy’s a doppelganger, after all,” she casually added.

“Ah. I suppose… that… Wait. I’m sorry, what did you call him?”

“A doppelganger. You know, a–”

“Yes, yes, I know what those are.”

Better than she could possibly imagine.

“I just want to make sure I heard that name right.”

“What, Boxxy?”

“Huh. That’s bizarre.”

“It sounds a bit silly, yes, but I like it.”

“No, not that. It’s just that… well…”

The once-elf stared off into the Blight-covered horizon as some long-forgotten yet precious memories from four centuries ago came back to him. The realization that something so important to him had slipped his mind was distressing, but unsurprising. Not only had he sundered his very soul into pieces, but this old bag of bones wasn’t even his original body. It was a miracle that anything of his former self still survived. On the bright side, this vestige of his old life filled him with something approaching joy for the first time in a long while, prompting a gentle smile to surface on his cracked, lifeless lips.

“I used to have a cat named Boxxy.”
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