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Prologue

Edward Allen, Royal Spymaster to the Lodrak Empire, stood in the extravagant courtyard of the imperial palace, his wizened face frowning intently at a griffin’s butt. It wasn’t so much that he was looking specifically at the thing’s ass, but it was impossible not to have the titanic rump in his field of vision. What he was actually focused on was the enormous steel cargo container strapped immediately above said behind. More specifically, at the place where the doors to the giant metal box had been ripped from their hinges and the two empty cages within.

“So. Someone care to explain what happened here?” he asked the subordinates gathered around him.

“Reporting that the prisoner has escaped,” the woman next to him stated.

“Brilliant observation, Zone,” Edward covered his face with one hand. “I am so lucky to have such an attentive aide that it almost hurts to think about it.”

Zone’s face remained as expressionless as ever, though a light blush appeared on her cheeks. Praise from Edward was rare, so she couldn’t help but be pleased by what she thought were words of encouragement.

“Uh, Zone? That wasn’t a compliment,” the man next to her rolled his eyes. “He was –”

“Forget it, Bandit,” Edward interrupted. “You know she’s immune to sarcasm. Or common sense, for that matter.”

“Well, forgive an old dog for holding out hope at least one of our merry little band might be normal,” Bandit sighed.

“I could probably fix her if you let me.”

A hooded man had arrived on the scene.

“Just need a few weeks alone with her and I promise I can make Zone here into the perfect servant.”

“Reporting that operative Hook is in immediate threat of decapitation via roundhouse kick,” Zone’s monotone voice carried a hint of menace.

“Oh, scary, scary!” he said mockingly. “As if that would work on me.”

“Requesting that operative Hook update his codename to Hooded Baldy.”

“Pffft! Hahaha!”

Bandit, who had been trying to sneak a shot of liquor from his hip flask, spat it out in a fit of laughter.

“Hooded Baldy!” he chuckled. “That fits perfectly! Ahahaha! Aha… Ah, fuck, I just spilt my Volcanic Vodka.”

The drink in question was difficult to come by around these parts. One would be hard-pressed to find it even within its birthplace – the Horkensaft Kingdom to the northeast. The dwarves and gnomes of the kingdom were known for their exotic booze, but Volcanic Vodka was special. It was one of the few gnomish-made liquors, though it was an acquired taste rather than a delicacy, which made it even harder to find.

Getting the stuff all the way to the Empire added yet another layer of difficulty, as direct travel between the two countries required one to pass over the treacherous Oculus Sea. It was a massive body of water at the heart of the continent, so named for the eye-like imprint it left on the map. It had once been dry land, but millennia ago the entire region had sunk into the depths of the earth, taking an ancient civilisation or two along with it. A place like that naturally contained all sorts of hazards, from extreme weather conditions and incomprehensible currents to deadly sea creatures.

Suffice to say, if Bandit wanted more of his drink, he’d have to get it himself. Though that would hardly be a problem. The dashing gentleman with black hair was responsible for providing logistical support to the Gilded Hand, Edward’s personal spy ring. Some might call his activities ‘smuggling’ or ‘trafficking,’ but ‘logistical support’ sounded much better on paper. He was good at it too, perhaps even the best. It was often said within the organisation that if Bandit couldn’t get something, nobody could. Going straight to the Kingdom and back merely to fuel his appreciation for good alcohol was entirely within his capabilities.

“This is my last bit of it, too,” he grumbled, putting the flask away. “Gonna have to stock up the next time I have a mission over in pipsqueak territory.”

Unfortunately, his responsibilities kept him from taking such flights of fancy.

“If you three are done horsing around, then I suggest you do your blasted jobs,” Edward waved his hand. “Bandit, stop getting shitfaced and go put your worthless griffins away.”

“Hey now, there’s no need for that,” Bandit complained. “Fluffles and Puff did nothing wrong.”

“Ugh,” Hook groaned. “What sort of Monster Tamer gives cutesy names like those to flying war machines?”

“The kind that will bash your damn head in if you–”

“Hook. Stop antagonising Bandit and contact Question,” Edward commanded. “Fill him in and tell him to wrap things up on his end post-haste; I’ll need him to track down our escaped prisoner.”

“… Yes, sir.”

“Zone, go draw up a map of our route over the Sawblade Mountains. We’ll need to organise a search right away.”

The agents began diligently carrying out the Spymaster’s instructions. Even if they bickered and argued over trivial things, the Gilded Hand was nevertheless a tightly knit outfit. It was Edward’s inner circle, and one didn’t become part of it without proving their loyalty and ability at least a dozen times over. Granted, they were by no means the biggest powerhouses in the Empire when it came to combat, but their influence and political power within both the royal court and the underworld made them a force to be reckoned with.

A specially-designed pulley system soon relieved the griffins of their loads and deposited the boxes on the ground in front of them. Bandit led the creatures back to their roosts while Zone quietly and dispassionately compiled the information that her boss had requested. The ‘hooded baldy,’ meanwhile, contacted their missing colleague with his formidable mind magic. He would have preferred to use his abilities to rip the secrets from the mind of Edward’s captive, but that was clearly no longer an option. Such a shame, too.

He’d never heard a mimic scream before, so he’d been rather looking forward to it.

“Uh, sir? Question says he’s already got an idea what happened to our suspect,” reported Hook. “He says it’s your fault it got away.”

“Of course he does. Though he may actually have a point this time. Come with me, I’m going to inspect the container and I need you and your psychotic brain to try to pick up any residual thoughts.”

“I think you meant to say ‘psionic’ there, sir.”

“I know what I said. Now move it.”

“… Yes, sir.”

The two headed inside the slightly wrecked metal box and began their inspection. There were three points of interest there: the broken hinges, the gnome’s mangled cage, and the mobile jail cell where Boxxy was supposed to be restrained, yet was currently wide open.

The first of those didn’t reveal much information, other than the fact that the doors were very clearly no longer attached to the container. Though the prisoner should not have been able to tear them off with brute strength given the Attributes and Levels it had, there were other ways this could’ve happened. For example, if that crafty creature had somehow broken the lock, then the doors would’ve flown wide-open mid-flight. Their hinges weren’t designed to handle those kinds of violent air currents, so it would’ve been only a matter of time before the metal joints snapped.

The real question was: How had the locks come undone in the first place? Hook was unable to pick up any abnormalities around the massive crate’s entrance, but Edward spotted some peculiar marks along the floor and walls. It looked as though some sort of highly corrosive acid had been used to eat away at them, but there were no remnants of the liquid left anywhere in the area. The Spymaster was a Level 59 Alchemist, so he was sure that this was not the work of an alchemical compound, but rather something created entirely by magic.

Next was the cage where Cornie Fizzlesprocket had been held. It had been torn into from the outside, almost as though it had been chewed. This was where Hook’s Psionic Skills kicked in. Called Psychometry, this ability allowed him to perceive the ‘feelings’ that the object had been subjected to. It had its limitations, of course, but the cage was still ‘warm,’ so it was no trouble for him to get a reading on its recent history.

“What do you have for me?” Edward inquired.

Hook removed his hand from the mangled remains of Fizzy’s prison and stood, brushing the grime from his knees.

“Nothing but fear, loathing, and misery,” he replied. “The most vivid images I got were a set of gigantic teeth crushing the bars, followed by a small, pink-haired woman disappearing into them. It cuts off abruptly after that.”

“Ah. So, it seems one of our missing persons has been eaten. A shame.”

The gnome had been far too big a security risk for Edward to even consider letting her go free. The plan had been for Hook to rip the sensitive information from her noggin, after which she would be put to work designing and producing weaponry for the Empire. There were other ways of doing that, of course, but this had been a rare chance to use a master Artificer without the Horkensaft Kingdom’s knowledge or permission. Those shorties kept a tight lid on their mechanical wonders and refused any requests from the Lodrak Empire to share those secrets in any way, shape, or form. Even though the two nations were officially on friendly terms at the moment, the Kingdom wasn’t stupid enough to lend even more strength to a military powerhouse like the Empire.

All things considered, Edward viewed the gnome’s apparent death as a minor footnote. A missed opportunity to do some ‘good’ for the Empire. In short – a shame.

“You sure about that, sir?” Hook asked. “Typically, a violent death leaves a more… noticeable mark.”

“She was gobbled up by a malicious, starving monster. One who wouldn’t have even been in our custody if she hadn’t turned on it. Frankly, I’d have already written her off as dead even without your Psychometry if it wasn’t for the possibility that the Mimic had outside assistance.”

“You think someone broke the prisoner out, sir? Mid-flight? At that altitude?”

Hook was well aware that magic could be used to facilitate flight. He himself had one such Spell at his disposal, unsurprisingly called ‘Flight.’ However, there were limits to the speed and heights one could reach through such methods, and griffins could surpass those easily. Yet Edward appeared to be suggesting that someone had managed not only to intercept them in-transit, but also break the prisoner out without the griffin’s senses picking up on such a dangerous individual.

It was by no means impossible, but it was highly unlikely, to say the least.

“The evidence would appear to suggest it. See, here.” Edward led his subordinate to the back of the container and the remains of the monster’s cage. “The control box was shorted out with magically conjured acid.”

“Hmm, I seem to remember something about that,” Hook said thoughtfully. “Didn’t the report say that some of the guards it killed just before its capture were covered in acid burns?”

“Exactly. It may be a mimic, but our ‘friend’ can somehow spit caustic fluid. That was why I had it bound with mana-draining shackles. It should have been impossible for it to conjure acid from thin air on zero MP.”

“But… it still did?”

“That’s what someone wants us to think. See here – the cage is unlocked. Unlocked. Not mangled or forced open, and there are no scratches to indicate that it was tampered with. I daresay someone used a key to allow it to escape. The acid is only there to cover their involvement.”

“How do you know it didn’t slip out of its restraints somehow?”

“Are those eyes of yours just for decoration? Look at your feet!”

Hook immediately realised what his superior officer was referring to. The floor was covered in what had once been viscous yellow mimic blood, but had since dried into a foul-looking gunk with an odd orange-brown colouration. There were also bits of dead flesh and a few metal bolts, which had been firmly glued to the floor by the grotesque residue.

“… Someone carved out its restraints?”

“Certainly looks that way,” Edward’s voice was grim. “Which is why I want you to confirm what you can with your Psychometry.”

“Right. Best get to it, then.”

The Psionic stepped up to the cage and gripped two of the bars. He closed his eyes and ‘listened.’ Monsters were more difficult to read than people since their minds worked differently, so he was expecting to have to dig deep. Yet almost immediately he was assaulted with visions. Images of pure white knives digging into flesh flashed beneath his eyelids, nightmare-inducing screams rang in his ears, and a profound sense of agony stabbed into his brain.

Under the circumstances, it was only natural that he’d scream.

“Fuuuck!” Hook recoiled in shock. “Holy shit, that took me by surprise!”

“What? What did?”

“This cage is suffused with suffering. It’s so overwhelming that I can hardly feel anything else.”

“Any chance it could’ve… done this on its own, somehow?”

Hook took a long look at the cage. After a second, he shook his head.

“This is beyond a wild beast chewing off its own leg that’s been caught in a trap. There’s a limit to how much self-harm a body will allow its owner to inflict before their own reflexes and instincts put a stop to it. I can’t imagine any living being capable of inflicting this much pain upon itself. But I’m no expert on monsters, so I wouldn’t bet my life on it.”

Edward carefully considered Hook’s words. Although monsters did follow certain behavioural patterns, deviations and anomalies had been known to occur. But ultimately, the narrative just didn’t fit. Even if his prisoner had had the means and determination to gouge out its own flesh, it wouldn’t have had the MP to disable the cage’s electric field. Even if it could have escaped its bindings, it would have just fallen to the bottom of the cage and been zapped into unconsciousness, then death.

“So, someone else cut its restraints away after all?”

It was the more likely scenario by far.

“Looks that way, sir.” Hook confirmed.

“Can you tell me anything about them?”

“No. Like I said, the agony attached to this thing is so overpowering that I can’t make out anything else. But if I were to offer my professional opinion? Whoever did this made sure it hurt as much as possible, just because he could. A real sick piece of work, to be sure.”

Hook’s words carried quite a bit of weight given that he was the leading expert on ‘special interrogation techniques’ within the Gilded Hand.

“Takes one to know one, I suppose,” Edward mumbled.

Which was a fancy way of saying that Hook was an irredeemable, sadistic bastard who enjoyed torturing people for funsies. His mental methods were far more effective for extracting information, but there were advantages to his more physical practices as well. Admittedly, breaking people through pain and suffering was barbaric, but the Spymaster knew from experience that it was an effective way of making them subservient and obedient. It was something he could always fall back on as a last resort, since not everyone could be coerced through bribery, trickery, or holding loved ones hostage.

In fact, Cornie Fizzlesprocket had been one such person. If everything had gone as planned, she would have been ‘educated’ by Hook to make sure she didn’t get any bright ideas while carrying out Edward’s wishes. She had definitely seemed like the sort of sheltered and naive person that could easily be controlled through fear and torture, though that was something of a moot point now.

“Hook, get in touch with Question. Tell him everything we’ve learned and to begin working on tracking down our mystery jailbreaker. After that, inform Mist to start looking into dungeon core extraction techniques.”

“Yes, sir. What about the Emperor? He’s going to want a report on our progress with the Calamity investigation.”

“So?”

“So… what do I tell him?”

Edward had initially instructed Hook to keep the truth behind Boxxy’s identity as the likely perpetrator under wraps. The monster they’d been bringing back was supposedly a ‘strong lead,’ nothing more.

“That’s simple. We’ll tell him the truth,” Edward said. “With the aid of their spies inside the Empire, an elite agent from the Ishigar Republic removed their pet mass-murderer from our custody in order to cover their tracks.”

That would surely be more than enough to convince their hot-headed buffoon of an Emperor to not only declare war on the elven nation but also to give his Spymaster more authority and freedom. All in the name of national security, of course. Edward’s closest compatriots were, of course, well aware of his plans. They knew just as well as he did that this ‘Boxxy T. Morningwood’ had no ties whatsoever to the Ishigar Republic.

Or at least, that had been the case prior to the Calamity of Monotal. Someone important had clearly taken an interest in the thing for them to dare to snatch it from Edward’s clutches so brazenly. But as of right now they had no evidence that the elves were responsible.

“… Uh, sir?” Hook spoke up. “I don’t mean to question your methods or whatnot, but half of what you just said sounded made up.”

“And?” asked the Spymaster.

“And… how is that telling the Emperor the truth?”

“Come now, Hook. You should know better than to ask that by now,” Edward smirked, giving him a light tap on the side the head. “The truth isn’t a matter of factual accuracy. It’s a matter of perspective and belief. And that gullible moron? He’ll see and believe anything that furthers his needs.”


Chapter One
Of Gnomes and Monsters

Part One

Fizzy and Boxxy trudged through the woods. It had been five days since their escape and subsequent meeting with Reginald, the God of Impossibility. Right now they were mostly wandering around aimlessly, looking for signs of an undead incursion or some form of civilisation that might offer information. The gnome had already been relieved of her prisoner’s rags and outfitted with items from Boxxy’s Storage.

She held a steel dagger in her right hand and a small round buckler in her left, although they seemed more like a short sword and a kite shield due to her small stature. A slightly too-large chainmail shirt covered her torso and hung down to her knees like a dress even after Boxxy had shortened it for her. Dark stains dotted the collar, though the gnome was too afraid to ask if they were blood. She had had to fashion her own undergarments using old rags and loose string and a set of old shoes covered her feet, though she had reinforced the toe area with some creative application of metal plates, nails and wire.

All the seemingly-random things inside Boxxy’s Storage were like a treasure trove to an Artificer. Fizzy had been understandably surprised when she’d learned of the Skill’s existence, but she had quickly grasped its function. It was widely known that high-Level Enchanters and Merchants had access to a similar Skill called Item Box, so the concept wasn’t foreign to her. As to why a dungeon mimic would have something like that, that seemed to be somehow related to its chesty heritage.

Regardless of its origin, the pocket dimension had allowed her to throw together some basic clothing, so she wasn’t about to complain. Her creations did little more than protect her modesty, but they were still better than walking around wearing an old potato sack. She would’ve obviously preferred real clothes, but there was a distinct absence of those within Boxxy’s hoard. It did contain quite a few Blacksmith-forged arms and armour though, and the ones it had given Fizzy had been chosen based on what it had learned of her Status.

[General Information]
Cornie Fizzlesprocket
Gnome, Female, 22 years old
Member of Erosa Craftsman’s Union
Level 56.38 Arclight Artificer
Level 13.85 Paladin
485/485 HP (+0.8/sec)
560/560 MP (+1.5/sec)

[Attributes]
STR 65, DEX 172, AGI 20, END 84, INT 112, WIS 154, PER 141, FTH 12, LCK 7

[Artificer Skills]
Clockwork Expertise – Lvl 10.00 (MAX)
Explosives Handling – Lvl 6.86
Deconstruction – Lvl 7.33
Optics Expertise – Lvl 4.76
Physics – Lvl 7.04
Component Forging – Lvl 6.63
Tick Counter – Lvl 5.22
Upgrade – Lvl 4.65
[Arclight Artificer Skills]
Electrical Expertise – Lvl 2.32
[Paladin Skills]
Champion of Chaos – Lvl 3.92
Toughness – Lvl 5.23
Strength of Faith – Lvl 2.74
[Other Skills]
Mentor – Lvl 2.43
Dagger Mastery – Lvl 4.15
Shield Mastery – Lvl 3.62

Since her primary Job was the Artisan type, that left most of her physical Attributes completely undeveloped for her apparent Level. Her maximum HP immediately after getting the Paladin Job had not even been two hundred. It really was no surprise her relatives had been taken out so easily if they were this frail. The upside was that her DEX Attribute was reasonably developed, so a piercing weapon like a dagger would do her the most good right now. She would probably transition to something more suitable, like swords or maybe maces, once her other parameters caught up, but the knife would suffice for the time being.

The shield was to make sure that she didn’t accidentally up and die. That wouldn’t be funny at all. Shield Mastery also provided her with the END and STR necessary to improve both her conditioning and her max HP, which for the moment was to be her top priority. Dagger Mastery, on the other hand, allowed even a self-proclaimed pacifist like her to rapidly become familiar with that class of weaponry. Both of these Skills were vital to an absolute beginner like her, which was why Boxxy and Fizzy had begun sparring almost immediately after their meeting with the God of Luck.

Well, ‘sparring’ was perhaps not quite the right word. It would be better to say that the Mimic willingly became the gnome’s pincushion for a while. Fizzy had been apprehensive at first, but by the end she had actually seemed to enjoy venting her frustration by stabbing the monster over and over. Boxxy had taken the abuse silently, as it had allowed her to raise her Dagger Mastery to about halfway past Level 2. But – frustratingly – it refused to go higher than that. Still, it was a promising start, in the chest’s opinion.

As for Shield Mastery, she simply practiced blocking the Mimic’s blows. It had been immensely difficult at first, but she had gotten the hang of it much quicker than Boxxy had expected.

Which was good, because her training was just as difficult for her sparring partner. The murder train that was Boxxy T. Morningwood had only two speeds: walk and kill, and this was the first time in its life it had had to hold back. There was no way Fizzy would survive a full-force blow from the monster even if she could have blocked it. Though the exercises had helped the Mimic to learn a little something about controlling its strength, so it wasn’t as though it had gotten nothing from their sessions.

But, as with the weapon Skill, Shield Mastery refused to go more than halfway above Level 2. It appeared that there was a limit to what one could learn hitting the same target over and over and that actual combat would be necessary for both Mastery Skills to properly grow. That was going to be tricky, as it meant that the gnome would have to fight for her life for real. The knowledge within those passive abilities had taught her the basics of using her new equipment, but the monsters in this neck of the woods were still too much for a beginner like her to handle.

Boxxy disliked having to go to so much trouble for such a scrawny morsel, especially considering the part she had played in its imprisonment, but it didn’t have much choice. The humans had deprived it of its Warlock Job by force, so it could no longer rely on Snack and Arms for backup. The deal it had made with Rupert, the God of Coincidences, promised to see those Skills and Levels restored, but the lich that it had to kill in order to ‘prove its worth’ was unlikely to be easy prey. It wanted to do everything in its power to maximise its chances of victory, which meant mentally and physically conditioning Fizzy to become a fighter.

“Meeeeeh!”

A hoarse bleating sound cut through the wilderness, interrupting the pair’s aimless wandering.

“Oh no… not again!” Fizzy lamented.

That bleat meant two things: they were about to be attacked, and the gnome would have to be put in a ‘safe place.’ The latter was why the Mimic promptly wrapped the apprehensive gnome in its tongue-tentacles and tossed her into Storage, much to her dismay.

“Meeeeeh!”

Another bleat, this one subtly different from the first. It was followed by two more before four humanoid figures leapt from the shadows to surround the half-spider, half-box. These monsters had the horns and hooves of a ram or goat, with the torso and arms of a human. Their entire bodies were covered in thick brown fur, with most of their mass concentrated around their powerful legs. Unsettling yellow goat-eyes sized up the strange creature in their midst, their makeshift bone-tipped spears pointed threateningly at the bizarre abomination.

The monsters were officially known as satyrs, though adventurers and villagers alike preferred to call them goat-men. They moved in groups of three to six and mercilessly attacked anything that wasn’t their own kind, at times even fighting and killing each other over petty things like breeding rights. They were really quite violent for a bunch of herbivores.

As for their strength, Boxxy estimated it to be roughly equal to a Level 50 to 60 adventurer, based mostly on their apparent HP and the XP gained by killing them.

“Meeh!”

The one with the longest beard gave a sharp bleat and all four satyrs charged the Mimic at once, intending to skewer it with their weapons. This merciless and deadly strategy was what had allowed them to become the dominant monster species in this region of the Sawblade Mountains. Not only magical beasts, but even adventurers and soldiers would find their lives taken from them in an instant by the attack.

However, none of the pack’s past victims had been anything like Boxxy T. Morningwood.

Rather than weather their combined attack, Boxxy launched one of its own and leapt into the air towards the one that appeared to be in charge. The satyr had apparently expected this and quickly adjusted the angle of his spear. The goat and the box collided in mid-air, the satyr’s weapon piercing the Mimic clean through its midsection.

[You have suffered a deep wound. HP -326.]
[Your flesh has been mended. HP +140.]

Ignoring the wound that would be gone in a few seconds, Boxxy bit deeply into the satyr’s shoulders and upper torso with its steel-coated teeth, trapping the beast’s horned head inside its maw. They fell to the ground, the toothed box refusing to release its victim.

The other three goat-men approached, attempting to stab the Mimic, but were forced back with a wide spray of corrosive acid. They could only watch in horror as Boxxy chewed mercilessly on their leader, his limbs flailing helplessly as he died.

*KACHIN*

The sound of metal on metal rang out as the Mimic’s jaws snapped fully shut, separating the satyr’s head and torso from the rest of his body.

[Level up!]
[Congratulations, you are now a Level 43 Mimic! All Attributes +2.]

With their leader dead, the rest of the satyrs were clearly losing their nerve. Being splashed with burning acid hadn’t exactly helped morale, either. They didn’t quite turn tail and run, but they were visibly hesitant to approach Boxxy. Not that the Mimic had any intention of letting them go. They had made the incredibly poor decision to open the hurt-box, and now they would get what was coming to them.

“HISSHAAARGH!”

Boxxy let out a guttural, hissing roar and they shrank back, looking apprehensive. The Mimic brandished its mithril daggers and a steel sword, and proceeded to do educate them on the finer points of bladed weapon combat.

First, it sliced the second satyr’s hands clean off, its sword piercing the beast’s heart. Using another of its many legs, the Mimic threw the second satyr’s spear at the third. It was a poor throw that hit him in the knee with the shaft rather than the tip, but it was enough to make him fall over. Before he could recover, Boxxy swooped in and slashed several deep wounds into his other leg, effectively crippling the goat-man for what little was left of his life.

The Mimic wasn’t done with its victim quite yet, though. It proceeded to nail the beast in place, driving its sword straight through the wounded creature’s waist and into the soft ground underneath. The satyr struggled and cried, but couldn’t muster the strength to free himself from the painful position.

The last of the goat-men turned, presumably to fetch more of his friends, but the Mimic had already anticipated this. It threw a huge rock that caught the fleeing satyr right in the back of the head, knocking him face-first into the dirt. Boxxy leapt onto the creature’s back and wrapped a few more improvised limbs around the goat-man, subduing him completely.

All in all, it had taken less than thirty seconds to dismantle the would-be ambush. It was a textbook example of how monster-on-monster conflicts usually played themselves out – quick, merciless, and messy. Two of the satyrs lay dead, another was literally pinned to the ground, bleeding heavily, and the last was held in place under Boxxy’s weight.

Now that the situation was under control, the Mimic opened its maw and spat Fizzy out. The gnome fell to the ground with a small thud, gasping for breath.

“Gaah!” she panted, desperately trying to alleviate the tightness in her chest.

The Mimic’s pocket dimension was a horrible, claustrophobic space utterly devoid of light, gravity, and – most importantly – air circulation. Boxxy had to fill it with fresh air every time it threw the gnome in there, or else she’d suffocate. Even then, she only had enough air to last her a few minutes, at most.

“Meeh? Meeeeeeh!”

The goat-like bleating from the pinned – but mostly unharmed – satyr drew Fizzy’s attention. She glanced at the captive monster, her expression pained in apprehension of what would inevitably follow. And indeed, just as expected, a bald, pointy-eared head formed on the box’s surface, its tone demanding.

“Kill.”

The gnome picked herself up from the ground, approaching the restrained satyr warily. This was already a familiar pattern. She’d known full well that the command would come, but that never made it any easier. In fact, the anticipation before the act was almost the worst part. She screwed up her courage, gripped her dagger with both hands and thrust it into the satyr’s neck with a small yell.

[You have inflicted a shallow wound. Target HP -86.]

Unfortunately, it didn’t pierce very far. Just enough to cause the monster to wail and thrash, though it stood no chance of escaping Boxxy’s grasp.

Fizzy withdrew her weapon and struck again. And then again, and again, over and over. Black blood gushed, flowing freely from the wounds. The satyr howled and bleated in desperation at its growing Paladin-inflicted agony.

The kind-hearted gnome wasn’t torturing the creature on purpose, though. She fully understood Boxxy’s reasoning and held no real sympathy for the vile beasts, but she still wished that she could at least end the beast’s life without needless suffering. Unfortunately, her tiny body simply lacked the necessary strength to sever its life in one clean hit. The satyr’s thick hide and dense muscles were difficult to cut into, and it took almost two minutes of abuse before the monster finally died with one last, gurgling bleat.

[Level up!]
[Congratulations, you are now a Level 14 Paladin! STR +2. END +2. INT +2.]

The mostly-unwilling executioner gasped for breath, a slightly dazed look in her eyes. The Mimic lifted itself off the dead satyr, going to fetch his crippled friend. It removed the sword from its fleshy sheath and wrapped its tentacles around the goat-man, ignoring the desperate cries of pain as it dragged him along the ground. The poor creature clawed furiously at the dirt in an attempt to get away, though it was a wasted effort – his arms had no strength left. But the satyr was far beyond rationality; after witnessing the murder of his kin, he was terrified that he would be next.

And he was right. Boxxy brought the struggling creature before the gnome, pinning him to the ground next to his dead friend.

“Kill.”

With a sigh, the weary gnome gritted her teeth and did as instructed. It was just as gruesome as the first had been. At least this time it was over quickly since the satyr had already been heavily injured.

Now that all hostiles in the immediate area were dead, Fizzy’s face broke into a huge smile. She threw back her head, raising her bloodied hands to the cloudy sky.

“Victory for CHAOSSS!”

[Level up!]
[Congratulations, you are now a Level 15 Paladin! STR +2. END +2. INT +2.]
[Proficiency level increased. Champion of Chaos is now Level 4. FTH +2. LCK +2.]

Her mad expression vanished in the next instant, returning to the exhaustion of moments ago. Her outburst had been completely beyond her control, a clear sign that the Goddess of Uncertainty had a firm hold over her new ‘follower.’ Though this sort of relationship between Paladin and patron deity certainly wasn’t unique.

Every Paladin started out with a Champion Skill of the divine being he or she had sworn allegiance to. Paladins of Teresa, for example, were Champions of Justice. Paladins serving Axel, patron deity of war and combat, would be Champions of War, while those who worshipped Solus the Sun God were Champions of Life. A Priest or a Monk would have a similar Skill, except that they were Apostles or Disciples instead of Champions.

And of course, each of the Skill variants came with its own set of effects, their main function being to keep the deity’s faithful servants from straying too far from their path. At least, that was the tactful way of putting it. A more cynical way would be to say that the gods used these Skills to enforce their worldview onto their mortal servants.

It wasn’t nearly as bad as it sounded, though. The divine influence manifested itself as hints and urges rather than overt mind control. It was the same even in Fizzy’s case, though she must have been the only Paladin ever to have their Job forced on them by a god or goddess.

Since the poor gnome had ultimately been strong-armed into serving a random, ominous – and supremely unreliable – god like Philip, it was only natural that she would try to reject his particular brand of faith. She desperately wanted the Champion of Chaos Skill gone, hopefully before it sent her stark raving mad. The Skill ever-so-slightly warped her perception of the world around her, sometimes giving her glimpses of things that would happen a split second or two in the future.

This was admittedly useful in combat as it allowed her to occasionally predict an opponent’s movements, but it also had its downsides. She often had trouble differentiating ‘now’ from the immediate future. Either that or her limited precognition would prove to be wrong, tricking her into taking actions she shouldn’t have. It wasn’t something she couldn’t get used to, but acclimating to it would take some time.

The real problem she had with the Skill was that it occasionally forced its holder to spout inane phrases, like she had just now. At least this time it had been fairly coherent, rather than drivel like, ‘Socks for the Sock God!’ or ‘Pickles are Yummy Yummy Yummy in my Tummy!’

She didn’t even like pickles!

Of course, there was a way that she could break free from the God of Chaos. All she had to do was voluntarily undergo a Job Removal. The potentially-traumatic procedure was something that only Royal Scribes of Level 60 and above could perform, and was heavily regulated by the government. Which, incidentally, was why a certain Spymaster had his own personal Scribe. Some Job Removals needed to be kept off the books, after all.

The majority, however, were performed as punishment for violent-yet-powerful criminals with no hope of redemption, though this wasn’t always possible. The Scribe performing the Job Removal needed to be at a higher Level than the Job they were trying to take away. Boxxy had been unlucky in that regard, as the two Jobs it had lost had only been at Levels 25 and 12.

On the other hand, one could argue that the Mimic had gotten off easy, as having too many Skills and Attributes ripped from one’s being came with any number of nasty side effects. Individuals who had been forcibly relieved of a vocation at Level 70 or higher did not always survive the process. Those who did often went mad or catatonic, while others were left physically crippled or partially paralysed. And even if their bodies or minds remained intact, their spirits were inevitably broken by a deep depression which ended in suicide more often than not.

Although Fizzy had heard the stories, she was sure that wouldn’t happen to her. Her Paladin Job was nowhere near that advanced – plus, she would be willingly letting the Job go, so she was at far less risk of suffering any side effects. Except extreme happiness, perhaps. In fact, if anything was making her want to kill herself, it was the Job – and her current daily routine.

“No good,” Boxxy said.

The words that the gnome never wanted to hear again put a stop to her fantasies of a better life. Or at least a less-shitty one.

“No good,” it repeated. “Still weak.”

“Huff, huff, I can’t help it!” she insisted, still gasping for air. “I’m a gnome you know! Huff. I don’t have a, huff, monster’s body like you do! Huff. My people are the physically weakest enlightened on the continent! Huff, huff, huff! Probably even the world!”

Her inherent lack of muscle mass was something that no number of Levels or Attributes would solve, as such things only improved upon one’s base physical or mental abilities. It was possible to bulk up and gain extra muscle power through a strict exercise regime, but the limitations of race and gender would always be unsurmountable. Even if a gnome like Fizzy had 800 STR, she would still be outmatched by a human with half that amount.

“Not that.”

However, it appeared that the Mimic was referring to something else. While it was true that gnomes had a far shorter reach and lacked the raw force of larger enlightened, they were far superior in other ways.

“Your arms are weak, but hands are fast and wits even faster. Sharp eyes, can see blows coming clearly. Reaction time and stamina could use work, but those are easy to fix with practice.”

As an expert in the art of murder, it was Boxxy’s opinion that gnomes could be just as adept at fighting as any other race, so long as they applied themselves correctly. And it was precisely that that the Mimic had taken issue with.

“Your big problem – you hesitate,” it continued. “You care. These are untasty, stupid thoughts. Pointless distractions. They dull the blade and weaken your attacks.”

Over the past few days, Fizzy had figured out that ‘good,’ and ‘tasty’ were synonyms in Mimicanese. Using said knowledge, she understood the monster’s words to mean that the unwillingness with which she carried out its instructions was apparently her biggest weakness as a fighter. But that wasn’t as easily remedied as Boxxy seemed to think.

“I can’t help it! Until a week ago I was just a girl working on her gadgets! Last month my biggest worry was whether or not I’d be able to find a cheap supply of blast powder! You can’t expect me be cruel like you so easily!”

“No. Cruel one is you.”

“… What?”

“You hesitate. You cause prey suffering. Should finish quickly. Not tasty if they struggle.”

The Mimic had actually meant that last bit literally: it found that prey had the best flavour if it had died instantly, without struggle. But it did – however unintentionally – make a valid point. The gnome’s unwillingness to cause pain was, ironically, causing her victims undue pain. It really wasn’t a question of if the creatures had to die – that outcome was practically inevitable once Boxxy had ahold of them. The only thing that mattered was how their end would come. That it would be easier on everyone involved if she just got the killing over and done with was something with which Fizzy begrudgingly agreed. Actually putting it into practice, however, was no easy task.

“Alright! Okay, I’ll do better next ti–”

“Liar!”

*SMACK*

A spidery limb slapped her across the face. Which was another way of saying that the Mimic kicked her in the head.

“Aargh!” she stumbled backwards.

“Said that yesterday!”

*SMACK*

This time it hit her in the stomach, knocking the wind out of her. She fell, unable to even scream, let alone keep her balance.

“Do better now!”

*SMACK*

A downward strike left the faint imprint of her body in the moist soil.

“Not tomorrow!”

*SMACK*

“Worthless!”

*SMACK*

“Useless meat!”

*SMACK*

“Not even good as snack!”

*SMACK*

“Mercy is for idiots!”

*SMACK*

“Learn to not care!”

*SMACK*

It continued to hit and insult her as she curled into the foetal position. She lay there, taking the abuse and quietly whimpering, not even considering fighting back. It would be over soon, anyway. This was just another part of her new daily routine.

The two of them would come across some monsters and Boxxy would decide that they had to die. Fizzy would either be thrown into the dark, suffocating Storage or be forced to fend for herself. If the enemy was a mountain troll, a twin-tailed wolf or one of the enormous strangling serpents, she was required to fight them alone. They were lower on the local food chain and only half as dangerous as the satyrs, but they were still too much for her. Boxxy often had to bail her out and then beat her for her incompetence.

If their opponent was something tougher, like those goat-men or a maybe a pack of hobgoblins, the Mimic would mop them up and leave one or two alive for her to execute. It was all for the sake of raising her Levels, yet she hesitated to hurt them every single time, which resulted in more beatings.

Her diet consisted of whatever prey she had killed, either today or the day before. Luckily, Boxxy had nabbed her mana-fuelled welder from her shop, so she was allowed to start a fire to grill the monster meat as best she could. Unfortunately, she had no idea what she was doing and had failed to cook her food all the way through the first time she’d tried it, giving herself food poisoning in the process. Another time she had tried foraging for berries, but didn’t know which ones were edible and ended up getting poisoned for real. She had recovered from both incidents well enough, but only because the Mimic had treated her with some of its leftover potions and all-purpose antidotes. She’d then been beaten for wasting its limited resources.

It seemed as though beatings comprised about half of her days, now that she thought about it. Boxxy could always find some excuse to hit her. If she was tired from all the walking and fell too far behind, she was beaten for trying to escape. If she slept for over five or six hours, she was beaten for being lazy. If she dared to question Boxxy’s methods, she was beaten for being a traitorous worm. The only time she wasn’t in danger of being physically abused was when she was thrown into Storage, but that was its own special kind of suffering.

The beatings were so common that she was actually growing somewhat accustomed to the pain. They were also as severe as they were regular, to the point where her END Attribute had risen by three points. This was not a good thing, however, as Boxxy would surely only intensify its abuse should it find out.

“… What Level?”

This day, however, seemed to hold a pleasant surprise for her, as the monstrous chest had cut the punishment short in order to question her.

“Fif-fifteen!” she answered, tears filling her eyes.

“What new Skills?”

“J-just a second, okay? S-s-skill List: P-paladin!”

Just like when she’d reached Levels 5 and 10, she was offered two new Skills. Of course, it was Boxxy who decided which Skills she would take. So far it had ‘advised’ her to choose Toughness and Strength of Faith. The former worked much like the Mimic’s own Natural Armour, though it improved the performance of any and all metal armour the Paladin wore rather than fortifying her hide. The latter allowed the Paladin’s melee attacks to draw on the power of their Faith (FTH) Attribute in addition to their STR, with an added bonus when striking the undead. The God of Chance had indeed given her the best Job to assist Boxxy in their lich-hunting Quest.

However, what would most contribute to their goal was the FTH Attribute, which was why the Mimic was focusing on it. According to her Status, it amplified the effects of Holy Spells while also increasing the likelihood of receiving guidance from Werner in the form of divine revelations. The latter was largely worthless in Boxxy’s opinion, but the former was another matter entirely. Purifications, blessings, exorcisms, and healing magic were deemed to be of utmost importance, hence it had forced her to focus on Skills related to that Attribute. It had a hunch that doing so would eventually give her access to such incantations, and it would appear that its guess had been right on the money.

[Holy Scripture]
The gods will graciously share their power and their secrets, but only with those willing to accept them.
Requirements: Level 15 Paladin, INT 40, WIS 20
Type: Passive
Range: Self
[Effects]
Grants knowledge of sacred texts and divine rituals.
Grants knowledge of a Holy Spell at Level 1, 3, 6, 8 and 10 of this Skill.
Increases the effectiveness of Holy Spells by 2% per Level of this Skill.

This kind of Skill was familiar to the Mimic – the so-called ‘library’ type Skills that bestowed knowledge of magic not otherwise available through one’s Job. In theory, one could study and learn the Spells without the assistance of a Skill, but doing so would require time and resources that neither Fizzy nor Boxxy were willing to devote.

[Proficiency level increased. Holy Scripture is now Level 1. INT +2. FTH +2.]
[You have learned a new Spell: Holy Light.]

“Okay!” the abused gnome whimpered. “I learned Holy Light!”

“What does it do?”

“It- it heals the living and burns the undead!”

“Show me.”

Fizzy stood and began to chant the Spell, focusing it on herself. But her exhaustion caused her to fumble the words, and the magic exploded in a flash of blinding light and a weak wave of concussive force. This failure made Boxxy smack her a few times while demanding she ‘do it right.’ The gnome fought back her tears and frantically tried again, this time making sure to follow the arcane formula in her head more carefully. It was actually surprisingly easy once she visualised it as just another circuit.

“Holy Light!”

Her second attempt was successful, and a radiant yellow-green glow enveloped her bruised and beaten body.

[Divine power has healed your wounds. HP +145.]

The light soothed her pain immediately, wrapping her in a feeling of warm comfort that lasted for only an instant.

“How was it?” the Mimic asked.

“I f-feel better now.”

*SMACK*

“Not you. How much did it do?”

“Hun-hundr– Hundred and forty-five HP…”

“Weak. Did you get Mastery?”

“N-no …”

“Then use it again.”

“Holy Light!”

[Divine power has healed your wounds. HP +145.]
[Proficiency level increased. Holy Mastery is now Level 1. FTH +4.]

“O-Okay! I-I got the Holy Mastery now…”

Just as Boxxy had expected, the first Level of Mastery had been easy enough to acquire. It would hopefully serve as a foundation that would keep Fizzy from fumbling her Spells in the future, at least in theory.

“Cast it again,” the Mimic commanded, and the gnome complied.

“Holy Light!”

“Now?

“Hundred and sixty.”

“Still too weak,” Boxxy declared. “Must level the Skill. Cast it again.”

“B-but I’m already at full HP!”

It then bludgeoned her hard enough to knock her over and stomped on her stomach, dealing a total of 154 HP worth of damage in the process.

“Cast. It. Again.”

Fizzy stood, whimpering, and prepared to heal herself once more. It would seem the tiny Paladin’s hardships were just beginning.


Part Two

The black-furred, twin-tailed wolf lunged at its prey, its sharp fangs attempting to bite the small, pink thing in half. It was so tiny it probably could have run upright between the wolf’s legs. As a matter of fact, that was exactly what the gnome did to evade the attack. Rather than attempt to best the wolf in a contest of raw physical strength, she dove under its ferocious bite and rolled.

The wolf yelped as something cold and sharp ripped through its leg. It leapt aside to put some distance between itself and the tiny thing, landing a good three or four metres away. It turned to continue the attack, but Fizzy was nowhere to be seen. After a moment of confusion, it once more felt its body being carved into from below. The wolf howled and hopped away again, but the same thing happened a second time. And a third.

Finally, the beast realised that its afternoon snack was somehow able to keep up with it, despite its clearly superior speed. It gave up on trying to move out of the way and decided to simply flatten the offending creature with its weight. After all, it was a tiny thing and looked as though it would squash easily with just a little bit of effort.

Fizzy rolled out from under the wolf just as its massive body came crashing down, missing her completely and landing directly on top of the dagger lodged in the soft dirt. The best whined in agony as its own weight drove the steel blade deeper than the gnome could ever have done by herself.

It was a huge wound, but one that Fizzy could only inflict by effectively disarming herself. That was why she carried another weapon, though it wasn’t a backup one. It was far more accurate to say that the dagger was merely the opening act. She reached over her shoulder and gripped the rubberized metal handle poking up behind her. She gave it a twist and a pull to release it from its holding clamp on her back and brought it to her side, holding it firmly with both hands.

She dashed around the wolf’s huge body, now right at her eye level. The pint-sized Paladin’s eyes and weapon both shone with yellow-green light as she took a wide horizontal swing. The illuminated mace-like object in her hands smashed against the monster’s head before it could muster enough strength to pull itself up from the ground.

*THONK*

[You have inflicted major blunt force trauma. Target HP -246.]
[Proficiency level increased. Mace Mastery is now Level 4. STR +4.]

The wolf yelped pathetically as it collapsed. The blow had cracked its skull and smashed its jaw, but it still clung tenaciously to life. An issue that was resolved moments later when the bloodstained hunk of metal swung down a second time.

*THWACK*

[You have inflicted major blunt force trauma. Target HP -307.]
[Proficiency level increased. Divine Wrath is now Level 3. FTH +3. STR +1.]

The wolf’s head splattered against the ground with a wet, disgusting noise. Bits of brain and blood splashed onto the gnome’s face and hair, but she didn’t seem to care – or even notice – as she lifted her weapon above her head. She made another downward swing, just to make sure that it was as dead as it appeared.

*THWACK*

More wolf bits flew everywhere as the monster’s head became a bloody pulp. Satisfied with her victory, Fizzy lifted the improvised weapon and wiped it clean as best she could against the beast’s fur. As she waited for the magical glow to fade, she inspected it for any new dents or blemishes. The item was not something one would normally consider a weapon, but Fizzy had learned to make do with what she had.

Although not immediately apparent due to all the filth caked on it, the lump of steel in her hands was actually an adjustable wrench. A tool which, much like the rest of the instruments in Fizzy’s shop, had been enchanted to fortify its durability. Not that she had ever been able to use this thing for its intended purpose. After all, it was nearly a metre long, far too unwieldy for someone of her short stature to use as an Artificer’s tool.

Strictly speaking, it was too large even for human-sized tinkerers. The only possible use for such a thing would require a stupidly large-scale project, and the Fizzlesprockets of Erosa had never been that lucky. In fact, the only reason it was even in Fizzy’s Fidgety Widgets in the first place was because it was a novelty that had been gifted to Cornie’s father, the original ‘Fizzy.’

As to how the wrench had found itself in her possession, Boxxy had simply picked it up when it had looted her shop.

Fizzy, oddly enough, wasn’t the least bit upset that she had been robbed blind. In fact, she was glad that her things hadn’t been taken by that corrupt asshole of a Spymaster, particularly her father’s Lightning Thrower. Boxxy hadn’t been stupid enough to give her the weapon outright, but she found solace in the fact that it was still, in a matter of speaking, nearby. The Mimic still allowed her to assemble a few small utility gadgets from the random parts inside its Storage, and now Fizzy had finally found a use for the stupidly enormous wrench. All things considered, the animate chest’s hoarding habits had proven to be quite… tasty.

After noting a tiny new dent on one side of her wrench, she sheathed it and turned her attention back to the wolf. Grunting with effort, she rolled it onto its side and removed the dagger stuck in its belly. With practiced ease, she began carving up the meat that was to become her dinner, moving mechanically as she did so. Her bruised face showed no hint of squeamishness, disgust, or any other emotion despite being elbow deep in monster guts. Her once bright and attentive green eyes now appeared dull and lifeless, seeing the bloody mess before her as ‘just another day.’

The sixteenth day, to be precise.

The sixteenth day after being broken out of Edward’s custody.

The sixteenth day since she had effectively become Boxxy’s thing.

“Good,” the Mimic in question commented from somewhere behind Fizzy, its gruff voice sending chills down her spine as usual.

She stopped what she was doing and sheepishly turned to face the monster that she knew could snap her in half at a moment’s notice.

“Ah!” she exclaimed with a start. “Aaaah!”

Followed by a wide-eyed scream as realisation struck her.

“I… I… I wrecked its head! I’m so sorry Boxxy! I di-didn’t mean to! Honest!”

She started apologising on reflex, as she knew that Boxxy needed the beast’s brain intact in order to ‘drink up’ the corpse. How could she not? By now the murderous box had absorbed nearly seventy corpses right in front of her.

She was at least a little bit glad that this procedure was what the monster had referred to when it claimed to have ‘eaten’ her father and brother. The bodies were left as piles of ash and dust, almost as though they’d been cremated. While not a particularly popular funeral rite, nor the one she would have chosen for them, it was nonetheless better than the alternatives. Admittedly that wasn’t entirely true since the creature had devoured one of them to check the flavor of gnomes, but its memory of the past had been rather dodgy ever since it lost its Jobs.

Fizzy not knowing exactly what happened was probably for the best. Her new, more pragmatic worldview understood that something would have come along and eaten them eventually. It was much easier for her to cope with their deaths if she imagined it as Boxxy sending her deceased family off in her stead. It helped, of course, that both their murderers and the ones who had failed to protect them had paid for their respective crimes against her family.

Overall, it probably wasn’t the healthiest way to deal with the loss of her loved ones, but it was all she had given her current situation.

“Please don’t hit me!” she pleaded.

“Okay,” Boxxy replied.

“R-really?”

“Yes.”

The gnome had become a splendidly dirty fighter, in the Mimic’s expert opinion. She attacked mostly from blind spots and used her small stature and ability to predict her opponent’s movements to her advantage by confusing her target. This was the first time she had managed to bring down such a large creature without taking a single hit, and Boxxy was quite pleased with her progress. She would surely prove herself most useful in the coming battle against the lich if she kept this up.

“Good kill,” it added.

“Th-thanks!”

She chanced a weak smile. This was the first bit of actual praise it had given her, so she couldn’t help herself.

“Any gains?” Boxxy asked.

“Mace Mastery and D-D-Divine Wrath went up.”

“Paladin Level?”

“Still 23.”

Fizzy’s growth was really quite rapid, but it still felt too slow to the Mimic. It wanted the gnome to reach Level 25 so that it would have the option of learning the Paladin Job via her Mentor Skill. However, Boxxy was admittedly apprehensive about going through with this. It wasn’t sure whether that particular Job was necessarily a good idea.

Its biggest worry was whether or not it would be able to properly raise its Level. After all, both Paladins and Mimics gained Levels by hitting things up close, so it wasn’t sure which Job the XP would go to. It wasn’t as clear a divide as the Warlock Job had been, since there was a huge difference between blasting stuff with eldritch magic and stabbing it to death.

It therefore decided – at least for the time being – that it would hold off on becoming a box-shaped Paladin. If it needed to amass Attributes, the Cadaver Absorption Skill would provide plenty. Of the seventy-three corpses that it had absorbed since its escape, a total of four had been minor successes, resulting in a combined boost of 39 AGI and 35 END.

But even if Boxxy didn’t intend to become a Paladin right away, it still wanted to have the option available. While at the moment it wanted to focus on training its Mimic Job, which had finally reached Level 44, it did intend to look into the Paladin Job later on. After all, the Skills these non-monster Jobs granted their holders were extremely tasty. Like, for example, the latest addition to Fizzy’s repertoire:

[Divine Wrath]
Empowers the Paladin with holy might so that they may bring down God’s judgement on the deserving.
Requirements: Level 20 Paladin, Strength of Faith, STR 60
Type: Active
Activation Time: Instant
Cost: 50 MP
Range: Self
[Effects]
Increases the effectiveness of Holy Spells and melee attacks by 50% for 2 seconds.
Increases the duration of this Skill by 2 seconds per Level of this Skill.
This Skill may not be activated more than once every 2 hours.

It was a straight-up power boost with no downsides or penalties, aside from the fact that, much like Power Overwhelming, it was a very flashy Skill. Using it in conjunction with Stealth and Assassination was probably impossible, especially since it was a close-range technique.

It was still an undeniably tasty Skill that the monster would love to get its tentacles on, but unfortunately it came with a caveat: the Champion of Chaos Skill. Limited precognition was nice and all, but that Skill clearly had some sort of external impact on the gnome’s behaviour by forcing her to do and say things against her will. Boxxy had already had its mind manipulated once by the dungeon in which it had been born. It had no desire to go through anything like that again.

This Hero business aside, the Mimic enjoyed its free will far too much to give any of it up in exchange for power it didn’t technically need.

“S-s-so, what about the, uh, the body?” Fizzy asked meekly.

Had someone been watching, they’d have found it hard to believe that this was the same person who had just killed an opponent many times larger than herself without batting an eye. However, the gnome hadn’t remained steadfast during the fight because she wasn’t afraid. In truth, she’d been terrified the entire time. Not of some oversized puppy with two tails, but of the mass of violence and teeth that was Boxxy T. Morningwood.

*Crack*

And, as it turned out, someone had indeed been watching, but had failed to remain silent whilst trying to sneak away. The branch the person had stepped on had produced a weak, barely audible sound some twenty-odd metres away, but Boxxy’s Perception (PER)-boosted senses heard it nonetheless. The Mimic dashed off in the direction of the noise, leaving Fizzy momentarily alone as it hurried into the foliage. The gnome dared not move from her spot as she stared at the rustling leaves. Then she heard the screaming.

The very human screaming.

Boxxy reappeared several seconds later, its tongue-tentacles wrapped around someone slung over its lid like a bag of turnips. They’d been gagged by a fleshy tendril, but Fizzy could still make out the person’s face. It was a very young woman in brown leather armour who couldn’t have been more than seventeen or eighteen years old. She kicked, groaned and sobbed as she tried to get away, but her efforts weren’t enough to even budge, let alone break, the Mimic’s hold. The only thing she succeeded in doing was making tears run in rivulets down her cheeks.

Fizzy steeled herself. This was the first person they’d run into, the first sign of civilisation since their escape from the Spymaster. The poor gnome already knew what was about to happen. The pattern had repeated itself dozens of times already, and it was foolish to think it would stop now. Boxxy brought the human girl before her and pinned her to the ground like it was the most natural thing in the world. Mud stuck to the girl’s short brown hair as she flailed, the look of sheer terror on her face one that Fizzy was intimately familiar with.

“Kill.”

The order came. Just as she’d known it would. The gnome brought out her oversized wrench, steadying her grip.

“Mmmmph!”

The captive struggled in vain, tears welling in her green eyes as she realised what was about to happen. She stared pleadingly at the pink-haired gnome in front of her. ‘Please, save me,’ her gaze seemed to say. ‘You don’t have to do this,’ her eyes screamed without words.

The gnome hesitated for a moment. What right did she have to just murder someone? This was someone’s daughter. Maybe someone’s sister, or perhaps even a wife or a mother. What sort of monster would spread sadness by taking away other people’s loved ones? Had this girl done anything to deserve such a cruel fate?

“…”

On the other hand… had her own father and brother deserved to have their lives stolen from them? And whose fault was it they had been taken from her? Who had been responsible for her unjust imprisonment? Had humans ever done anything for her or her family besides ridicule them and make their lives harder for no Gilligan-damned reason?

No, that wasn’t fair to the girl before her. She was a total stranger, not at all to blame for what Fizzy had endured. For what she was still enduring. However, that also meant that the gnome didn’t owe her a single damned thing, and she wasn’t about to suffer Boxxy’s wrath on some stranger’s account.

“Don’t blame me for this,” she said coldly, tightening her grip on the wrench’s handle. “You were just in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

*THWACK*

*THWACK*

A swing to either side of the girl’s neck ended her barely-adult life mercifully quickly. A twisted smile spread across Fizzy’s face and her eyes opened so wide one would think they were trying to escape their sockets. She shrieked, “I have the shiniest meat bicycle!” then reverted to her previous state of fearful misery.

“Th-there, done,” she whimpered. “I m-made sure the h-head is st-st-st-still intact. D-d-did I do good?”

“Yes,” Boxxy replied simply. “Good.”

Fizzy looked on blankly as the Mimic set about absorbing the human as though she was just another piece of meat, but she couldn’t say anything. She was astonished by how… easy that had been. It wasn’t as though the gnome was trying to downplay or excuse her first act of murder. She knew full well what she’d done, and while she wasn’t going to apologise for it, she took no pride in the act, either. If anything, she was strangely indifferent to the whole affair.

This was entirely due to Boxxy’s tutelage. The Mimic thoroughly believed that notions like civility, decency and honour were more than simply unnecessary – they were outright detrimental. Such soft and silly concepts were weaknesses, things that dulled the blade and made one take idiotic risks. It couldn’t afford to have Fizzy subconsciously hold back at a crucial moment, so it had spent the past two weeks systematically beating those ideas out of her.

In many ways, the naive little tinkerer that the Mimic had met over a month ago was already dead. All that was left in her place was a broken murderer who felt not a single shred of sympathy, guilt, or remorse for her victim. The only feeling she could muster was a vague sense of pity, as if she’d just seen a stray dog get run over by a horse-drawn carriage. The girl’s life had been forfeit the moment Boxxy had had ahold of her. All Fizzy could have done was to make sure that her passing was as painless as possible. Which was precisely what she did, having learned her lesson with the satyrs.

This time she had had true conviction behind her blows.

The newbie Paladin vaguely understood that her own life hung by a thread, one that would snap the moment she was deemed too much of a hassle. A ruthless monster like Boxxy would never keep her around unless she was of some value to it, and she knew that it wouldn’t hesitate to cut her down should she try something stupid like escaping.

She probably could at least try to make a run for it. The Mimic was always around, always vigilant, but only when it was awake. It needed to sleep sometimes, and while it kept her chained with those MP-draining shackles during its rest time, getting them off would be simple enough. Boxxy had thoughtlessly given Fizzy access to her tools, and the simple locking mechanism wouldn’t stand a chance against a professional Artificer and her trusty screwdriver. She had both means and opportunity to run for the nearest settlement to seek shelter.

But even if she knew where she was going – and she didn’t – would she even make it that far? True, she was strong enough to take down a twin-tail wolf, but that was small fry around these parts. A group of satyrs or hobgoblins couldn’t possibly fail to kill her if they were to cross paths, which unfortunately seemed more likely than not. Not to mention that Boxxy could run much faster and much farther than her, making it impossible to escape should it give chase.

But the fear of death was not the only thing holding her back. Should a miracle occur and Fizzy finally find herself free of Boxxy, what would she even do? Her life in Erosa was over. There was nothing waiting for her back there but an empty house that had no doubt already been cleaned out by the Spymaster’s goons. She was most likely also a wanted criminal by now, with a bounty and a wanted poster and everything. Even if she were to defy death a dozen times over and reach civilisation, she’d only be thrown in prison again.

Bottom line, Boxxy was the only being on the planet who even remotely appeared to give a damn about her. True, the monster abused her constantly, but it wasn’t all bad. It had taught her how to defend herself, made sure that she was fed and clothed, and watched over her at night – even if she wasn’t allowed nearly as much sleep as she would have wanted. Besides, this was very much a temporary arrangement, though that in itself was hardly a fun thought.

Eventually, Fizzy would cease to be useful to the creature. Maybe in an hour, maybe a week, a month, or a year, but it would definitely happen. And when it did, her life would be extinguished. It seemed like the most logical, the most inevitable, the most natural way that this twisted relationship could possibly end. The only way to delay that inescapable outcome was to keep making herself useful to the Mimic, convince it that there was value in keeping her around.

Initially, she’d clung to the foolish hope that if she held off on escaping long enough, something might happen. She dreamed that someone might kill the beast and save her, but now she knew better. Even if they came across an adventurer capable of taking it down, it would not end well for her. After all, Boxxy was exactly the type of spiteful asshole that would rather destroy its playthings than allow them to be stolen.

And so the gnome had largely accepted the fact that her life would end much sooner than she would’ve liked. She wasn’t about to expedite the process, but she saw no other way out.

At the very least, she refused to be like the girl she’d killed, flailing pathetically in ignorant terror. She refused to die by a random twist of fate, a bad roll of the die, or an unlucky coin toss. On the inevitable day when Boxxy finally decided to finish her off, she wanted to die knowing why.

Why she had to live.

Why she had to die.

At that moment, her solemn introspection was rudely interrupted by an annoyingly familiar voice. Not the one that whispered in the back of her mind, but one that spoke clearly and loudly as if it were giving a sermon.

The concept of luck, chance, chaos, whatever one wishes to call it, is a false one. A convenient lie that beings capable of thought use to comfort themselves in their ignorance. In truth, there are innumerable underlying circumstances and factors behind every seemingly random act. Each outcome, both hypothetical and actual, can be traced back to a singular point of origin, a simple decision or event that set things into motion. Yet at the same time, free will sees to it that no model, no matter how complex or accurate, is truly flawless. That no matter how hard one tries to predict the future, the most anyone can ever hope to produce is an educated guess.

But it is only through such understanding that one can hope to bend fate to their will, to bring about the outcomes they desire and avoid those they deem unacceptable. To understand and unravel the threads of causality is the duty and privilege of all who seek to comprehend this wonderful puzzle that we call a world. For it is only once we can see the strings that we may ask to have a word with the puppeteer.

I have high hopes that you will be more than just another doll dancing to a tune you cannot even hear, Champion Fizzlesprocket.

P.S. You will find the lich if you go north-by-northwest along the mountain foothills. Look for a whole lot of dead and/or dying trees and you’ll know you’re in the right place.

P.P.S. You should really dye your outfit something else if you get the chance; rust isn’t really your colour. Something in green, perhaps.

[You have received a divine revelation from the Goddess of Gambling. FTH +10.]

Boxxy continued to rummage through the girl’s belongings, unaware of the lengthy message that had just been delivered. As for Fizzy, she wasn’t particularly pleased to have had her all-too-rare moment of contemplation ruined, though she had at least gotten something useful in exchange. She and Boxxy finally had a direction, and she’d even received a bit of extra FTH to boost her magic. While she didn’t much care for that flowery, needlessly cryptic speech, she did have to admit that the God of Coincidences had raised a very good point:

She would look pretty damned good in green.


Part Three

A monster and its pet gnome trudged along the old dirt path. They’d been heading northwest along the Sawblade Mountains, following the latter’s divine revelation. Boxxy had naturally refused to blindly believe that Fizzy would suddenly know where their target was, mostly because it wasn’t aware of what oracles were or whether they were tasty. To avoid incurring the monster’s wrath, she had invented a vague excuse about being able to smell the undead from afar. She had no idea whether Boxxy believed her or not, but it had nevertheless decided to follow her suggested direction. It was marginally better than aimlessly wandering around hoping to get lucky, after all.

However, that had been several days ago, and Boxxy was starting to seriously doubt whether the pint-sized Paladin was telling the truth. While mimics were by and large a patient species, it was still irritated that they’d wasted so much time on this little adventure. The obscure time limit on its all-important Quest was a serious concern, as there was no telling when Clarice might get bored and decide to terminate their arrangement. The Goddess of Probability seemed like an exceptionally fickle deity, so the Mimic couldn’t help but feel agitated by all this blasted walking.

Admittedly, the two had done more than just walk. They had fought many monsters and even taken down a gang of mountain bandits. Fizzy was honing all of her new Skills after having finally reached Level 25 of her Paladin Job, while Boxxy was now a Level 46 Mimic, bringing it ever closer to its next Rank Up. The previous one had broadened its horizons significantly, so it couldn’t wait to see what tasty treats the next stage of its evolution would bring. The problem was that that particular checkpoint seemed impossible to reach before the Quest’s indeterminate deadline.

However, that wasn’t because it was sharing its XP with the pink-haired gnome it was currently ‘looking after.’ While its Mimic Level would certainly have been a good bit higher otherwise, it needed more than just a Level 50 Mimic Job to Rank Up. It also needed a Level 10 Shapeshift Skill, and that was proving to be the real problem. Training that ability had been getting harder and harder, to the point where it was currently stuck at Level 9. The monster would remain a Greater Mimic no matter its Level unless it found inspiration for new and exciting things to sculpt from its flesh. Shapeshifting wasn’t a craft that could be honed purely through mindless repetition or frequent killing, after all.

Speaking of killing – why were there so few edible things in the area? Boxxy had sensed it vaguely earlier, but it was now certain that there was a distressing absence of prey in this region of the mountain. Its question was answered several minutes later when the surrounding terrain began to change rapidly with every step. Vegetation became more and more sparse until the area was practically barren. The grass and bushes had all dried up, and the few pine trees around were reduced to nothing but bare, rotting trunks. A significant number of them had fallen over, unable to bear their own weight. It was as though the soil itself was spreading death, accompanied by the pungent stench of rot wafting on the breeze.

“Fizzy!” Boxxy called.

“Y-yes, Boxxy?”

“What is going on here? Everything looks extremely untasty!”

“Th-that’s probably because of the Blight.”

“Oh… What’s a Blight?” it asked flatly.

“It’s an undead disease. Or rather, the undead disease. It saps the life from the living and bolsters the walking dead. Where there is Blight, there is also undeath – the two are inseparable and grow exponentially over time as they feed off of each other.”

The Mimic contemplated her words.

“So… Blight creates zombies, zombies spread Blight, which creates more zombies and spreads more Blight?”

“Yeah, something like that.”

“Oh. That feels like cheating.”

Fizzy nodded.

“It is, yeah. There’s an entire continent that has been c-c-claimed by it, actually. The former homeland of the giants, once known as Percepeia, is now referred to as ‘the Blighted Lands.’ It’s said the undead plague is s-so thick over there that even those with divine magic just fall over dead within hours.”

“Hrmmm,” the box grumbled ponderously. “You sure seem to know a lot about it for a mushy meat-thing who never left city.”

“Y-yeah. M-m-most of that stuff came from the Holy Scripture Skill. Apparently, Paladins are frequently c-called upon to fight the living dead, so…”

“So how come my dungeon didn’t have this Blight thing?” Boxxy inquired. “There were nasty undead, but I don’t remember there being any bad stuff in the air.”

“I, uh… don’t know. Maybe dungeons follow different rules? They create life out of nothing so maybe there’s no Blight with ‘fake’ undead?”

“Mmmrrrh,” the Mimic grumbled, making Fizzy shiver at its rising displeasure. “But, can clean Blight as Paladin, yes?”

“Y-yeah! Holy magic can cleanse the land and water to get rid of it,” she hurried to confirm.

“Then won’t we run into Empire people cleaning this place?”

“Uh… maybe? I don’t think anyone knows there’s a Blight infestation in this remote part of the Sawblade Mountains yet. Subduing this thing would be a large-scale operation that would probably take, like, hundreds of people. You’d notice that many people around.”

“But won’t it spread to the humans and call them over while we’re doing the Quest thingy?”

It certainly wouldn’t do to have humans meddling with its plans, especially if there was a chance of that terrifying Spymaster arriving on the scene.

“N-no, I doubt it. Blight doesn’t exactly… move that fast.”

Even if the undead had conquered an entire continent, the disease had taken over a century to envelop it completely. It wasn’t a poison that killed quickly, but a persistent malady that drove its roots deep into every millimetre of soil it claimed. It wasn’t the sort of thing that could cover an entire town overnight. And even if the infestation were reported, the Lodrak Empire currently lacked the resources to deal with it. Any government-employed Paladin, Priest, Druid, or Shaman with the Skills to cleanse the land of the undead plague was already busy trying to keep another disaster in check. While the Blight was assuredly dangerous, the baffling toxins released by the Calamity were a far more immediate concern.

But Boxxy wasn’t aware of that. The only thing it had to go on was the word of a frightened gnome. It decided, however, that there was a reasonable chance she was telling the truth, seeing as the place she’d led them to was indeed crawling with the undead. Not to mention that it had spent the past few weeks systematically beating any sort of resistance out of her. It had been sceptical at first, but it was hard to deny the truth – especially when it was barrelling towards them down the gravelly slope.

The growling, hissing thing looked like a troll, similar to the ones Boxxy had fought in the forests around Erosa, but with two key differences. Though the creatures shared similar apelike physiques, this thing was a fair bit taller, and far more decomposed. Bits of its flesh were missing entirely and what was left of its body looked foul, rotting and crawling with maggots. It was an undead being no matter how one looked at it, though it appeared that reanimation had done little to curb its habits. Especially the one where it travelled in packs, if the five similarly ghoulish creatures behind it were any indication.

The Mimic was familiar with trolls and their stupidly thick hides and rapid healing abilities. It was also fairly knowledgeable about fighting the undead. After all, it had killed many of them during its assault on its home dungeon. It knew that zombies, skeletons, and spectres didn’t feel anything, whether it be pain, fear, hunger, or exhaustion, so hacking off a limb or two wasn’t nearly enough to stop them. Admittedly, their capability for rational thought had rotted away along with their brains, but the fighting instincts and, more importantly, Skills they had possessed in life remained largely intact. It was safe to say that undead monsters were far more dangerous than their living counterparts, so Boxxy prepared itself for a violent scrap.

It was then kindly reminded of the existence of the tiny Paladin that it had been dragging along.

“Holy Light!” chanted Fizzy.

[Your holy magic has purified the undead. Target HP -367.]
[Your target has been weakened for 6 seconds.]

A bright, yellow-green light enveloped the zombie in the lead. Black smoke burst from its body, turning bits of its already-rotting flesh to dust. A chunk of its torso and thighs disappeared, causing its left leg to snap off at the hip. The monster toppled to the ground like a stack of bricks, but it wasn’t finished quite yet. It kept crawling towards Fizzy, though its movements had clearly grown more sluggish.

“Holy Light!”

The troll’s right arm and shoulder vanished, but it kept clawing at the ground as though it were trying to bite her ankles off.

“Holy Light!”

The third Spell did the trick, completing the large, ape-like zombie’s transformation into a smouldering pile of white ash.

“I-I-I-I did it!” Fizzy shrieked in glee.

It was her first time fighting an undead and it had been a smashing success. It hadn’t even managed to get near her! In fairness, though, this outcome was hardly a surprise. All monsters possessed an elemental weakness, commonly referred to as their Bane. Being struck by it would not only deal significant damage, but often crippled the creature as well. And given that the Bane of all undead was divine magic in any form, Fizzy’s victory against a single grunt-level zombie had been fairly certain.

She still felt elated, though.

“Boxxy! Look!” she pointed at the troll’s remains. “I did it! I–”

“Shut up and help, stupid thing!”

In her excitement, she’d completely forgotten that they’d run into a group of zombies. She might have taken one of them down, but Boxxy had moved to intercept the other five.

“… Oh, right! I’m on my way!”

She snatched up her wrench and dashed towards the fighting. The trolls had surrounded the Mimic, but the agile spider-chest was hopping about, easily avoiding their clumsy attempts to claw and bite at it. It probably could have taken their attacks and let its Mend Flesh Skill heal the damage, but there was no reason to get needlessly hurt. Pain, while necessary at times, was by no means tasty.

Fizzy barged into the scuffle, using her wrench to bash one of the creatures across the back of its knee. The limb made a disgusting snapping sound as it bent at a weird angle, forcing the creature to fall forwards. The Paladin climbed onto its back, chanting her next Spell and trying not to think about the squelching coming from underneath her.

“Consecrate!”

A ring of holy energy spread outwards, enveloping the zombies. It flowed into the soil beneath their feet, causing a gentle light to seep from the cracks in the dried-up soil.

The temporary holy ground would work in the opposite way the Blight did – by bolstering the vitality of the living while sapping the strength and speed of the undead. Boxxy took advantage of its enemies’ sudden weakness and went about beheading three of them while Fizzy crushed first the kneecaps and then the heads of two more. Their victory was so swift that they barely needed half of the twenty seconds that Consecrate’s effects allocated them.

“Fizzy,” the Mimic called.

“Heeek!” the gnome squealed. “W-w-what is it, B-B-Boxxy?”

“Good job,” it simply said.

The Paladin had finally shown that vaunted anti-undead prowess that Jerome had talked about. Granted, Boxxy probably could have handled things on its own, but it would have taken far longer. And since the Mimic expected to have to fight more and more undead as it approached the lich, it needed to ensure that its victories were fast, efficient, and easy. Merely reaching its target was going to be a gruelling enough task, and the snivelling gnome would have surely failed already had it not been for the unspeakable training regime it had been putting her through.

“No hesitation, no fear, just action,” it added. “Attention span could use some work, but still – good job.”

“Th-thanks Boxxy!” she replied, a quivering smile on her face.

And the training had certainly worked, though perhaps not in quite the way that the Mimic had imagined. Fizzy was still very much a scaredy-cat, and she’d been practically shaking in her boots the entire time, though not because of a few silly zombies. She’d been scared shitless of displeasing the chest-shaped mass of murder, which she found to be far more terrifying than a bunch of walking corpses. The fact that she hadn’t disappointed Boxxy and thus might not receive a beating today was the best news she could have hoped for.

“Where to now?” the Mimic asked.

“…”

Fizzy’s already-weak smile disappeared in an instant. Panic gripped her, as responding truthfully with ‘I don’t know’ would surely result in yet another vicious beating. And though she could heal herself now, that served merely to prolong Boxxy’s ‘lessons.’ Her tired green eyes frantically surveyed their surroundings, looking for something – anything – to divert the violent creature’s attention. Thankfully, she spotted that something almost immediately.

“There!” she shouted, pointing into the distance. “There’s a wuh-wuh-white tower over there! The li-lich is probably inside!”

Boxxy directed its gaze to where she was indicating and could indeed spot the tall, pearly-white structure in the distance. It sat atop a mountain ridge, the surrounding area grey and Blight-stricken. The pale tower stood out against the dreary background, but it was so far away that from this distance it looked smaller than a grain of rice. The Mimic would likely never have spotted it, had the gnome not pointed it out. Looking that far ahead – whether it was figuratively or literally – was not a habit it possessed.

“I see,” it responded. “Okay. Let’s go.”

Fizzy sighed in relief and followed. She offered a silent prayer of thanks to Murgatroyd that Boxxy had bought her wild guess, though it hadn’t been a completely unfounded one. There was nothing but barren, dead land for kilometres around the tower and liches were supposed to be powerful, intelligent beings. It would make sense that the thing would want to hole up in a place like that rather than rough it in the barren wastelands.

They made their way towards the tower, the walking a familiar constant after three straight weeks of nothing but. Now, however, they were attacked much more frequently, fighting off an average of four packs of zombified beasts an hour. Thankfully for Fizzy, her now-much-higher END Attribute allowed her to continue marching onward without exhausting herself too much. She’d also learned that using Holy Light as an offensive Spell wasn’t worth the effort. It was far more efficient to use Consecrate to weaken the entire group, then pummel them to paste with some good old-fashioned elbow grease.

However, another enemy reared its head as they made their way into the heart of the dying land – the disease itself.

[Your body has been weakened by Blight.]
[Automatic HP recovery has been reduced by 2.6 per second.]
[Stamina recovery has been reduced by 30%.]

Boxxy was more or less fine thanks to its abnormally high HP recovery, but Fizzy was not so lucky. The degenerative condition overpowered her body’s natural healing abilities, causing her to slowly wither away as they walked. Holy Light would alleviate the ailment and temporarily restore her vitality, but it was a stopgap measure at best. Using Consecrate would cleanse the air and land around her and stave off the Blight’s effects, but she didn’t have the MP to cast the Spell every few paces.

There was also the matter of provisions. While Boxxy could simply snack on a carcass or two from its Storage, Fizzy had it much rougher. She was carrying her own food and water, which had become contaminated from prolonged exposure to the Blight. The once-crystal clear water in her waterskin was now brown and murky, while the dried meat had gone way beyond bad. It was basically dirt by the time she had attempted to actually eat it. She was also fairly certain that she had seen the grilled flank twitch in her hand as if it were trying to reanimate itself.

It took them the rest of the day to reach their destination, which left the pint-sized Paladin thoroughly exhausted, both physically and mentally. Not only had she been denied both rest and sustenance, but she’d had to help Boxxy fight off at least two hundred undead. She was dreading the trip back, but at least took solace in the fact that the Mimic seemed satisfied with her performance. Assuming, of course, that her earlier guess had been accurate.

The stone tower ahead of them was roughly seventeen metres high and seven metres in diameter. It stood on the mountain ridge ahead of them, making it the highest point in the entire Blight-covered area. The setting sun had dyed the white bricks red, highlighting the few tiny windows on its upper floors.

Both Fizzy and Boxxy recognised the structure. It looked exactly like the tower back in Erosa’s courtyard – the very same building where the Mimic had had its Jobs stripped from it.

This was no coincidence, as the organisation known as Arcaneum always used the same blueprints when building their research outposts, and this one was no different. The ruins of a short stone wall could be seen around the tower, as well as the remnants of what appeared to be a few wooden houses and shacks. Part of the courtyard was separated by what had once been a sturdy wooden fence but was now little more than a line of debris. It had probably been a place for the settlers to grow crops or maybe keep farm animals, but there were no such signs of life anywhere to be seen.

The monster and the gnome cautiously approached the tower through a large gap in the outer wall. Seeing the ruined settlement up close momentarily caused Fizzy to ponder their quarry’s circumstances. Had the lich they were after once been a magical researcher here? Or had it only stumbled upon this place by chance?

She quickly dismissed such pointless thoughts, mentally preparing herself for what would doubtless be a brutal fight. She followed Boxxy closely as they approached the tower’s entrance, where the only thing remaining of its once-impressive double doors was a set of empty hinges.

The pair headed inside warily with their weapons out. The entrance hall was a large, open room that took up about half of the ground floor. The off-white stone walls and wooden floorboards were mostly bare, save for a picture frame with a ripped canvas hanging from the former and a few moth-eaten rugs covering the latter. The only piece of furniture in the place was a wooden dining table that had been snapped in two and left to rot in the corner. The air was heavy with dust and the stench of rotting flesh, the latter likely caused by the various decomposing remains strewn about the place. A trio of empty archways beckoned from the wall opposite the entrance. The left and right led into smaller rooms, while the stone staircase beyond the middle arch allowed access to the next floor.

*Clank-clank-clank*

Heavy, metallic footsteps sounded from the rooms toward the rear of the tower. Fizzy gulped, readjusting the grip on her improvised mace in apprehension of what was to come. Three humanoid figures emerged almost simultaneously from each of the doorways and stepped into the fading day’s light that flooded in from the open entrance behind her. They were clad head-to-toe in blackened full plate armour that was covered in spikes, rust and scratches. Though it looked ancient, it was nevertheless intimidating, not to mention thick enough to absorb anything the gnome’s feeble arms could throw at it. Through their open-faced helmets Fizzy caught a glimpse of their rotten faces, bits of skull showing through the random spots where the flesh had fallen away completely.

These undead were clearly different from the ones outside. Not only their armour but also their weapons made that abundantly clear. The one in the middle bore a huge greatsword that was nearly as long as he was tall, while the other two carried large, heavy shields and chipped longswords. A simple look at the way their armaments were held was enough to determine that they were not mere decorations, but tools of war that their wielders were clearly familiar with.

These beings were Death Knights, a type of undead that was typically born from the corpses of skilled warriors who had died in battle against their own kind. They occasionally showed up in dungeons or places where especially bloody battles had taken place, but the vast majority of the time they were created. And indeed, judging from their rock-steady stances and loose attack formation, they were definitely not mindless corpses that charged at every living thing in sight. They had a master, an owner.

One who apparently was not above personally greeting ‘visitors’ to their domain.

“So, you’re the one who’s been making all that noise out there, hmm?”

A cold voice dripping with malice echoed through the old tower. That was when Fizzy finally beheld the lich she and Boxxy had been looking for all this time. It seemed to walk calmly down the stone staircase, but a closer look revealed that that was not exactly the case. The lich did not walk, it floated. Not to mention that ‘it’ was quite obviously a ‘she.’

The lich had the appearance of a human woman in her early twenties, her shoulder-length black hair tied in twin side-tails. The creature’s face was surprisingly beautiful, except for the sickening pale purple color of her skin and the glowing red irises floating amidst her pitch-black eyes. A thick metal collar was clamped around her neck, matching the shackles that bound her wrists and ankles. Ghostly chains dangled from her various bindings, fluttering like loose threads in the breeze despite the ominous rattling noises they were giving off.

As for the rest of her womanly figure, it was wrapped in a series of ragged bandages that were either dark blue or gray – it was hard to tell in the dim lighting. The wrappings did not show off a lot of her putrid-coloured skin, but clung tightly to her body in a way that left little to the imagination. The cloth also tied her feet and ankles together in a way that would have made walking impossible even if she were to take off the heavy-looking shackles.

However, the most eye-catching part of the lich was the enormous gem dangling from her neck to nestle between her shapely breasts, blazing with a crimson light that matched her eyes.

Those same eyes now sized Fizzy up, almost as though she were trying to taste her.

“What, a gnome?” she remarked in a patronising tone. “You can’t be serious!”

“I-I-I-I-I’ll have you kn-know! I’m a P-P-Paladin! I’m not afraid of some stinking undead!”

Fizzy tried to put up a strong front, but it was a pathetically weak attempt. The sheer disgust she felt looking at the thing that had once been a living woman made her skin crawl in a way she never would have thought possible. It wasn’t quite as bad as the near-crippling terror a displeased Boxxy could inspire, but it was still its own unique blend of awful.

“Oh, a Paladin. How droll,” the lich rolled her eyes. “Let me guess, you’re on some sort of righteous mission to slay me, are you not?”

“W-Well … Y-y-yeah. I am, actually!”

“Hah, typical. This is why I never liked you religious types. Always with the–”

Metal flashed in the darkened room, interrupting her rant before it had even begun.

[You have suffered a devastating blow. HP -942.]
[Your undead constitution has prevented you from being Stunned.]
[Proficiency level increased. Physical Nullity is now Level 3. END +12.]

“SHREEEEEEAAAAAAA!”

She let out an unearthly shriek, even though her kind were supposedly unable to feel pain. Her apparent agony wasn’t enough to stop her from turning transparent in the next instant as she fled from whatever it was that had just stabbed her in the back. Another mithril dagger swung at her as she retreated, but it passed harmlessly through her body as though she were a ghost. She drifted through her Death Knights, putting them between herself and the enemy she’d failed to notice, then turned to face her attacker, only to see a plain-looking wooden treasure chest. Granted, one that stood on eight giant arachnid legs and held two white daggers with a pair of red tongue-tentacles, but a chest nonetheless.

Boxxy had activated Stealth and scuttled to the side the instant the lich’s minions had entered the room. Not even Fizzy had noticed its disappearance as it prepared to ambush its target.

The Mimic had been fairly certain that the lich would respond to the intrusion of her territory, and when she had, it had taken advantage of her distraction to employ its Level 9 Assassinate Skill. Unfortunately, despite the devastating attack, it had failed to strike her down. And now that the lich was painfully aware of Boxxy’s presence, there would be no chance of ambushing her again.

As for the lich herself, her pained expression was quickly replaced by one of absolute shock.

“You… YOU!”

Which then gave way to a look of pure rage that turned her otherwise attractive features ugly enough to match her personality.

“You, again?!” she shrieked. “How many times! How many times do you have to kill me before you’re satisfied! You stupid fucking box!”

Distracted by what should have been an impossible meeting, the lich had momentarily forgotten that there was a second intruder.

“This is all your fa–“

“Holy Light!”

“AAAAAAAARRGH!”

Fizzy’s magic enveloped the undead woman, transforming her tirade into a scream loud enough to deafen everyone around her. Her temporarily transparent body dissipated into mist in the next instant, melting away without a trace. The three Death Knights that were still lined up and awaiting the order to attack crumbled to dust, signifying that their master had indeed been slain.

The tiny Paladin collapsed to her knees, gasping for breath.

“Huff, huff, huff! Yeah! Take that!”

Fizzy had never thought that she’d meet anyone as terrifying as Boxxy, and yet there she’d been. The sheer malice emanating from the lich-woman had been enough to freeze her in her tracks, but the Mimic’s reappearance had broken her out of her stupor. If not for that, or for the fact that Boxxy’s sneak attack had already caused the lich heavy damage, Fizzy would almost certainly have ended up as one of her servants.

“Get up,” Boxxy commanded.

Those words startled Fizzy, as she hadn’t even realised that it had gotten so close to her.

“Ah, right!” she exclaimed, scrambling to her feet. “We should get out of–”

“Have to find the lich.”

“… Huh? Wasn’t that her?”

“Maybe. Maybe not. Quest not done yet.”

“… Alr-alright, Boxxy. Wh-wh-whatever you say, Boxxy!”

The thoroughly-abused gnome didn’t even bother asking for its reasons. If the Mimic said jump, then she would already be in the air before the question of ‘how high’ had even popped into her head. Otherwise she risked having her ribs broken and her jaw dislocated. Even so, she couldn’t help but want to ask one thing. She knew it was a bad idea, but the part of her that thirsted for knowledge was too loud to ignore.

“Uhm… B-B-B-Boxxy, did you know th-that woman?”

The lich had seemingly recognised the monster, which, all things considered, was in no way a coincidence.

“Yes.”

Thankfully, the shapeshifter refrained from hitting her and answered her question in typical Boxxy fashion. Concise and to the point, with no additional information or context. Fizzy was therefore forced to ask the obvious follow-up question, but she figured that it was probably safe to do so.

“Who… who was she?”

“Someone I killed. Long time ago.”

Indeed, this had been the second time that the Mimic had brought about that woman’s demise. Granted, the first time that it had killed her had been so long ago that it felt like an entire lifetime had passed since then. And yet it remembered her. How could it not? That particular kill had been rather… memorable. Her body had been the last thing that it had eaten before setting out to leave its birthplace behind, at a time when it was still being influenced by that dungeon.

A time when the Necromancer known as Valeria Vortena had still been human.


Part Four

After defeating the lich, Boxxy and Fizzy set about searching the tower. Despite having killed what had appeared to be an intelligent undead being, the Quest remained unfulfilled, which Boxxy interpreted to mean that they’d gotten the wrong target. Seeing its old prey come back to ‘life’ like that was surprising, but it didn’t have the faintest idea how or why the woman had returned. Nor did it care. She had been an obstacle to be removed, nothing more. Therefore, rather than worry about the un-undead, it decided to focus its attention on looking for traces of its actual objective.

The box-and-gnome pair began their search on the ground floor. It was just an empty space, including the back rooms where the Death Knights had come out from. This had probably been some type of reception area at one point, or maybe a guard post to keep unwanted visitors away from the upper levels. Regardless of its past purpose, it currently held no answers, so the duo moved higher.

The first three floors were separated into a collection of dorm rooms, closets, pantries, and meeting rooms – enough space to comfortably house fifteen to twenty people. The third floor also had a semi-open central chamber that had probably been meant for recreation and large gatherings, or perhaps even a lecture hall. All the rooms contained very little of value – just old, dusty furniture, torn carpets, faded paintings and filthy rags that might once have been clothes.

The only halfway-interesting thing that they found was a set of five stone busts that depicted four old geezers and a stern-looking granny, probably some important dead people. Oddly enough, the sculptures appeared completely untouched by the passage of time. Fizzy, desperate to appear useful, informed Boxxy that such artistic and/or enchanted antiques might be worth a small fortune to the right collector. The greedy monster immediately stowed them away in its Storage before moving on.

The fourth floor had once been a massive library. While bookshelves still lined the walls, they were entirely empty. Not a single parchment or scrap of paper could be seen, just rows upon rows of empty, dusty shelves. The tower’s original residents must have taken all their research materials with them when they had abandoned this place. That, or its current residents had thrown them away.

Ascending higher, they found a number of workrooms, or possibly laboratories. It was honestly difficult to tell. Like the library, the place had been stripped completely bare of anything useful. The only items of note they found were a few dusty tools which the gnome, being a craftsman herself, recognised as those commonly used by Alchemists and Enchanters.

The sixth and final floor of the tower was a large hall connecting three smaller rooms. Each held heavy desks and even more cupboards and bookshelves. They also included an adjacent bedroom, suggesting that the ones who had lived here had been the most important people in the tower. All of the private quarters were, as expected, devoid of anything worth a damn. Even the wall safes, normally hidden by a sliding stone mechanism or painting, had been cracked open and emptied.

In the end, they found no signs of active undead or anything else to indicate the presence of the lich they sought. Boxxy had counted a total of fourteen ash piles throughout the tower, which must have been the remnants of the defeated Necromancer’s other minions.

It and Fizzy had spent the better part of two hours rifling through the place with very little to show for it. The sun had set long ago, and the gnome was forced to rely on a makeshift torch for light.

“Uhm, B-B-Boxxy?” she stammered, just as the Mimic was wondering what to do next.

It had to re-form its head before it could answer. The act took almost no time or effort, but doing so every time it needed to talk to the gnome was supremely irritating. It sorely missed the incredibly convenient telepathic link between itself and its familiars. Well, it was technically missing a lot of things, but right now that was the one at the forefront of its mind.

“What?”

And said irritation was quite obvious in the tone of its voice.

“I r-really could use some, um, sl-sleep…”

Her ‘owner’ only allowed her about five to six hours of sleep per night – considerably less than the full eight she had enjoyed before her life had gone to shit. She had mostly gotten used to this new regime, but today had been especially bad. The long march, the brief but mentally draining encounter with Valeria, and the Blight sapping her strength had made her so exhausted that she felt like she might just keel over. She was also starving and thirsty, but sleep had to come first.

“No,” the Mimic replied bluntly.

“W-why not?”

“You’ll die from Blight.”

Given her current condition, she would succumb to the disease and wither away if she didn’t heal herself every few minutes.

“Uhm, I th-think I can just Consecrate a room and it’ll let me recover…”

“No.”

Fizzy looked desperate, but Boxxy was having none of it. It wasn’t worth the risk. It had put far too much time and effort into training the gnome to simply allow her to die of something as silly as a disease. It would be best to leave this place and resume their search elsewhere.

“But-”

*SMACK*

A vicious kick to the face sent her flying across the room to crash into a stack of old chairs. Her increased endurance and vitality had made her much sturdier than she had been back when they had first partnered up, so it allowed itself to be a little extra rough when educating her.

“We’re leaving now!”

Fizzy held back the tears in her eyes and gave up on her hopes of getting a good night’s rest. Not only for tonight, but for the rest of her life. That was just how miserable she felt at this point in time.

“Yes, Boxxy! Ri-right away Boxxy!” she said shakily, picking herself up from the ground. She healed herself with a couple of Holy Lights and meekly followed the violent box as it made its way back down the stairs.

Boxxy spotted something amiss just as they entered the empty library on the fourth floor. In a blur of movement, it armed itself with its daggers and a shield, assuming a fighting stance. Without even realising, Fizzy reflexively reached for the heavy wrench on her back.

Putting their guard up had been a wise choice, as a certain someone was waiting for Boxxy and its Paladin in the large chamber. Or rather, floating, right in the middle of the room, blocking the staircase leading down to the dorm area on the other side of the library.

“H-How!” Fizzy shrieked. “Didn’t we kill you?”

It was the same undead woman from a few hours ago, along with half a dozen zombified twin-tailed wolves.

“You’ll have to try harder than that if you want to kill a lich!” Valeria sneered.

She pointed directly at the intruders.

“Keep them busy.”

The wolves snarled and lunged forward. Fizzy shook herself out of her stupor and prepared to cast Consecrate, but the lich had no intention of allowing her to finish. She bent forward and threw her arms behind her, letting out an unearthly, piercing howl. The noise was intense – as though a thousand fingernails were scratching a thousand blackboards for a thousand years, all condensed into one singular moment. It shattered Fizzy’s concentration instantly, preventing her from chanting. She fell to the ground, clutching her ears and screaming in agony yet unable to hear the voice pouring out of her own throat.

Boxxy was in worse shape than she was, as it couldn’t even tell up from down, nor right from left. This was because the animate chest did not hear sounds with ears but by picking up vibrations in the air through its magical sonar. The natural ability was part of its biology, allowing it to perceive noises with far greater clarity and precision than people could, especially after acquiring the Perception (PER) Attribute. But the enhanced magical sense was working against it now, amplifying the ghastly screech to levels it hadn’t thought possible.

However, unlike a certain pink-haired gnome that had curled up uselessly on the floor, Boxxy acted to make the sound go away. It withstood the sonic onslaught long enough to reacquire the position of the loudmouth in the room, then flung one of its daggers at her. The mithril knife flew true, striking the lich in the chest with enough force to make her lurch backwards and changing the nature of her scream from weaponised sound to a howl of pain.

With the disturbance gone, Boxxy was able to engage the six wolves. It put away its remaining dagger and re-armed itself with a couple of swords, beheading two of the beasts in an instant. They were… much weaker than it had been expecting. Even if they were under the direct influence of a lich and thus far more powerful than their living counterparts, they were still bottom-feeders. Boxxy and Fizzy had fought similar wolves many times before, so the monster expected that they would have no trouble mopping them up. The most these cursed beasts could do was – just as Valeria had ordered – keep the Mimic busy for a few seconds.

As for the lich, she scowled at the shiny dagger sticking out of her chest, pulled it out and tossed it aside. No blood dripped from the wound, nor clung to the blade. She hadn’t expected that the stupid box would be able to not only endure her Sonic Scream but mount a counterattack as well. Otherwise she would have activated her Ethereal Body Skill to avoid the blow completely.

Both of those abilities were leftovers from her days as a banshee, a ghost-type species of monster. It was what Valeria had become following her death and what she had remained until her Rank Up into a lich. The leftover racial Skill from that period allowed her to become intangible, but maintaining that state as a non-ghost rapidly consumed MP. She couldn’t use it very often, but it was enough to occasionally get her out of tight spots.

However, that shrieking voice was hardly her only means of attack. She held up a hand, pointing her open palm at the Mimic currently tearing its way through her minions.

“Frostbolt!”

A brilliant white orb shot out from her outstretched hand. It left a glowing trail of blue light as it hissed through the air and hit the Mimic dead-on, splashing over it like a glob of goo.

[Your body has been frozen by magic. HP -351.]

This was different to the Cryomancer magic that Boxxy knew about. Instead of impaling it with enchanted ice, the Spell instead instantly froze a large part of its body. It could feel itself slowing down as the ice sapped its HP while also restricting its movement. It could barely even feel the side where the Spell had struck.

Wondering where its own magical support was, the Mimic briefly turned its attention back to Fizzy, only to realise that she had passed out from the intense sonic assault. She still had a respectable amount of PER but lacked Boxxy’s well-developed Mental Fortitude (MNT) and absurdly high Endurance (END). She hadn’t been able to withstand the strain of the sonic attack nearly as well as the murderous chest.

A fact that Valeria had also noticed as she moved to aim at the much easier – and arguably more troublesome – target.

“Frostbolt!”

But she failed to hit the gnome, as Boxxy instantly disengaged from the remaining two wolves and leapt into the path of her Spell.

[Your flesh has been mended. HP +160.]
[Your body has been frozen by magic. HP -288.]

As it absorbed the hit, it wrapped a spare tongue around the gnome and chucked it into its Storage. The lich’s eyes widened at the sight of the monster apparently swallowing its companion whole, but she quickly composed herself. She had already seen the Mimic’s Storage Skill in action, so she knew better than to assume that it had literally eaten its one ticket to victory.

And she knew that for a fact, because a monster would only sacrifice itself to protect something if that something was immensely useful. It wasn’t sentimentality or kindness, but cold-blooded pragmatism. Which meant that Boxxy needed the Paladin in order to defeat her. In other words, it had no way of damaging her spectral body on its own. In which case, she was confident that she could easily defeat the simple creature. All she had to do was watch for surprises and manage her MP.

“Frostbolt!”

She was therefore quite glad that she’d practiced using her new Spells. In particular, she was proud of her Frostbolt accuracy. She cackled as the third consecutive hit struck the Mimic. It had tried to dodge the Spell by leaping to the side but the ice encasing its body had rendered it unable to move out of the way in time.

[Your target’s body has been frozen by magic. Target HP -288.]

Once again, the Spell took a hefty chunk out of its HP. The damage, however, was significantly lower than Valeria had expected, thanks largely to the final Skill granted by its Mimic Job.

[Adaptive Defence]
Monsters are notorious for how rapidly they can adapt to their environment, and none exhibit this better than shapeshifters.
Requirements: Level 45 Monster Job, Shapeshift, END 200, INT 100, WIS 100
Type: Passive
Range: Self
[Effects]
Taking elemental damage temporarily increases your damage resistance to that element by 10%.
Increases the elemental resistance granted by this Skill by 3% per Level of this Skill.
The effects of this Skill last for a limited duration equal to 1 second per Level of the Shapeshift Skill.
Can only defend against 1 element at a time.

Unfortunately, Boxxy hadn’t gotten as much opportunity to develop the ability as it would have liked, which left the Skill at only Level 2. Still, reducing the power of a spellcaster’s attacks by a sixth was certainly nothing to sneeze at. It was a good thing it had decided to hide Fizzy away, or she would have died in two hits, maybe three if she was lucky.

As to why the Mimic had chosen to protect her, it was because the gnome was its best shot at actually killing the lich, just as Valeria had deduced. Although it would appear that such an outcome was rapidly becoming an impossibility, as the best way to fight a Caster was to kill them before they even realised an enemy was aiming for them. Fizzy was unfortunately necessary to ensure the successful completion of its Quest, but there was no telling when she might wake up.

Just then, while Boxxy had its tentacles full blocking the Frostbolts with a bronze-plated shield, it suddenly had an epiphany. All the mass of teeth, violence, and murder needed was some time to think and strategise in order to make use of its idea.

But it couldn’t do that in its current situation. It needed to run, but the stairs leading down were all the way on the other side of the decrepit library. Going out that exit would be difficult, but that was by no means the only way out. Having made up its mind, the Mimic leapt backwards and skittered up the steps, past the fifth floor and all the way to the top. It barged into the wide hall connecting the three rooms, only to find Valeria already waiting for it.

“Did you think you could get away?”

Boxxy realised that she must have phased through the floors to block it off. And her final two pets were already clambering up the steps behind it, completing the pincer attack.

“Frostbolt!”

The lich resumed her assault, but Boxxy hopped nimbly to the side, narrowly evading the glowing projectile. Those few seconds it had bought while climbing the stairs had allowed the Mimic to fully recover its HP and regain most of its mobility. It needed to avoid getting frozen again, or it was bound to turn into an ice cube.

“Ice Floes!”

Valeria tried a different Spell, which covered the ground beneath the spider-chest with a thin sheet of ice, clearly intent on forcing the monster to slip. Boxxy, however, had no intention of allowing that and jumped onto the wall before the ice could fully form. It crawled steadily along the vertical surface, dodging the Frostbolts the lich continued to fire at it.

The Mimic circled halfway around the edge of the hall, ducking though one of the side offices to reach the adjacent bedroom’s balcony. It sprouted a pair of bat-like wings and leapt into the night, but was unable to properly gain control of its fall. It slammed into the ground. Hard.

[You have suffered blunt force trauma. HP -311.]
[Your flesh has been mended. HP +160.]

The Mimic took a moment to dig its rectangular body out of the dirt and began circling the tower, searching for something.

The nature of its earlier revelation was simple. The floating woman was indeed the lich it was looking for – or so she claimed. Which meant that she was the target of its Quest after all, but the task in question said only that it had to defeat her, not kill her. The Mimic had assumed that those two things were synonymous, but that clearly wasn’t the case. If anything, killing her had only made things worse.

In the few moments it had to think, it realised another thing. The way that she had come back to ‘life’ in perfect condition, with memory and Skills completely intact, was eerily familiar. Not to mention that that body of hers made no sense on the inside. It was highly likely that she was a being somewhat similar to a demon – something with a conjured physical form and an immortal soul. Even if it were to kill her again, there was a good chance she’d only come back.

That was okay though, because it just had to defeat her.

Circling the tower’s base, it finally spotted what it was looking for – the set of heavy steel doors that led into the basement. Boxxy should have realised it earlier, but the tower’s layout was identical to the building where it had had its Jobs taken from it. Which meant that it also had a basement filled with various magical reagents and ritual markings. If the source of that lich’s rebirth was anywhere, that would surely be the place.

“Frostbolt!”

Boxxy hopped back from the doors the instant it heard the chant. Valeria was directly overhead and floating gently downwards as she prepared yet another Spell. She had found the Mimic quickly. Too quickly. Boxxy had broken from her line of sight, but she’d already managed to find the shapeshifter. Regardless of how she had done so, she was obviously quite intent on keeping it out of the basement.

This only served to reinforce the creature’s ad hoc theory, but the Mimic still needed to distract her long enough to get through the door. Once more, it reached into its Storage and flung something directly at her. Valeria only caught a glimpse of the object, which looked to be a metal cylinder about the size of a sword’s handle. She had no idea what it was, but immediately turned incorporeal anyway, wary of being damaged by whatever the thing was.

Unfortunately for her, it wasn’t designed to inflict damage. It was a flashbang, a leftover from Boxxy’s Artificer days.

*PANNNN*

It did exactly as its name suggested as it flashed and banged right in the lich’s face, bathing the area around the tower in brilliant white light. Valeria screamed and covered her eyes, but it was already too late. Boxxy had noticed that, even when she was incorporeal, she still relied heavily on her sight. And as it had just learned first-hand, where there existed a sense, there was also a way to confuse it.

It took the lich several seconds to regain the use of her eyes, but her vision was still clouded by colourful blotches. By the time she had recovered enough to see properly, the Mimic had already picked the lock and was nowhere to be seen. Using her Detect Life Skill allowed her to track the monster’s life force through the walls and confirm that it had already gone inside and was currently scampering around the interior.

“No…” she muttered. “Noooooo!”

She sailed forward, desperate to intercept the hateful creature. But even at maximum speed, she wasn’t nearly fast enough. While she could float through solid objects, she could only move at a rate comparable to a low-Levelled human’s running pace, which was much, much too slow when compared with the eight-legged freak-box. She could feel the hastily-raised minions she’d left in the basement as a last line of defence being taken out one after the other. If she’d still had control over the five Death Knights down there, they could have easily stopped the stupid box, maybe even killed it.

But that was merely a what-if. Her rash, vengeful actions had weakened her preparations. She had also underestimated her opponent. Not its combat strength – she was still confident that she could beat it when it came to a direct fight. However, the simple-looking monster had turned out to be a lot more resourceful than she’d thought, especially when it came to giving her the run-around.

Still, she couldn’t give up. She rushed through the basement and headed for the far corner of the large chamber. She arrived just in time to watch in horror as the Mimic coiled its tongue around the shiniest item in the decrepit room.

The thing that had caught its attention was an egg-shaped object about ten centimetres wide and fifteen tall. Its smooth, glassy surface was a rich blue colour that would put even the brightest sapphire to shame. An intricate golden pattern of thorns, crows, skeletons, grasping hands and other grim imagery danced across it, covering roughly half of its brilliant surface. But the highlight of its design was the golden skull depicted on one side, a duo of shining, blood-red gems faceted inside its eye sockets.

The expensive-looking item had been held on a custom-designed silver tripod, which had been placed on a waist-high stone pedestal. Its extravagance and pride of place clearly marked it as an object of some importance. It was also the only thing in the entire tower that seemed to be worth more than a few coins, so it stood to reason that it belonged to the lich.

And it was indeed both hers and important, for the thing was her phylactery – the vessel that held her undying soul. It was through this object that she was able to regenerate her physical body as many times as she wanted. However, it was also her weakness. Not only would her power weaken if she were to stray too far from it, but breaking it was the only way to truly destroy her. Losing the linchpin binding her to this mortal coil would be nothing short of checkmate.

Time seemed to slow as she tried desperately to stop the Mimic, but it was clear she wouldn’t make it in time. Just how in the world had the moronic box figured out her weakness right in the middle of the fight? It certainly hadn’t known before, so why had it suddenly made a beeline for the phylactery? And for that matter, how had it managed to unlock the damned door so quickly?

The questions rushed through her thrice-rotten head during the split second it took for Boxxy to toss the shiny thing into its open maw – all of which could be answered with a single word:

Experience.

The lingering knowledge of demons. The trauma of having its Jobs and Skills severed from it. The insight granted by the Lockpick Skill. The time it had spent as an Artificer. Its aptitude for confusing and befuddling its opponents. And last but not least, the instinctive need to covet and collect all things shiny. All of these factors had conspired together to make what happened next, in this singular point in time, a reality.

The Storage portal inside Boxxy’s maw snapped shut, stowing away its prize. With the link between her soul and body severed, Valeria’s physical form fell limply to the ground. It then started crumbling, returning to the dust whence it came.

The Mimic, understandably, had no idea exactly why that had happened, as it had in no way deduced the phylactery’s purpose. It had come here looking for some sort of ritual circle or glowing sigil, similar to the ones it had used during demonic rituals. When it had failed to find anything like that in the mostly empty basement, it had decided to pocket the shiny thing while it had the chance, then run away with all due haste.

Thus, seeing the lich instantly collapse and disappear caught it more than a little off-guard. Although certainly not unwelcome, this sudden development was completely outside the Mimic’s scope of understanding. It just seemed like a massive coincidence, which hinted that this outcome was the very thing Christie had had in mind when she had sent Boxxy on its errand. But the Mimic didn’t have to wait to learn if there was any merit to its assumption.

Because not only was the ‘Defeat the lich’ Quest now marked as complete, but Boxxy once again found itself sitting at a table in an endlessly white room.

*Clap*

*Clap*

*Clap*

With Jill, the applauding Goddess of Uncertainty, for company.

Part Five

“So,” said Paul, “I suppose congratulations are in order.”

The Mimic, who had once again been forced into the shape of a young child, just smiled dumbly in response.

“What just happened?”

“You defeated the lich.”

“How?”

“I’m sure you’ll figure it out shortly.”

The three-tailed iguana snapped its windows as per usual, enveloping Boxxy in a bright light and flooding its consciousness with a series of messages.

[Level up!]
[Level up!]
[Level up!]
…
…
[Level up!]

[Congratulations, you are now a Level 25 Warlock! INT +50. MNT +50. END +50.]
[Proficiency level increased. Summon Familiar is now Level 7. INT +14. WIS +7. MNT +7.]
[Proficiency level increased. Power Overwhelming is now Level 6. INT +24.]
[Proficiency level increased. Demonology is now Level 6. WIS +2. MNT +2.]
[Proficiency level increased. Crystallise Magic is now Level 5. INT +10. WIS +10.]
[Congratulations, you are now a Level 12 Artificer. DEX +24. WIS +24. PER +24.]
[Proficiency level increased. Clockwork Expertise is now Level 3. DEX +6. PER +6.]
[Proficiency level increased. Explosives Handling is now Level 2. DEX +4. WIS +4.]
[Feat of strength performed! You have unlocked a new Perk: Hero of Chaos.]
[Proficiency level increased. Chaotic Disposition is now Level 1.]
[Proficiency level increased. Agent of Chaos is now Level 1.]
[Proficiency level increased. Essence Concealment is now Level 1.]

The Mimic stood with its mouth agape for a good minute while its mind underwent what could only be described as a reboot. Its newly-restored mental capacity allowed it to look at the past three weeks of its life with a fresh set of eyes. The escape from its flying cage, Fizzy’s training, their journey through the woods and subsequent trek through the Blight, everything up to the confrontation with the lich.

“All better?” LaQuisha asked, seeing the thoroughly enlightened look in its red eyes.

“Yeah… I think I understand now.”

Granted, it still didn’t know what a ‘phylactery’ was and merely thought of the shiny egg as the lich’s real body, but it was a close enough guess. It had also deduced that there was a good chance that she might reappear the instant it removed the gilded egg thing from its Storage. For all it knew, she even had the power to materialise inside its pocket dimension, so it would need to be extra careful when accessing that particular space.

“Good, then I can skip having to explain things. The undead are so predictable that the topic bores me to tears.”

“… Zaffron?”

“What?”

“Thank you.”

“Don’t mention it,” Theodore said with a wave of his liver. “It all happened as expected in the end.”

This was only the second time that Boxxy had expressed genuine gratitude towards another being, but the recipient didn’t exactly seem thrilled about it. In fact, the Mimic couldn’t help but notice that the bizarre entity’s attitude had thus far been much less enthusiastic than their first meeting. Shouldn’t Malfagar be happier, considering that his divine will had been carried out?

“Are you disappointed that I won?”

“A little, yes, but it’s nothing personal. You fought, struggled, and survived, just as I predicted you would. The odds were very much in your favour even without the gnome, but her presence made this outcome the overwhelmingly likely one. I was merely hoping to see something unexpected, but I suppose you can’t surprise me all the time.”

Boxxy had to admit, the god had a point. The Mimic was tricky, resilient, and possessed a good set of instincts, so it would have figured out the lich’s weakness eventually. It could have found her much sooner too, if Fizzy hadn’t slowed it down. Though she had helped to make the first bout something of an easy win, in the end the tiny Paladin’s presence had been little more than a convenience at best, or a distraction at worst.

“If you knew I would succeed, then why send me at all?”

“Because, my newly-chosen Hero, a prediction is different to a prophecy. Even if the chance of failure is slim, it is nonetheless there. You would do well to remember that. No matter how good I am at reading between the lines, that little thing called free will remains an enigma wrapped in a mystery, shrouded by unknowable variables. Even to someone like me.”

“What’s an enigma? Is it tasty?”

“Hah! Hahahaha!”

The God of Chance let out a hearty laugh that seemed to cheer him up a bit.

“Sorry about that,” he said with a mosquito on his rainbow. “I almost forgot who I was talking to. You probably don’t care about the infinite realms of probability, do you?”

“No, not really.”

Boxxy was only curious as to why Kole was disappointed that it had survived. Even if its mental faculties had been restored to what they had been prior to its capture, it was still a colossal simpleton. A simple ‘because it was boring’ would have sufficed as an answer to its query.

“That’s fine, I just have a habit of rambling on sometimes. Ignoring me is really for the best.”

“Okay. But can I try casting a Spell? I wanna see if it still works right.”

“Sure, go right ahead.”

The child-shaped monster held out its hand and chanted its most basic Spell.

“Shadowbolt!”

A mass of hissing darkness appeared, flying into the distance before fizzling out of existence, just as it should have. Boxxy’s face lit up with a bright, slack-jawed smile sweet enough to give someone cavities. It giggled and hopped in its seat, clearly excited.

“Say, Boxxy,” Tim interrupted its little celebration, “could you cast that again?”

The request was a little odd, but it was no big deal, so the Mimic gladly complied, firing another Shadowbolt into the infinite white void. But rather than flying off into the distance, it swerved around as though it were a living thing and flew straight at Jack. It froze in the air directly in front of him, as if time had stopped for the volatile lump of eldritch energy. It was a strange thing for Boxxy to see, but it served to remind the animate chest that Randy was indeed a god, and as such had powers that mere mortals could not fathom. Though that did not exactly explain why the deity was so interested in the frozen projectile.

“Huh. Well, what do you know, it really is like that after all,” he muttered.

“What is?” Boxxy asked.

“I always thought your Shadowbolts were a bit weird, but I wasn’t sure why until just now.”

“Weird how?”

“I mean, look at it!” Dana waved her guitar legs excitedly. “I wasn’t able to tell just from the remote viewing since it spins around so fast as it flies, but the Spell’s payload is shaped like a cube! A cube!”

“So?” asked the Mimic, unable to grasp the significance.

“So? So why is it in that shape specifically? Shouldn’t it be a sphere?”

“Dunno,” Boxxy shrugged. “I just casted it like normal.”

“Wait, don’t tell me – when you imagine gathering a mass of shadow and throwing it at people, what sort of mental image do you use?”

“A chest.”

“… A chest? Why a chest?”

“Because it needs to be a perfectly balanced shape. And square chests are perfect.”

Brandon had realised almost immediately how idiotic the question was, considering who he was asking, but Boxxy’s answer wasn’t quite what he’d expected.

“Hah. A chest. Hahaha! I see, I see – so it was that after all!”

Once again – much like the time it had sacrificed a succubus as a ‘pure maiden’ – the Mimic’s unorthodox perceptions and preconceptions had slightly bent this world’s rules.

“Is the shape bad?” it asked, concerned.

“No, not bad. It doesn’t actually have any negative impact on the Spell, so you don’t need to worry about it.”

“Oh. But it’s still strange?”

“Quite so. You sometimes see magic users that can twist the shape of their magic like this, but they usually need to have a firm and intimate understanding of what magic is and how to use it. This is the first time I’ve seen someone so… inexperienced alter a basic Spell like that, so it caught me off guard. Hah! Do I know how to pick a Hero or what!”

“If you say so,” Boxxy shrugged again.

“Anyway, I should probably send you back now.”

“… What should I do from now on?”

“Hm?” Ted raised a shoe. “Why are you asking me?”

“Aren’t you my boss now?”

“Why would I be?”

“That’s how this thing works, right? The Hero serves the god?”

“Generally speaking yes, but I’m not like that. If I tell you to go and do something, then I know where you’re going, what you’ll be doing, and worst of all – how it will end. That takes almost all of the fun out of this thing. All I expect from you is that you be yourself and do what you please.”

Ironically enough, the God of Chaos’s personal interference in a matter took notions like chance, luck, and coincidence completely off the table, or at the very least stacked the odds overwhelmingly towards a specific outcome. It was like knowing the ending of a book after opening the first page. Anyone would have been bored with that sort of setup, but especially in Charlie’s case.

“Then what about the lich?” Boxxy asked.

“What about her?”

“Didn’t you have any intention for her?”

“Nothing in particular. The whole reason I brought you two back together was because I was curious to see how you would handle her, and that hasn’t changed. So by all means, do with her as you please. The same goes for that little Champion of mine, by the way.”

“What? You won’t mind if I kill your servant?”

“Not at all. I don’t particularly care if she survives since both her life and death are bound to be entertaining in their own ways. That said, however, you may want to let her out of that pocket dimension of yours before she suffocates.”

“Oh, right. Okay.”

“Alright then, I’ll be sending you back now. I am eager to see what exciting things will come from that free will of yours!”

*Snap*

The monster disappeared from the white room, back to the physical realm.

Now that there was no one around to perceive him, the God of Chaos was finally able to stabilize his form. He stood at the fake table for a while longer, quietly staring at the cubic Shadowbolt.

“A chest, huh?” he mumbled to himself. “Shadowbolt.”

His own projectile of solid darkness materialised above him, hanging frozen in time just like the Mimic’s. It was huge – gigantic, even. So big it must have been over forty metres wide. And, oddly enough, it had assumed the same six-sided shape as Boxxy’s.

“… Really can’t tell if it’s a die or not without the markings, huh?”

Mumbling to nobody in particular, he dispersed the magic around him with a small smile. Coincidences like that were always enjoyable, no matter how small. Sighing happily, he turned his divine attention back to the brewing war. His taking a personal interest was only a matter of course considering its trigger had been a byproduct of his and his new Hero’s actions. Consequently, he was very eager to see the results of that particular chain of events.

A number of graphs, charts, and maps, all forged from solid green light, appeared around him as he resumed his work. Millions upon millions of variables flickered, waxed, and waned as he analysed all the factors involved in the upcoming conflict. He would use this incredibly complex model, one that nobody but himself could comprehend, to determine the most and least likely outcomes. And then, once he was finished, he would root for the underdogs no matter who they were, just as he’d always done.

However, that wasn’t why he had brought the thing from his memory. It was because he had wanted to introduce a new factor into his simulation model, a rogue variable by the name of Boxxy T. Morningwood. He created a tiny illusory replica of the monster, containing all the data that he had on it – from its Status and physical capabilities to its highly erratic thought processes and behavioural patterns.

He ‘placed’ it on the map of the continent, watching with a wide grin as all his hard work and calculations proved to have been for naught.


Part Six

Boxxy returned safe and sound to its body, still in the tower’s basement. It quickly opened its Storage and spat Fizzy out. The gnome was alive, but she hadn’t regained consciousness just yet.

Simply leaving her like this was dangerous, however, as she could die from the Blight, so the Mimic also took out a healing potion and fed it to her. Her green eyes shot open as she gasped for air in the next instant.

“Wha–? Who?!”

She looked around in a panic but calmed after realising that the Mimic must have beaten the lich. Either that or it had run away, but at least it seemed that neither of them was in any immediate danger.

“D-did you win?”

“Yes.”

Of course you did, she thought. As if some whorish corpse would be able to stop that thing.

“S-So the Quest is done?”

“Yes.”

“Then, wh-what happens now?”

“I have to call Carl.”

Fizzy had no idea who Carl was, but she had something far more important to worry about: her personal safety. A goal that required she serve this monster to the fullest of her abilities, lest it finally judge her too bothersome to keep alive.

“Oh, okay. Then what do I n-n-n-need to do?”

“You just sit there and be quiet.”

“Yes, Boxxy! Whatever you say, Boxxy!”

1-800-7355-9687-7685

The Mimic mind-dialled Demons ‘R’ Us. It had tried to do so several times over the past few weeks, but to no avail. That particular ability was something that it had gained as a side effect of Summon Familiar, so it naturally had lost it along with the Skill. And now that it had access to it once more, its attempt to mentally contact an extra-dimensional being was finally successful.

*Click*

“We’re sorry, the number you are trying to reach is currently busy. Please try again later.”

*Boop-boop-boop-boop-boop*

Unfortunately, the response was not quite what it had been expecting. Rather than Carl’s raspy voice, what greeted it had been a strangely monotonous female-sounding one, followed by an unfamiliar beeping tone. That was odd, to say the least. Boxxy reattempted the connection ‘later’ – which it took to understand as ‘immediately afterwards’ – but someone else had beaten it to the punch.

*Ring-ring*

*Click*

“Hello?”

“Boxxyyyyy!” Carl sounded excited.

Apparently, the line had been busy because the devil and the Mimic had been trying to contact each other at the exact same time.

“That was one crazy battle just now! The look on that girl’s face when you swallowed her phylactery was fucking priceless!”

“… You saw that?”

“Well yeah, how could I not?”

“How, though?”

The Mimic had been under the impression that demons were unable to peer into the physical realm from the Beyond. So how had Carl supposedly ‘seen’ it fight the lich?

“… You mean you didn’t know? About the broadcasts, I mean?”

“Are broadcasts tasty?”

“Okay, guess you didn’t. Uhm, wow, okay. How should I– Hey, watch it, chucklefuck!” Carl yelled suddenly. “I don’t care, that’s hardly a reason to mess up my office! Now shut up and let me finish! … Or else I’m gonna blacklist your sorry ass so hard you won’t get a gig in the next five hundred years! … Yeah, that’s what I thought. Damn mutt.”

“Carl? Is something going on over there?”

“No, no, nothing at all. Just had an uppity cerberus to deal with. Anywho, I’m calling about your contracts. I was told they were cancelled against your will, due to a forced Job Removal. Is that right?”

“Yes.”

“Then do you wish to restore the previously voided contracts?”

“… I have a choice?”

“Well, yeah. Your familiars were unbound against your will, but that doesn’t mean you can’t hire new ones if you want.”

This was a possibility Boxxy hadn’t considered, but it certainly sounded tempting. Between its first-hand experience working with Snack and Arms and its mid-Level Demonology Skill, it now had a much deeper understanding of what the various demons were capable of. Maybe, the Mimic figured, it ought to ‘hire’ better familiars?

“I’ll just take Snack and Arms back.”

In the end, however, it chose to stick with what it knew over taking a risk with unknown elements. Despite their flaws, the succubus/fiend pair were quite excellent at what they did.

“Super – just needed the confirmation. Gimme a second here.”

*Tak tak takatakatakatak tak tak*

“There, done. Your familiars are all set up and ready for you. Feel free to summon them at any time.”

“That was fast.”

“Well, I sorta got everything ready in advance. No reason to keep the big boss’s Hero waiting, you know?”

“I see. Thanks, Carl.”

Boxxy had almost forgotten how nice it felt to work with an actual professional, as opposed to a certain pink-haired gnome who still required basic survival lessons.

“Hey, no problem buddy. Is there anything else you need?”

“No.”

“Understood. I’ll be here if you need me. Goodbye.”

“Bye.”

*Click*

Boxxy promptly activated the Summon Familiar Skill, startling Fizzy. From her perspective, she’d just seen a wooden treasure chest sit perfectly still for a minute or two before concentric circles of ever-shifting demonic runes suddenly appeared around it. As this was her first time witnessing a summoning, she had very little idea what was going on. Nevertheless, she knew better than to interrupt the Mimic for no good reason. Another bad habit that had been systematically beaten out of her.

The sudden light show dispersed after ten seconds, leaving behind a woman wearing a skimpy red leather outfit. She was clearly no human or elf given her enormous breasts, blue skin and hair, golden curved horns, huge bat-like wings and the spaded tail sprouting from just above her plush backside.

Xera’s glowing red eyes stared disdainfully at the gnome as though she were looking at a piece of horse dung on the side of the road.

“Inferior creature,” she hissed. “How dare you hog my beloved master’s affections all this time?”

“I, uh, you what? Master? Affections? Beloved? WHAT!”

“Ah, I said it out loud…” the succubus put a hand to her cheek.

The demoness had been doing a lot of soul-searching these past few weeks, mostly because there wasn’t much else to do in the Beyond. And, much to her surprise, she’d found that she missed being by her master’s side. The Mimic was a violent, abusive, selfish prick that unapologetically viewed her as a thing rather than a person, and consequently she had grown immensely fond of it.

She had at first hesitated to call the strange sensation something silly like ‘love.’ After all, a succubus in love? What sort of absurd fairy tale was that? However, between the crushing loneliness she had felt after having her contract forcefully terminated and the unmistakable jealousy now welling up in her breast, there was very little doubt in her mind.

Xera turned her attention away from the tiny harlot and towards the object of her twisted affections. The harsh look on her face vanished instantly, replaced by a soft, almost demure expression. Her eyes lit up and her lips quivered a bit as she smiled.

“M-Master?” she asked in a shaky voice.

“Yes?” Boxxy answered through its restored telepathic link.

“Masteeeeeer!”

She nearly wept with joy as she leapt headfirst at the Mimic, arms wide open as if to hug the wooden chest. Overcome with a fuzzy, nostalgic feeling, Boxxy also moved to accept her embrace.

Which meant that it opened its massive maw and closed it around her upper body, its sharp teeth sinking into her soft flesh as it gnawed on her mercilessly. The succubus shuddered at the long-awaited stimulation, pain turning to pleasure as she revelled in the intense sensations only Boxxy T. Morningwood could give her. The hardcore masochist had yearned for this so much that she set a personal record of four climaxes before her corporeal form gave out and her soul was sent back to the Beyond, moaning all the while.

Boxxy was left quite satisfied as well. It had sorely missed Snack’s comforting flavour, though it couldn’t help but feel a tiny bit annoyed when her succulent demon-flesh disappeared from its mouth.

“Uhm, B-Boxxy?” Fizzy spoke up. “Wh-who was that?”

“That was Snack.”

“Ah… I see…”

The gnome’s eyes lost focus as realisation struck. She’d only asked because she had recognised the succubus’s face. After all, it was the exact same face Boxxy made whenever it spoke to her. She was obviously one of the summoned familiars Fizzy had heard of, probably the same one that had tampered with her memory. And with a nickname like Snack, it was painfully obvious what her function was. For the briefest moment, the gnome found herself sympathising with the demoness, despite the hostility she’d shown her.

However, when Xera was re-summoned a minute later, she did not look apprehensive, fearful, or even angry. She hummed lightly to herself, a thoroughly content smile on her face. Her mood and disposition had improved so much, in fact, that it looked like getting eaten was exactly what she’d wanted. Come to think of it, hadn’t her wails and moans sounded more… erotic than anything else? The gnome had averted her gaze from the violence, but the noises had been impossible to ignore.

Having deduced the nature of Xera’s ‘eccentricities,’ the perceptive Paladin felt incredibly silly for feeling even a tiny shred of sympathy for the pervert.

The box, the succubus and the gnome sat in near-total silence while they waited for Boxxy’s MP to recover. The Blight still had ahold of Fizzy, so she had to heal herself every few minutes, though Xera’s demonic constitution was able to repel the magical disease and fight off any negative side effects. Which was a good thing, seeing as her vitality was much weaker than Fizzy’s.

After about ten minutes of sitting around, Boxxy was able to repeat the summoning to drag Kora into the mortal realm. The muscular, red-skinned fiend appeared, sporting a gigantic, toothy grin. She disregarded the tiny Paladin entirely, raising both her right palms in the air as a greeting.

“Yo, boss! Nice to see you’re alive and kicking!”

“Me too,” the Mimic replied in good humour.

“Man, am I ever glad to be back here. I was seriously dreading losing you as a master, you know!”

It was the truth. Much like Xera, Kora had also grown attached to Boxxy. Unlike the succubus, however, her feelings were purely platonic. She just found it both amusing and exciting to be around this thing. Sure, there were some rough spots, like the boring-ass guard duty, dragging the heavy-ass cart, and the Mimic’s violent-ass experiments, but that was overshadowed by the fun she had in the interim. The sheer number of things she got to smash on a daily basis had made her the envy of all her peers, especially when one of those things was the tight butthole of a succubus practically begging to be dicked to literal death.

Speaking of which…

“Boss, requesting permission to fuck the succubus in the ass!”

Xera’s already smiling face brightened even more at Kora’s enthusiastic words. Just because she’d admitted to having feelings for her master didn’t mean that she no longer enjoyed a good pounding. Fizzy’s eyes, on the other hand, widened in surprise. She wasn’t quite sure how that would work between two clearly female demons, and she found herself morbidly curious. Of course, said curiosity would inevitably dissipate when she found out about Kora’s third leg.

“Denied.”

However, it seemed that that particular revelation would have to wait.

“First we find a place with tastier air.”

Just because the Mimic was able to fight off the degenerative effects of the Blight didn’t mean that it couldn’t feel them. Even if they only amounted to a vague sensation of lethargy and exhaustion, unpleasant things were still unpleasant, and thus it swiftly mobilised its demons and Paladin and set out into the night.

Boxxy once again found itself beset by hundreds of wild undead as it made its way through the barren, dying land. This time, however, it had Kora and Xera to do all the work. The succubus’s magical flame incinerated nearly everything in their path while the fiend stomped the rest into bloody paste.

Fizzy was just thankful that her role had been reduced to merely the healer who followed behind, providing support when necessary. It was a far less taxing job than what she had gone through that afternoon. She barely had to do anything, other than carry a torch and occasionally heal herself.

She didn’t let herself calm down too much, though. The unsettling glances she was getting from the two demons sent chills down her spine. One of them looked at her like she was a piece of trash, while the other seemed to be sizing her up as though she were planning to devour her. The poor gnome wasn’t quite sure which she should be more worried about.

As for Boxxy, it simply followed the trail of destruction left by its newly reinstated familiars, taking the opportunity to review its Status. Both the Warlock and Artificer Jobs appeared to be back to where they had been prior to its capture. It felt as though it had perhaps lost a bit of progress, but the all-important Jobs and Skills were there at the appropriate Levels, so it really couldn’t complain. After confirming for the umpteenth time that everything seemed to be in order, it finally turned its attention to the new things that it had acquired.

[Hero of Chaos]
The harbinger of chaos and confusion.
Requirements: Officially recognised by the Goddess of Coincidence
[Effects]
Grants the Chaotic Disposition, Agent of Chaos and Essence Concealment Skills.

The Perk itself appeared to be little more than a fancy title granting a bunch of Skills, but all of them were a bit… odd. For starters, they didn’t seem to confer any sort of Attribute bonus, plus their maximum Level appeared to be only 1. Still, the god called Willy had said that there was a good chance that Boxxy would find them tasty, so it inspected them with no small amount of anticipation.

Chaotic Disposition
Under the divine protection of the God of Probability.
Requirements: Hero of Chaos
Type: Passive
Range: Self
[Effects]
Has a chance to produce a random magical effect each time MP is spent.
This Skill may not be triggered more than once every 60 seconds.

The first one was… vague, to say the least. Still, Boxxy was eager to see how it worked, so it started firing Shadowbolts into the night sky, one after the other. This naturally drew the attention of the three women with whom it was travelling. They watched curiously until, on the sixth Shadowbolt, something finally happened.

[Chaotic energies swirl around you. Your body has turned pink for 1 minute.]

And indeed, the Mimic’s predominantly wood-brown shell turned a bright, eye-catching pink that put the gnome’s pigtails to shame.

“Pfffthahaha! What the fuuuck?! Aaah hahahahaha!”

Kora roared with laughter. There was never a dull moment as long as Boxxy was around. Xera and Fizzy, on the other hand, tried their hardest not to follow her example. The former did so out of respect, the latter, fear.

Boxxy was more than a little disturbed at this development. It wasn’t a fan of pink. That was the most un-stealthy colour imaginable, after all. It attempted to forcibly change its pigmentation, but the effect of the Chaotic Disposition Skill proved much stronger than Shapeshift. Granted, changing its colouration was something it already struggled with, but this was unlike anything it had experienced before. What was the purpose of this pointlessly powerful effect?! Then again, it was only temporary, so the Mimic gave up trying to fix it and moved on to its next god-given Skill.

[Agent of Chaos]
Complex machinations converge to a single act of power.
Requirements: Hero of Chaos
Type: Passive
Range: Self
[Effects]
Your actions will have more profound consequences.
Increases the effectiveness of the LCK Attribute by 10%.

This one was even less clear on what its function was. Sure, it boosted the effects of the LCK Attribute, but Boxxy still had very little idea of what that Attribute actually did in the first place. That aside, the more the Mimic pondered the obtuse ability, the more ominous it seemed. The always-bored God of Rounding Errors had probably forced the bizarre Skill on it so that things would get more interesting. And ‘more interesting’ didn’t necessarily mean good things for the one saddled with the ability.

The same could be said for the first Skill. If the effect truly was random, then it wasn’t a stretch to assume that it could cause something bad to happen. Or it might be unexpectedly beneficial. In the end, only time would tell if these Skills were tasty or not. That said, Boxxy’s scepticism only increased when it remembered that William had said that there was an eighty-something-percent chance of the Mimic finding the Hero thing to its liking. Good odds, but not nearly good enough, considering their source.

Then again, after seeing the last Skill on the list, Boxxy had to concede that Gigaclash may have had a point.

[Essence Concealment]
Being a Hero sometimes requires a certain degree of subtlety.
Requirements: Hero (Any)
Type: Toggled (OFF)
Activation Time: Instant
Cost: None
Range: Self
[Effects]
Allows the configuration of a Mask Status every time this Skill is toggled on.
Substitutes the user’s true Status with a Mask Status when targeted by Appraisal-type effects.
This Skill does not affect minds touched by divinity.

With this at its disposal, Boxxy would finally be able to overcome one of the major hurdles it faced when attempting to blend in civilised society – mandatory Appraisal checks. Oddly enough, this appeared to be a Skill that all Heroes had access to, not just Morgan’s. It briefly wondered if it might have gotten a better deal from one of the other members of Terrania’s pantheon, but it gave up on that thought. From what little it knew of those other deities, it had been able to determine that they all favoured one enlightened race or another. The Goddess of Happenstance was probably the only one willing to give the villainous box the time of day.

Boxxy therefore decided to be happy with what it had gotten and immediately activated the Skill to see what its options were. It spent the better part of an hour fiddling with the divine gift like some sort of toy while absentmindedly following the others.

[You are no longer afflicted with Blight. Automatic HP recovery has returned to normal.]

The sudden notification made Boxxy tear its attention away from the multitude of menus floating around in its mind to take in its surroundings. This left its current fake Status proclaiming it to be Enrico Rodriguez de la Butts, a dwarf woman with an apparent age of nine hundred and fifty fish. It would get back to that eventually, but right now it needed to get its bearings.

The diseased wasteland had given way to the same untamed terrain the Mimic had been traversing the past few weeks. The return trip had taken significantly less time than reaching the tower, which was unsurprising considering the short work Snack and Arms had made of the mindless undead. Not to mention that it didn’t have to stop and wait for Fizzy to catch her breath after every battle.

Once the group had put some more distance between themselves and the Blight-infested landscape, the Mimic found a shallow cave in the side of a random cliff and called for a rest until dawn.

Having finally gotten permission to take a break, the gnome collapsed on the spot and fell asleep instantly. She slept like the rock she lay face down on, not even registering the sounds of two pairs of demonic thighs slapping against each other just outside the cave. Her body had learned the hard way that prolonged exposure to Blight was an immensely draining experience. The fact that she had been able to push herself to this extent without passing out sooner was nothing short of a miracle.

Boxxy too found itself unreasonably drained by the Blight. Not as badly as the gnome, but it was still tired enough to need a good night’s sleep. It sat next to the tiny Paladin, its mind busy with thoughts of the future as it waited for sleep to claim it.

It considered that the man called Edward didn’t seem to be the kind of human who would leave a job unfinished and thus would no doubt chase after the escaped prisoners. Boxxy naturally wanted to avoid that, so it sought to put as much distance between the two of them as mimically possible. Once it had hidden itself away, it could continue to grow in strength and experience before finally taking its revenge. It would murder the ever-living crap out of the Spymaster, feast on his flesh, vomit him up, then eat him again.

That was a story for later, though. Right now, the shapeshifter concerned itself with recuperating from the Blight and taking a restful nap.

And then it would see if that lich could perhaps be… persuaded… to do its bidding.


Interlude
The Shadow of Death

[You died.]

The rather ominous notification was the last thing Valeria Vortena saw before her body gave out. Her spirit rose from her remains and looked on in mute horror as her killer – one of the very mimics she had described as harmless sacks of XP just minutes before – devoured her body in just a few bites. After which it proceeded to slam itself against the wall for seemingly no reason, and then, once it was done, licked up any evidence of Valeria’s fate and sat back down as if nothing had happened.

This is what killed me?!

Finding out that she had been murdered by such a moron somehow made the situation even worse. Her spirit lingered in the room, cursing the animate chest for a good three hours as she unleashed a lifetime’s worth of resentment. Her efforts were for naught, however, as the yet-unnamed mimic could not converse with disembodied spirits. Or even sense them, for that matter. It simply stood in a single spot, chesting as always while blissfully ignorant of the malicious spectre floating above it. As to why Valeria’s spirit continued to linger, it was simple:

Those who ventured into Taboo were not granted easy deaths.

Like every other Necromancer in existence, the young woman had violated the Taboo of Mortimer, the God of Death and Commerce. Plus, her rather unsavoury hobby of having questionable relations with monsters had broken the holy law of Nyrie, the patron Goddess of Nature and Fertility.

Though it wasn’t as though either of them had personally witnessed Valeria’s transgressions. Even if they were gods, they were neither omniscient nor omnipotent, which was why the gods of Terrania had used their considerable power to automate certain divine mechanisms within the world. One of which was the Taboo, used to punish mortals for knowingly and willingly breaking the laws set in place by the gods. There were nine of these holy decrees – one for each member of the pantheon – and they each forbade that which the divines saw as the antithesis of their respective existences.

Should a mortal commit one of these grave sins, they would immediately lose an amount of Faith (FTH) directly proportional to the severity of their crime. Once this Attribute dipped into the negative, which happened instantly to those without it on their Status, they would be marked with the stigma of the Taboo Skill. The deeper they sunk into depravity, the higher the Taboo would grow in Level. Conversely, if the sinner wholeheartedly repented and sought redemption, it was possible to have their crimes forgiven and the Taboo lifted.

However, that was not an option for some. There were those that had fallen so far that no number of offerings, prayers or pilgrimages could ever absolve them. Only death had the power to free those wayward souls from the weight of their transgressions. Literally, as Mortimer would see to it that their souls were cleansed of taint so that they could be reincarnated without their past lives influencing future ones.

Not personally, of course. Even the God of Death couldn’t attend to every single dead soul on Terrania by himself. He had a system in place, something the scriptures called the Well of Souls, which was responsible for processing the vast majority of the world’s dead.

Unfortunately, it wasn’t foolproof. Certain individuals… fell through the cracks, as it were. When that happened, it usually led to the creation of a cursed undead being that would be unable to move on unless its body was utterly destroyed. Taboo holders especially were likely to go down that path if the Well of Souls wasn’t able to claim them fast enough, which was what had happened to Valeria. Except that she couldn’t return to her own body, as it had been in the process of being digested.

As a result, the dungeon she had died in had claimed her spiteful soul. The dungeon core, which was simply fulfilling its function of populating the sprawling cave system with monsters, bound the woman to its service as a Level 13 Banshee. It suppressed her ego and enslaved her, forcing her to act as just another of the faceless undead within the Litigar Dungeon Complex’s Red Zone.

And she performed her function, quite admirably at that. Her brief life as an adventurer and a Necromancer had given her just the edge she’d needed. Even if she’d been robbed of her free will, certain practical skills and habits that had been drilled into her by her guild still remained. Her mindless, barely conscious self was able to use them to great effect as she helped her undead brethren prey upon targets of opportunity.

However, she occasionally found herself drifting from the Red Zone into the Yellow or Green. The grudge she held against the stupid, murdering box remained, along with her knowledge and training, and was powerful enough to cause her to drift away from her assigned area. These little jaunts didn’t last long before the dungeon’s leash pulled her back, but they were not entirely for naught. She did manage to cause the death of anyone unfortunate enough to cross her path, since those unprepared to face an ethereal enemy made for easy victims.

As a result, over the next few weeks she steadily progressed all the way up to Level 20. And as she grew in power, so did the dungeon’s hold on her psyche weaken. It was at this point that Valeria found herself – almost unthinkingly – using her newly acquired Possession Skill on a cute, low-Level elf girl passing through the Green Zone. The barely-awake part of her that yearned to once again own a living body practically leapt at the chance to inhabit such a beautiful creature.

One of the woman’s companions, a low-Level Priest, noticed her predicament almost immediately and directed the rest of her party to restrain her. His previous training had helped him to recognise the signs of an evil spirit within his teammate before she could harm any of her comrades. However, he lacked the necessary Skills and Spells to exorcise Valeria on the spot. Having no other choice, the Priest instructed the rest of his team to bind the elf-girl’s limbs and get her back to town as soon as possible. The possessed victim had struggled, wailed and screeched, but lacked the physical strength prevent the group’s burly Warrior from dragging her out of the dungeon.

It was upon crossing the dungeon’s invisible boundaries that Valeria’s link to the crystalline core was severed. She found herself a hostile spirit inhabiting a young woman’s body against her will. Bound and gagged as she was, she could do nothing to speak or communicate with the young adventurers, but it gave her a good opportunity to properly come to grips with her situation. She remained in silent introspection until she realised that the party was taking her to the church, where she would undoubtedly be destroyed by a senior Priest.

Not wishing to taste death a second time, she quietly undid the Possession and withdrew to a side alley next to the church, watching silently from her hiding place as the group walked into the building. She knew a thing or two about the undead, enough to be aware of what a colossal mistake it would be to dare set foot on hallowed ground. Though she desperately wanted a beautiful flesh-and-blood body to call her own, she regretfully abandoned the idea of pursuing that particular sack of meat any further.

She instead possessed the body of a homeless woman squatting in the basement of an abandoned house, a much easier target to dominate. After settling in, Valeria immediately tried playing with herself, desperate to once again experience the pleasures of the flesh. However, that didn’t exactly work out. Even though she had a body, it was not one that belonged to her. The sensations it gave her were distant, disconnected, and somehow only made her even more frustrated.

She eventually gave up on her futile efforts at self-satisfaction and waited until nightfall, after which she began roaming the streets and alleys of Monotal. Valeria swiftly made her way towards her own house, a plain hovel at the edge of the slums. It had already been broken into, not surprising considering its only resident had been dead for weeks.

Rushing into her old bedroom, she dove under her bed to pry up a loose floorboard. Relief washed over her as she realised that the only truly valuable thing in that dump had been left untouched. Her slender hand reached into the secret compartment and withdrew a dusty, leather-bound tome.

This was her uncle’s journal. She had managed to dredge up the memories of its existence after she’d calmed herself down somewhat, but part of her wished that she hadn’t. The rotten, hateful old drunkard had abused and sexually assaulted her when she was still a child. His unforgivable behavior and her mother’s unwillingness and/or inability to protect her only daughter had steadily turned the energetic and cheerful Valeria into a cold, twisted bitch. It was a change that had only truly manifested itself when she had murdered them both at the age of seventeen. As for her father, she’d never even met the deadbeat, though she was fairly sure she’d have killed him too if she’d ever gotten the chance.

With the only family she had dead by her hand, Valeria had quickly taken everything of value from her home and left that painful place behind. She had travelled alone through the Empire, whoring herself out to survive when necessary, or resorting to stealing if prostitution didn’t work out. It was during this time that she’d developed her heretical ‘hobby.’ People in certain circles paid good coin for her so-called ‘donkey shows,’ and Valeria was both twisted and desperate enough to deliver some truly inspired performances. It wasn’t long before she’d begun to enjoy the depraved acts, to the point where she could no longer feel satisfied with a human or elven partner.

After several years of that lecherous lifestyle, she had finally saved up enough money to finance her adventuring career. Though it was a good way of making money, adventuring wasn’t exactly free. Gear and equipment needed to be purchased, guild and training fees had to be paid, and on top of everything else she still needed food to eat and a place to sleep. That said, while she probably could’ve left her vagrant lifestyle behind much earlier, she had never regretted putting the transition off for so long.

The same could not be said about her decision to become a Necromancer, mostly because it had ended with her getting brutally murdered by a box.

And now here she was – a dead woman controlling the body of a starving vagrant. But the journal in her hands could hold the answers to her current dilemma, so she left the hovel behind to return to the abandoned basement. She thought about staying in her house since it was, after all, her house, but it just didn’t feel right, somehow. Once safely back underground, Valeria spent the majority of the night poring through her uncle’s journal.

The man in question had been an Enchanter working as a researcher for Arcaneum some forty years ago. His journal contained a multitude of interesting things that he probably was not supposed to have written down. He gave surprisingly detailed descriptions of the experiments he and his friends had performed on the undead in some remote outpost deep in the Sawblade Mountains. He had also gone into much greater detail describing the ‘assets’ of his female co-workers, which made Valeria want to puke. Though that could have been the rat that she had stuffed into her mouth to silence her rumbling stomach.

None of this was exactly news to her, though. She had skimmed through the book a few times before, but it still took her a while to find the information she was after. Her uncle’s team had been studying a phylactery, a heretical vessel that allowed one to obtain the power and eternal life of a lich by storing their soul within it. The scholars were trying to learn if there was a way that it could be used to command the undead without sacrificing one’s humanity. That last bit had always given the human Valeria pause whenever she’d considered retrieving the thing, but the banshee she had become no longer had such reservations.

This was the solution to her current problem. A lich’s body was forged from mana by the power of the phylactery, allowing it to feel things that normal undead couldn’t, such as touch, smells, taste, pain, and most importantly – pleasure. Supposedly, it wasn’t quite the same as when they were alive, but it was without a doubt Valeria’s best hope of finding a solution to her presently lifeless circumstances. And while the journal did not contain the actual instructions to create a phylactery, it gave her a lot of hints as to where she could start looking for the one described within its pages.

Which she did, almost immediately. Carrying things such as books and maps was tricky as a ghost, however, so she had to drag her pathetic meatsuit out of city bounds and into the wilderness. When a monster eventually killed her host body, she took over the creature instead, using its limbs to carry her physical possessions. She repeated the cycle several times as she made her way up the treacherous Sawblade Mountains, making such frighteningly fast progress that she never saw the flash of the dungeon core detonation that wiped out Monotal a mere three days after she’d left.

Eventually, she came upon the old research outpost detailed in her uncle’s journal. The land surrounding it had already been tainted by Blight, meaning that this was undoubtedly the place. She set about searching the tower, using her incorporeal body to ferret out any secret rooms or compartments.

And, as luck would have it, she had managed to find an unused phylactery behind a bookshelf on the fourth floor, along with the notes detailing its creation. Valuable information, to be sure, though it seemed one needed to be at least a Level 80 Necromancer to reliably create one of the things. This particular outpost had been spearheading research on a method of mass producing phylacteries with the aim of somehow weaponising them. At least until their Imperial bosses had run out of patience and shut down the project, relocating both the people and their resources.

However, the researcher in charge of the place would have none of it. The man had spent over three decades on the project, and he had refused to allow his life’s work to disappear so easily. Which was why he had selfishly hidden their jury-rigged phylactery and research notes, more to keep them out of the Empire’s hands than anything else.

Now that Valeria thought about it, it was likely the phylactery’s presence that was causing the Blight. Normally this sort of place would have had people on hand to make sure that the undead plague didn’t spiral out of control, but that only worked if there was someone willing to pay them to do it.

Though the documents Valeria had recovered had been most informative, they’d ultimately lacked the one thing she needed most – the method through which she could become a lich. She had wailed her frustration and rage, her voice echoing through the barren wasteland surrounding the tower. Eventually she’d realised that even if those eggheads had created an instruction manual for the phylactery, it was unlikely to be of any use to a non-human entity like herself.

That was it! She was a banshee now, and as such, she could do something no ordinary human could – she used her Possession Skill on the phylactery. Literally putting her soul into the fancy egg seemed to work, as it greedily accepted the offering and triggered a premature Rank Up into a Lesser Lich. It then created a remotely-controlled body for her out of pure mana, just as she’d hoped it would. Though the colouring was a bit off, it nonetheless bore a striking resemblance to her human form, especially the face, hair and figure. More importantly, however, it finally felt like her own body. Even her special place was fully restored to function, much to her great joy.

Valeria spent several hours doing nothing but pleasuring herself. She didn’t need to eat or sleep, and never grew tired, so she just kept going at herself over and over and over. After relieving some of the stress and frustration that had built up after her death, however, she began to crave something… bigger. Her fingers just weren’t enough anymore, and any undead she could create remained as ill-equipped for the task as ever. And even if she were to capture a random wolf or troll, it would be far too terrified to get in the mood, assuming that it didn’t just die from the Blight.

Of course, that would no longer be an issue if she could manage to get her hands on a Monster Tamer Job… which was so far out of her reach it wasn’t even worth thinking about. She decided to distract herself by raising her Jobs and Skills, which she was able to do with frightening speed, growing from a Level 20 Banshee to a Level 25 Banshee and Level 41 Lich in under two months. Which was right around the time she received an unexpected visit from a gnome Paladin and was murdered for the second time by one Boxxy T. Morningwood.

Her physical body regenerated next to the phylactery in the basement about an hour later. Having cooled down considerably by then, she was able to think through her options. Using her incorporeal form, a leftover from her Banshee days, she was able to confirm that the Mimic and its gnome were searching for something. And considering that the only thing of value in this shithole was her phylactery, she decided that it would be best to act quickly and just kill them off before they could find it. Their bodies should have been weakened by the Blight, so she’d decided to ambush them before they had a chance to leave and recover.

But she’d been over-eager, and her inexperience had led to the worst-case scenario. Her phylactery had been captured, and her spirit was now trapped within the dark, claustrophobic confines of its egg-shaped vessel. And while for some reason she was unable to regenerate her body, the fact that her gilded shell appeared to still be intact gave her some peace of mind.

Though it felt as though a few days passed like this, in reality it had been only around seven hours before her body finally began to regenerate. It appeared inside a shallow cave, which was obviously nowhere near her Blighted home. Valeria found herself staring down at a murderous box, a pint-sized Paladin with a crazed look in her eye, a heavily-breathing succubus holding a staff and a four-armed, gigantic fiend that looked as though she really wanted to smash something – or someone – into paste.

The undead woman briefly assessed the situation and, after confirming that her all-important phylactery was nowhere in sight, came to a singular, unfortunate conclusion:

…I’m fucked, aren’t I?


Chapter Two
Unleashed

Part One

When the Mimic woke the next morning, it did so in its traditionally violent manner. It accidentally kicked the gnome sleeping next to it square in the head with a random limb that even its owner hadn’t been aware of. The hit was a relatively light one that failed to make Fizzy stir, let alone wake her up. It had only been five hours since the abused woman had fallen asleep, so her current condition was not dissimilar to that of a rock.

Boxxy briefly considered the way that it had been treating the gnome up until now. It had failed to realise it at the time, but it now imagined that crude methods such as violence and fear could be unreliable means of keeping control in the long run. While they had certainly been effective, it nevertheless silently chastised its past, slightly dumber self for not thinking of a better way to keep the naive creature in line.

That said, it still hadn’t thought up of an alternative method, so it decided that it might as well carry on as usual.

*SMACK*

“Ooof!”

It kicked Fizzy for real this time, sending her flying into the cave wall. She crashed into it head-first, fell to the ground, and promptly stood, healing herself with a Holy Light. After which she turned to greet the creature that was, essentially, her owner.

“G-Good morning to you too, Boxxy,” she said, forcing a weak smile.

Though it was certainly violent, this sort of rough wake-up call was simply routine for her now. Besides, she had convinced herself somewhere along the way that the Mimic was only beating her for her own good. Vital survival Skills like Toughness, Holy Scriptures and Holy Mastery had all increased substantially over these past weeks, after all.

Of course, if anyone of sound mind had been around to hear that, they would probably have pointed out that she was clearly deluding herself. It was far more likely that the Mimic simply enjoyed punting her around. Which was, of course, completely accurate.

Thinking back on its methods of discipline, though, Boxxy once again concluded that fear and violence were perhaps not the best ways to keep someone in check. After all, while its fear of that detestable man called Edward had kept it from acting out while he was around, it had only fuelled its desire to escape. Perhaps if it had been shown a bit of leeway, offered a deal, or even just fed something, it might have felt differently about the situation.

Granted, it would still have run away, but it might have hesitated for a second or two first.

The point was, fear alone was probably an insufficient means of controlling a monster, and the lich it had captured wasn’t likely to respond to a simple thing like that. Boxxy expected that she would behave in the same way that it had during its own time in captivity – silently biding her time until an opportunity to escape presented itself. The same could be said of Fizzy, but the gnome had had every last bit of resistance thoroughly beaten out of her. An approach that had worked as well as it had only because she wasn’t a monster.

Boxxy ordered Snack and Arms to stop playing around and come inside the cave to prepare for the confrontation with the lich. Just because it held her very life in its grasp didn’t mean that she wouldn’t lash out in desperation. The Mimic, in her position, would certainly have at least considered it. As such, after confirming a few things with Xera, it took the gilded egg from its Storage and hid it out of sight.

The lich’s body began to materialise a short while later in much the same fashion that Xera and Kora’s had, only without the light show. Brown, dirt-like particles swirled from thin air, constructing what appeared to be a floating clay statue of a nearly-naked woman. The spectacle took about five seconds, at which point the brown-and-grey figure abruptly came to life and its pigmentation changed to the familiar pale purple and bleak black.

Valeria opened her red-on-black eyes, observing the scene around her. Immediately, she appeared to arrive at a particularly depressing conclusion, as her shoulders drooped in defeat mere moments after taking in her surroundings. She had no out from the situation no matter how she looked at it, especially since her newly-formed body had a grand total of 0 MP. However, it was plainly obvious that her captors wanted something from her. Otherwise the animated chest that was clearly in charge would have already destroyed her phylactery. Granted, the item was sturdier than it looked, but even a goblin with a rock could crack it open if given enough time.

The lich let out a dejected sigh, then forced a bit of vigour back into her eyes as she stared resolutely at the short monster.

“So, you caught me. What happens now?”

Boxxy very much disliked being literally looked down upon. It was clearly in the position of power here, so why was it at the lower eye level? Admittedly, it didn’t have any eyes at all, but it couldn’t shake the feeling that something wasn’t quite right with this scene. Hence why its lid sprang open and the fully-formed pseudo-Xera made her first reappearance in a long time. Both Valeria and Fizzy twitched a bit at the suddenness, shifting their gazes between the uncomfortable-looking succubus and her dumbly smiling albino clone as they tried to get a handle on the situation.

“I want you to work for me.”

The strangely cheerful voice broke both the Paladin and the lich out of their respective stupors.

“… I’m sorry,” Valeria said flatly. “Care to run that by me again?”

“I want you to work for me.”

So, she had indeed heard right the first time. It wasn’t quite what Valeria had been expecting, but that wasn’t necessarily a bad thing.

“Alright, I’ll bite. Why?”

“Because you are strong. I need your help to get the things I want.”

“Yeah? What things?”

“Tasty things.”

Boxxy crossed its arms with a triumphant nod.

“Uh… What?”

Needless to say, the lich was a bit dumbfounded as to what in Teresa’s tits it was talking about.

“When Master says something is tasty, that means it is a good thing,” Xera explained. “More specifically, it is after Levels, gold, food, that sort of thing.”

“Revenge, too,” the Mimic added.

“Ah… I see…” Valeria murmured.

Truthfully speaking, she could sympathize with goals like that. Growing stronger through Level-ups was something she sought anyway, and while money was low on her priority list, she understood that it had value when dealing with others. Food, on the other hand, was something she no longer desired nor needed, though wanting revenge was certainly something she could understand. However, pursuing it was sure to create a conflict of interests.

“And why would I willingly do something like that? You’re the one who murdered me! Three times, at that!”

“Pfft. Amateur,” Xera scoffed.

The Mimic graciously ignored its familiar and continued.

“Because you have tasty things you also want, right?”

Yet another response Valeria hadn’t been expecting. She’d been sure that this monster would threaten her un-life, but it seemed as though it legitimately wanted to take part in some kind of give-and-take agreement. The lich honestly didn’t know what to expect at this point.

“Wait, what exactly are you offering?”

Boxxy’s head tilted dumbly to the side, its big red eyes blinking as it tried to remember the correct word.

“… Partnership? Yes, partnership,” it stated.

“And if I refuse?”

“I kill you and keep the shiny.”

It wasn’t like Valeria hadn’t seen it coming, but hearing the creature put it so bluntly with a smile on its face really struck a nerve. There was no doubt in her mind that it wouldn’t hesitate to do it if she forced its hand. Tentacle. Whatever. Well, at the very least it wasn’t trying to bullshit her, and she had definite confirmation that her continued existence was on the line, so that was something.

But then, why would it be offering a partnership? Surely, simply threatening her would have been enough? On the other hand, if she were forced to work like a slave she would likely resent it and plot the Mimic’s downfall behind its back, whereas a mutually beneficial relationship would give her far less cause to object. There was just one glaring problem though – the idea of working with her own murderer left a bad taste in her mouth.

Or did it? She felt as though that should have been the proper response, but the more she considered it, the less appalling it seemed. The last vestiges of her humanity were arguing that she ought to despise her killer, yet somehow she couldn’t bring herself to. While it was true that the Mimic had struck her down, that didn’t necessarily mean that it bore any ill will towards her personally. In fact, she had actually obtained power much greater than anything she would have had while she had still been foolishly clinging to her humanity as though it mattered.

Ultimately, while she couldn’t exactly thank Boxxy for killing her, she also couldn’t necessarily fault it, either. After all, if their positions had been reversed, she probably would have done the same. Both her past and her current self would have trampled right over anyone who barged uninvited into her home, which was perhaps the main reason she’d been so angry at the sudden ambush in the first place. If not for that, perhaps the two of them wouldn’t have needed to fight at all.

Then again, that thought raised a very important question.

“Can I ask you something?” she inquired, receiving a nod in response. “Why were you in that tower to begin with?”

“Had a Quest to defeat you.”

“A Quest? Really? I don’t think I’ve done much to get myself noticed by the guilds, though.”

She had been keeping a low profile ever since she’d become a lich. While it was true that she had attacked some random travelers and passers-by, the actual number of her human victims could be counted on one hand. And those could easily have been misinterpreted as the work of random monsters, bandits or accidents. There certainly hadn’t been enough to warrant a subjugation Quest just for her.

Then she remembered.

“Wait, the short one said something about a god, right?”

“Yes.”

“… Well?”

“Well what?”

“Which god was it?!”

“God of Unlikelihoods,” it answered simply.

“… There’s one of those?”

“Yes.”

“And he gave you a Quest?”

“Yes.”

“Like, personally?”

“Yes.”

“So… you… met a god?!”

“Yes.”

“Why?! How?! What possible reason would there be for a God to bother with lowly monsters like us?!”

“He was bored.”

“Gods can get bored?”

“Apparently.”

“And he sent you to me?”

“Yes.”

“Just for kicks because he was bored?”

“Yes.”

She thought for a moment. While the creature’s story was certainly outlandish, she had to admit that it certainly explained the otherwise-impossible reunion. How else would the very box that had murdered her have found her all the way out in the middle of bum-fuck nowhere? And if the Mimic was pragmatic enough to bother with these negotiations, then it wouldn’t have risked venturing so deep into Blight-infested territory without a good reason.

As absurd as it seemed, being sent by a bored deity looking to get a rise out of their interaction made a lot more sense than it should have. Still, just because the story made sense didn’t mean she could just take it at face value. If it was capable of rational thought, then it was also capable of lying to suit its needs if the situation demanded it.

“I’m having some difficulty believing you,” she stated flatly.

“Does that matter?”

“… No, I suppose it doesn’t.”

After all, actions spoke louder than words, and the Mimic’s current actions indicated two things: that it had already accomplished its objective in the tower, and that said objective did not involve Valeria’s destruction. Having more or less confirmed the monster’s intentions, the lich made her decision.

“Alright, you have a deal. I will agree to your proposal and help you with anything you want done to the best of my abilities.”

It was a painfully obvious and inevitable choice considering that the other party held her greatest weakness. No matter how she weighed the pros and cons of the unexpected offer, maintaining her continued existence had to take top priority. Sure, she would have to follow the orders of the stupid box-thing that had killed her, but at the very least it was offering certain benefits.

Speaking of which…

“In return,” she continued, “I want two things from you. First, you have to keep my phylactery safe.”

The creature had already proven itself to be unreasonably resilient. Having a sturdy meat shield like that protecting her soul’s true vessel would be quite reassuring.

“You mean the shiny egg?”

“Err, right. That. Just keep it out of that Item Box Skill of yours, okay? It can’t function properly from a place like that.”

The Mimic stared at her silently. Did it have some issue with her request?

“Uhm, B-Boxxy,” whispered Fizzy, “I think she means your, uh, Storage.”

“Oh! Okay.”

Boxxy had, of course, been planning to do that anyway. After all, it couldn’t put her to work if it allowed her to be destroyed.

“Good,” Valeria said. “As for the other thing I want… Uhm… That is- I just need-”

She couldn’t say it. The words refused to leave her throat, as though something was keeping them from spilling out. She suddenly realised that she was about to say something truly outrageous, something that may have been a bit much, even for her. However, if she didn’t speak up now, she might not get the chance later. Besides, surely, if anyone could understand, it would be a fellow monster, right? Valeria screwed up her courage, took a pointlessly deep breath, and screamed:

“I want to get fuuuuuuuucked!”

“…”

“…”

“…”

“…”

The ensuing silence was deafening. Fizzy assumed that she was so tired she must be hearing things, while the two demons stared at Valeria with a mix of awe and disgust. Even the Mimic, who was normally impervious to lewd topics, was stunned at her outburst.

“… Sorry, say that again?”

Valeria’s eyes flew open and she panted heavily, a huge grimace threatening to rip her face in two. The cool and collected lich from just a few seconds ago was nowhere to be found, almost as if that side of her had never existed.

“You know what sex is, right?!” she asked in a shaky voice.

“Yes.”

How could it not? The two demons performed the act on a literal daily basis. It was only natural it that would at least grasp the concept, even if it personally couldn’t see the point in it.

“I want you to do that to me! Right here! Right now! Hard as you can! For as long as you can!”

The floodgates had opened, unleashing Valeria’s long-pent-up lust.

“Arms, Snack, take care of it,” Boxxy said matter-of-factly.

After all, why should the master have to bother with a chore if it already had two minions who were basically pros at it?

“Uhm, I don’t know, boss,” Kora spoke up. “I mean, I’ll gladly fuck anything with a pulse, but I’m pretty sure she doesn’t count.”

“I’d much rather be on the receiving end,” Xera grumbled.

It would seem that even a rape-happy demon had standards, while Xera had her own reservations about the idea. However, the two of them were forgetting something – they didn’t exactly have a choice in the matter.

“That’s an ord-”

“No!” Valeria interrupted, pointing directly at the Mimic. “Not them! You! With the tentacles!”

She’d be lying if she said that the thought had never crossed her mind. In fact, the very idea that she’d be violated by the very monster that killed was so outrageous, so wrong that it made her perversions run wild.

“I want you to shove them inside me!” she rambled, completely forgetting her position. “I want you to scoop out all of my holes and ravage me completely! I want to be stuffed so completely that I look like a bloated, sopping, wet mess!”

The Mimic quietly considered her words. For some reason, she wanted it to tend to her personally. She wasn’t asking for food, treasure or help with some impossible task, so it really had nothing to lose but time. However, time was not a luxury it had a great deal of, as the monster was fairly certain that Edward was still after it. Spending what little it did have on a chore that offered no tangible reward seemed like a waste of a valuable resource. It had both the ability and the intention of accommodating Valeria’s request, but it definitely wouldn’t be happy about it.

“Master, if I may make a suggestion?” Xera’s voice echoed through its mind.

“What?” it asked, annoyed.

Being stranded in the Beyond for a few weeks had given the succubus plenty of opportunities to plot and ponder. Though coming to terms with these unfamiliar feelings she had towards her Master was one of the topics she considered, there was another, equally important one. Namely, how to best convince her Master to satisfy her… special needs.

“Why not think of this as an opportunity to practice your Shapeshift Skill? You mentioned that you needed to create new and unique things in order to raise its Level, and you’ve yet to try the sort of things that that disturbed woman is requesting. You do need to max that out in order to Rank Up, don’t you?”

Boxxy pondered the idea. It could find very little flaw in Snack’s suggestion. In fact, it liked it quite a bit, and was suddenly eager to begin. Without warning, the fake succubus emerging from its maw began to shift and morph while listening to its raunchy familiar’s whispered suggestions. The semi-human figure split into a dozen red, slimy tongue-tentacles, which wrapped abruptly around the lich’s arms and legs, pulling her closer to the Mimic. Boxxy pinned her firmly to the ground, tore off the long bandage-like cloth that covered her naughty bits, and forced two of its appendages into her lower half.

Valeria let out a sound halfway between a scream and a moan. It was sudden and rough, just the way she liked it. The way the twin intruders changed their shape and girth as they adapted to her insides was unlike anything she had experienced before. It was so intense that there was no way for her to subdue her screams, even if she’d tried.

“Holy shit!” Kora shouted. “What the fuck?! The boss actually went and did it!”

Her surprise was understandable, as she hadn’t been privy to her co-contractor’s suggestion. The two of them were, after all, on separate mind links. She was still greatly amused by the sight, even if she had no idea what was happening.

“Waaaah!”

Fizzy, on the other hand, was far less enthusiastic. The obscenely bizarre display was just too much for a virgin like her to handle, and all she could do was look away and cover her ears while blushing fiercely.

“Me too, Master! Do me too!”

Xera was, to nobody’s surprise, bouncing up and down, her arms waving excitedly as if hoping to be picked.

“Okay.”

Boxxy had no reason to deny her, as Valeria alone wasn’t remotely enough to challenge its shapeshifting prowess. A few of its tentacles split off to wrap themselves around the eager succubus, subjecting her to much the same treatment much to Xera’s delight. However, the Mimic still had tentacles to spare, and it figured that, if it was going to be stuck doing this for a while, it might as well go all out. After all, the sooner it raised its Shapeshift to Level 10, the sooner it could Rank Up into a more powerful creature.

“Arms,” it called.

Kora’s eyes went wide as she realised what her master was about to do.

“Uhm… I-I think I’ll pass. I’ll be outside if you need me!”

She spun on her heel and made for the cave’s entrance. She honestly didn’t want any part of this. After all, unlike those two mega-sluts, she would much rather be doing the pitching than the catching.

Unfortunately for her, it hadn’t been a request.

Two more tentacles shot from the Mimic’s side, wrapping firmly around her ankles. The red-skinned fiend fell flat on her face as her legs were pulled out from under her and she was dragged along the cave floor. She resisted, but ultimately could do nothing once she was ordered to stop.

Just as Xera had suggested, growing all these limbs was excellent training for Boxxy’s flesh-molding ability, both in terms of Skill Proficiency and practicing new shapes. It was almost at its biomass limit though, so couldn’t do much more before it was tasked to capacity. The most it could squeeze into this practice session was something small and light. Something… gnome-sized.

And the perfect candidate just so happened to be just a few metres away.

It was a solid two hours before the Mimic finally ran out of steam. It released the women it had been fooling around with, allowing them to collapse in a sweaty, soggy heap on the floor.

Xera was in utter bliss. No matter how many times she’d tried to entice her beloved Master to properly violate her, it had always turned her down, saying that sex was a pointless exercise. She doubted whether even her brilliant suggestion would have been enough by itself to change the stubborn box’s mind, so this development had been most fortuitous. She almost wanted to thank the lich for serving as the trigger for this truly memorable event.

Kora, on the other hand, was feeling a bit conflicted. Originally, she hadn’t wanted to take part in any of this, but she’d really gotten into it somewhere along the way. Figuring out an opponent’s weaknesses and then mercilessly targeting them with pinpoint precision was Boxxy’s preferred method of resolving conflicts, and it treated intercourse in much the same way. Even if the demon’s nature abhorred being dominated by anyone, let alone a mortal, she hadn’t been able to resist giving into the Mimic’s onslaught. It had shown her that she could feel pleasure in ways she hadn’t even been aware of, and that alone was more than enough to overwhelm her dissatisfaction. At the end of the day, experiencing new and exciting things was the main reason why demons agreed to summoning contracts in the first place.

Things were far less rosy for Fizzy, however. Though she’d wanted no part of the affair, she had ultimately been far too weak to stop Boxxy treating her like a plaything. While she had managed to endure weeks of constant mental and physical abuse, this had finally broken her. She remained motionless, her dead eyes gazing blankly. It didn’t take a genius to see that she was utterly traumatised, driven to new depths of despair at the hands of the uncaring, selfish monster. It seemed that she was forever destined to be the creature’s possession, but she was unable to find any joy in her servitude, unlike those demons.

As for Valeria, the impetus for the recent turn of events, she was finally satisfied. Completely, utterly, and unequivocally fulfilled. If this was always how the Mimic rewarded her, then doing its bidding seemed like a perfectly reasonable trade-off. So what if it had murdered her? She had felt more alive during these past two hours than she had in her entire life and un-life combined.

Boxxy, on the other hand, was regretting its actions. Much like every other new endeavour it’d set out on, it had overdone things and neglected its physical state like some kind of workaholic. This had left it not only profoundly hungry and thirsty, but also exhausted to the point where it felt as though it was about to black out. It made a mental note to be more moderate in the future, as depleting its stamina to this degree had left it momentarily vulnerable. On the upside, its Shapeshift proficiency had gone up by 14%, which was pretty impressive progress for only two hours of work. Snack had also mentioned that she had some great ideas regarding how to take things further, and the Mimic was hopeful that it would be able to get the Skill to Level 10 in a reasonable amount of time.

[Your actions have altered the flows of chaos.]

Boxxy bolted upright at the new notification, scanning its surroundings warily. Its body was still a bit wobbly, but it nevertheless forced itself to be ready for anything. And something did indeed happen. Not to it, or any of its familiars, but to the lich. The bright red gem embedded in the valley of Valeria’s breasts gradually turned from red to yellow. The crimson glow of her dot-like pupils also shifted into a distinctly more golden hue, making them seem almost like miniature suns floating through a pitch-black sky.

… Was this a good or bad thing? The Mimic desperately wanted to know, but it had no idea.

This was, after all, the first time its Agent of Chaos Skill had been triggered.



[General Information]
Valeria Vortena
Lich (Greater), Female, 2 months old
Level 25.00 Banshee (MAX)
Level 41.87 Lich
863/1018 HP (+0.0/sec)
2045/2045 MP (+1.8/sec)

[Attributes]
STR 8, DEX 6, AGI 18, END 202, INT 409, WIS 188, MNT 61, FTH -124, PER 21

[Banshee Skills]
Sonic Scream – Lvl 6.74
Mind Invader – Lvl 3.16
Detect Life – Lvl 5.43
Possession – Lvl 6.14
[Lich Skills]
Necromancy – Lvl 10.00 (MAX)
Lord of the Dead – Lvl 8.84
Hexcraft – Lvl 6.34
Physical Nullity – Lvl 4.05
Life Drain – Lvl 5.93
Permafrost Aptitude – Lvl 4.63
Anti-Magic Shell – Lvl 2.51
[Other Skills]
Ethereal Body – Lvl 6.77
Blight-Spawn – Lvl 3.15
Taboo – Lvl 5.69
Domination Mastery – Lvl 2.43
Permafrost Mastery – Lvl 3.77


Part Two

The Mimic and its posse were headed northwest through the mountainous wilderness while staying away from the Imperial highway. After some consideration, Boxxy had decided to leave the Empire’s territory behind for good. It simply didn’t feel safe being in the same country as the man called Edward, although one could argue that, given the Spymaster’s prowess, nowhere was truly beyond his reach.

Another reason for its decision, though not immediately apparent, was the monster’s desire to blend into civilised society. It would be difficult, true, but it would present the creature with numerous delicious opportunities to amass information, strength and wealth. The rewards were most definitely worth the risks, especially considering that someone was now actively hunting it. This time around, however, Boxxy planned to be far more cautious. It had made quite a few mistakes during its stay in Erosa, and as a result it had learned a great deal.

First of all, its chest-shaped body posed a significant problem. It had managed to get away with it somewhat by concealing itself in baggy clothing, but its towering figure simply stood out too much. That said, being easily recognisable was not without its benefits. The Mimic had learned the advantages of having a reputation when the dwarf called Grog had given it a few additional funds just before its capture. The problem was that the only humanoid form it could take was much too intimidating, which made people suspicious. And if the Mimic’s instincts had taught it anything, it was that suspicious prey was a pain in the lid.

Therefore, since it currently lacked any other viable disguise options, it needed to Rank Up into something that could more freely change its form. Although it had some reservations about abandoning its square shell, it was hard to deny that ‘treasure chest’ was a poor choice of disguise outside of dungeons or warehouses. Besides, if it had the ability to freely change its shape, then there was nothing stopping it from reverting back to a chest if it ever felt uncomfortable. Just because it could be anything didn’t mean that it had to be something different, after all.

The second order of business was evading Appraisal, though that was no longer an issue now that it had become a Hero. The Essence Concealment Skill would likely prove to be quite tasty once it got the hang of it. Things like name, race and age could be chosen freely, but Jobs and Skills were a different story. Just as the ability’s name implied, it could only hide the more practical parts of the Mimic’s Status. It was impossible to show things Boxxy did not possess, meaning that there was no way to make the monster appear stronger than it was. While it certainly would’ve preferred to have that option, the Skill’s ability to obscure its true nature was already more than enough.

Said main function was also surprisingly easy to use. After substituting its race, gender and age labels with less conspicuous identifiers, all that was left was to set its Mimic Job to ‘hidden.’ Doing so would automatically hide all related Skills and even adjust its Attributes, HP and MP accordingly. This conveniently allowed it to conceal the rather substantial gains it had received from Cadaver Absorption.

Perks could be hidden as well, which was equally important. While Boxxy wasn’t absolutely certain, it could hazard a guess that having Butcher of Humanity on its fake Status was not a good idea. It was definite proof that the creature had killed at least five thousand people, which, as Snack pointed out, was not the sort of body count a respectable member of society would have.

However, simply concealing the Perk’s existence would do little to solve the biggest problem it had encountered when blending in – the humans’ instinctive fear of it. Based on its experiences in Erosa, and what it had overheard from Edward, Boxxy had deduced that it was Butcher of Humanity that had caused such unfavorable reactions. Or rather, there didn’t seem to be any other explanation for why humans – and only humans – would react so negatively towards its disguise. Subconsciously broadcasting the fact that it viewed them as nothing more than sources of food and Levels was useful in a fight, but far less so if it wanted to interact with them in a nonviolent manner. It might have been possible to offset that particular side effect, but for the moment it seemed that Boxxy could never truly blend into human society.

Which was precisely why it was headed north, towards the Ishigar Republic. Judging from what it had heard about it during its stay in Erosa, it was an elf-run nation where humans were the minority. It wasn’t ideal, but it was an infinitely better option than lingering in the Lodrak Empire, even without the looming threat of the Spymaster.

Then there was perhaps the most difficult hurdle it had to clear – learning to interact with people. Short, awkward words and nodding had worked in seedy places like the Mercenary Guild but were generally insufficient when dealing with people in the long term. It had made some steps towards learning proper conversation, but its facial expressions were abysmal, at least according to Snack.

It really couldn’t help it, though. Mimics were born without faces, so it was only natural that Boxxy would have trouble controlling such a complicated and delicate set of muscles. Any face it created tended to twist into a goofy grin whenever it wasn’t feeling angry or hungry. It had become something of an acquired reflex that the shapeshifter struggled to keep in check. And while one could certainly argue that constant smiling was hardly a bad thing, that clearly didn’t apply to the slightly mad grin that Boxxy’s faces usually settled into.

The expression was off-putting enough on its own, but downright creepy when used by a two-metre-tall, barrel-chested man in dark and baggy clothing. The sight had been so bizarre and unsettling that even non-humans had given ‘Mister Morningwood’ a wide berth when it had first tried it. Hence, it had always worn a face wrap that concealed all of its features aside from its gleaming eyes. As odd as it seemed, wearing a mask whenever it had gone out in public had been the least conspicuous option by far.

Last, but not least, Boxxy had to learn to read. Spoken language wasn’t a problem thanks to the frequent telepathic communication it had with various demonic entities, whether it was Carl or one of its familiars. Exchanging thoughts allowed it to not only ‘hear’ the words, but also comprehend their meaning. Numbers were also easy enough to understand since basic arithmetic seemed to come naturally with INT and WIS growth. However, reading letters was an entirely different matter. Words were far more fluid and less strictly defined than mathematics, meaning there was simply no quick and easy way to learn the quirks and rules of written language.

And so, after thoroughly thinking matters through, the Mimic had compiled a short mental list of what it needed to accomplish, which at present looked something like this:

1. Rank Up.
2. Learn to read.
3. Learn to act.
4. Move to elven country.
5. ???? 
6. PROFIT!!!!

Boxxy was quite proud of its well thought-out and obviously foolproof plan. Surely nothing but good things could come from such a masterful design. Okay, admittedly it was a work in progress that still had a few kinks to be ironed out, but it was nevertheless a fairly solid plan, in its opinion.

“Boxxy!”

A cheerful, oddly melodic voice trilled affectionately, interrupting the Mimic’s silent plotting. It had to grow a head on its backside in order to answer, as the person that had called was not, as one might expect, its succubus familiar. Nor was it the gnome that had had the profound misfortune of getting involved with it.

“What is it, Nasty?”

The one that had raised her voice was none other than Valeria, though the Mimic had already nicknamed her in accordance with her foul flavour.

Rather than being insulted, though, she actually seemed to enjoy the moniker, likely because she had misinterpreted as being ‘nasty in bed.’ This didn’t seem to be her only delusion, as she had been acting especially friendly ever since her red bits had turned yellow earlier. She always had a wide, demure smile on her face, and the once-intense look in her eyes was much softer, as was her tone of voice. Especially when talking to Boxxy. The way she floated about was also odd. She would lean forward constantly, presenting her sizeable breasts to the monster even though it clearly had no interest in such things. Plus, she had gotten into the habit of hovering, both figuratively and literally, in close proximity to the Mimic.

Her lovestruck behavior was horribly mismatched with her new identity as an undead abomination, but the lich was definitely acting like she had developed a crush on Boxxy. Not that the Mimic had been able to deduce that on its own. It lacked the capacity to form or even understand emotional attachments like love or friendship, and would probably still be clueless as to why the undead woman was acting so clingy if it hadn’t consulted Snack on the matter.

The trigger for the lich’s drastic and completely unnecessary shift in personality had undoubtedly been the ‘practice session’ a few hours ago. Or, more specifically, the infuriatingly cryptic Agent of Chaos Skill which had somehow activated itself afterwards. Granted, Nasty fawning over Boxxy could be a good thing in the long run, but it didn’t exactly appreciate the attention at the moment.

“What are you thinking about?” her sickeningly sweet voice asked.

“Planning,” it replied curtly.

“Oh my!” she squealed. “Already making preparations for our marriage?!”

“No.”

It had no intention of attempting to understand or even acknowledge Valeria’s advances, let alone reciprocate. She truly was delusional if she thought her womanly charms could somehow entice or seduce the Mimic, which nobody understood better than Xera. Consequently, the succubus was still able to follow her beloved master happily without a single shred of jealousy towards the newbie. Rather than cause needless internal strife by butting in, she simply let the silly lich do as she pleased. Sparking competition between the two them would have been utterly pointless, anyway. The succubus was confident that her exquisite flavour was far more appealing to Boxxy than undead flesh conjured from dirt.

Not to mention that Xera and Boxxy were already bound together by a contract far more powerful than something as silly as ‘marriage.’

Kora, of course, was the same as always. She strolled idly in front of the group, keeping an eye out for trouble and not caring in the slightest what those horny bitches in the back were doing. From her perspective, the intense session earlier had been little more than a weirdly pleasant albeit slightly awkward memory. It was not something that she was particularly interested in repeating. She wasn’t so weak-willed as to be swayed by a single fuck, and still viewed the Mimic as nothing more a fun master and a fighter worthy of respect.

As for Fizzy, she hadn’t recovered from her ordeal in the slightest. She obediently followed after Boxxy, but her soulless eyes and stiff movements were more like a mechanical doll’s than a person’s. She was still dealing with the indescribable trauma of being sexually assaulted by an uncaring creature that had already spent weeks beating and abusing her as it saw fit. She felt disgusted, violated and enraged, though she couldn’t let any of that show for fear that the beatings would resume.

Part of her had started to outright hate Valeria for serving as the catalyst to that particular nightmare. Not to mention the way she was fawning over Boxxy, which was so sickening that it made the gnome want to smash her phylactery into tiny pieces, set them on fire, and take a literal shit on them. Not necessarily in that order. However, that obviously wasn’t an option given Boxxy’s intention to use the lich for its own gain. That was why the only thing she could do at the moment was try her best to ignore the repulsive heretic.

“Aww, that’s a shame…” Valeria pouted. “Then what are you planning, honeybuns?”

However, neither she nor the rest of the group were prepared for Boxxy’s answer.

“Operation TASTYCOCK.”

The entire party ground to a halt. Kora struggled valiantly not to laugh, while Xera’s face split into a malicious grin. Valeria and Fizzy could only stare blankly in stunned surprise.

“Uh- Uhm… Th-th-that is,” stammered the lich, “what do you mean by tas… tasty cocks?”

“Tasty And Shiny Things Yielded by Chesting Or Cheap Killing.”

“Pfuahahaha! AH HAHAHAHAHA!”

Kora roared with laughter as she clutched her stomach and fell to the ground. She reached up to high-five Xera, the prankster who was undoubtedly responsible for teaching Boxxy that obscene acronym. Relief washed over Fizzy as she saw their interaction and realised that it hadn’t said that because it was ‘in the mood.’ She wasn’t sure how her mind had jumped to that conclusion, but it had paralysed her so completely that she had literally forgotten to breathe.

She then realised how ridiculous the notion had been. Though she was fuzzy on the details, she remembered reading that mimics were genderless monsters that lacked the ability to reproduce. The notion that such a being was even physically capable of sexual arousal was so crazy that the gnome felt incredibly foolish for even considering it. The awkward feeling, however, was immediately drowned by the ocean of negative thoughts swimming in her head.

Meanwhile, Valeria seemed to have finally gotten the message that she was not desirable to Boxxy in the slightest, causing her shoulders to droop in morbid disappointment.

Despite all this, the Mimic had interpreted their reactions as a generally positive response. It had spent nearly an hour discussing the matter with Snack before they had arrived at ‘Operation TASTYCOCK,’ so it was reassuring to see that the time spent hadn’t been a total waste. Though it wasn’t as if the name was all that the two of them had talked about. A good portion of the conversation had also been spent determining the optimal methods for completing the plan’s various objectives.

For instance, learning to read, write, and interact with people were all things that it could learn from Snack. Though she appeared to have a one-track mind, the succubus was the smarter of the two familiars by far. She was also significantly more trustworthy than either Fizzy or Nasty since she could be ordered to speak only the truth. There would be plenty of time to learn from her as they travelled to the northern Republic, and if Boxxy’s acting skills weren’t quite up to snuff by the time they arrived…

Well then, that simply meant that it would have to spend more time practising in the wilderness.

However, their party wasn’t heading directly north. Their current heading was actually west-by-northwest. The detour had been deemed necessary in order to allow Boxxy to address the first and most vital part of its plan – achieving a Rank Up. Maxing out the Shapeshift Skill was something that it could do more or less anywhere, but it needed to challenge sufficiently powerful opponents if it was to get those last three Levels of its Mimic Job.

Thankfully, according to Nasty, there happened to be a dungeon in this direction. She had allegedly gone inside by accident while searching for that old Arcaneum tower, before she had turned herself into a lich. Boxxy wondered how anyone could possibly confuse a tower with a dungeon, but it received its answer the instant they arrived.

[You have entered the Spire of the Jade King.]

The notification popped up just as a huge black tower came into view. The structure appeared roughly forty metres tall and half as wide, with a notable lack of windows or balconies. It was hard to tell from a distance, but the outside wall was so perfectly smooth that it looked to have been hewn from a single piece of black stone, rather than cobbled together from brick and mortar. At a second glance, the Spire looked less like a man-made structure and more like a gigantic rock sticking out of the ground. It was also surrounded on all sides by hundreds of metres’ worth of tall, dense hedges that formed a kind of complex maze.

Boxxy quickly and quietly scouted the perimeter, confirming what Valeria had said regarding the residents of the tall green corridors. The place was filled with living stone statues that marched in strict formation as though they were some kind of military outfit. Their appearance was clearly modeled after someone’s vision of the ‘ideal’ human male and did not appear to be all that realistic. Their ripped abs, slim physiques, well-toned musculature, handsome faces and generously sized packages were so over-the-top that even Boxxy was finding it hard to take them seriously.

That said, even if they were technically naked, the statues were hardly defenceless. They were a type of golem, a magical construct of animated stone, which meant that their bodies were much tougher than the flesh of actual humans. They also carried enormous, body-covering shields and massive spears, all made from yet more stone. It was obvious that the things could both take and dish out ridiculous amounts of punishment, but there was an upside to the situation. Golems were simple, straightforward creatures that only engaged their enemies in direct close quarters combat. Granted, the stone soldiers seemed significantly more coordinated than one might expect from a bunch of brickheads, but they still lacked any form of magical or ranged support.

Boxxy determined that this would be a good place to check on the growth of its minions. It had been steadily gaining INT over these past three weeks by gaining Levels in its Mimic Job and various related Skills, and with its other Jobs restored it now had significantly more MP than when it had been captured. The extra juice meant that Xera was currently a Level 27 Succubus and Level 20 Pyromancer, while Kora was a Level 27 Fiend and Level 20 Berserker. At 2120, the latter’s HP had even slightly surpassed the Mimic’s, though her MP was as abysmally low as ever.

Regardless, both of them had a few new Skills each, not to mention that the Mimic had yet to see Valeria really get serious. They had run into a few attackers on their way to the dungeon, but they hadn’t even been a challenge for the travelling monster troupe. It was important that Boxxy know just how strong the minions it had at its disposal were, and this was as good a place as any to test things out.

After scoping out the area a little further, the Mimic returned to the dungeon’s outskirts, where its posse had been told to wait quietly for its return.

“U-uhm… B-B-B-Boxxy…”

The monster’s brief absence had given Fizzy the courage to speak up for the first time since she had been raped.

“What?”

“Th-th-the, uh, th-that…”

Then again, perhaps ‘speak’ was too strong a word. She was still simultaneously exhausted, traumatised, terrified, and furious, so she was having some trouble articulating her words. She couldn’t even look directly at the chest-shaped monster and instead stared intensely at her own feet while her tiny voice leaked from her dry throat.

“I n-n-n-need to get s-s-supplies… F-fresh food and wa- water… Since my old ones were ra- uh, Blighted…”

It had been more than twenty-four hours since she’d last had a solid meal. She’d managed to fill her canteen with water from a small stream they had passed on the way, but she had already drunk it all in an ultimately misguided attempt to fill her belly.

“Also… I need s-s-s-sleep… Like… a l-lot…”

There was also the matter of her depleted stamina. It was nearly evening, and they had perhaps two hours before the sun set completely. The group had been walking for most of the day, draining what little physical strength she had left. Her already sleep-deprived body had been running on empty in pretty much every sense of the word and would have already collapsed if not for the END holding her up. She was certainly in no condition to spend hours, maybe even days tackling a dungeon full of traps, monsters, and Jeramiah knew what else.

“C-c-can we r-rest? P-p-p-p-please?” she begged, barely holding back tears.

Boxxy was troubled by this. While it was true that they were in no particular rush, it didn’t feel like waiting around, either. If the gnome’s biological needs were going to keep getting in its way, then they would have a problem. She was the only one who needed to be pampered like this. Boxxy’s constitution was much stronger than the gnome’s, so it could last significantly longer without food or sleep. Admittedly, it also required an enormous amount of nutrition, but it was a far less picky eater than Fizzy. Xera and Kora were both demons, and as such didn’t need food or water at all. Or sleep, for that matter. Though they did get tired, they could just be re-summoned in order to instantly fix the problem. And Valeria was the least demanding of all. She was undead, meaning that she needed zero rest or sustenance. All her body required was that her phylactery be safe and relatively close by. Which, of course, it was, as it was currently tucked away in the fleshy sack at the base of Boxxy’s huge tongue.

However, it would seem the lich still had an opinion to offer on the matter of sleep.

“Boxxy, I think you should let the poor thing rest.”

Fizzy’s eyes widened in shock.

“She’s only a gnome,” Valeria continued. “If you don’t let creatures like her properly recover from their fatigue, then their performance will drop, and they can make crucial mistakes in combat.”

“Huh. I suppose that’s true, isn’t it?” the Mimic stated, as if only now realising what should have been common sense.

“It is. Besides,” she added, “I also need some time to hunt for fresh bodies and replenish my own minions. I can’t make undead out of rocks, twigs and dirt, you know. So how about you let her rest while I do that?”

“… Yeah, okay,” Boxxy finally gave in. “You and Fizzy go hunt, get meat and zombies.”

“Yes, my darling!” she chirped.

“Snack, go with them and guard the small one. Make sure she doesn’t die.”

“Understood, Master,” Xera gave a small bow.

“Arms, you’re with me. Let’s go see how strong those golems are.”

“You got it, boss!”

The five of them split up, with Xera, Valeria and Fizzy going away from the dungeon in search of prey while Boxxy and Kora prepared themselves for-

“Oh, crap!” the Mimic shouted suddenly.

“Hm? What’s wrong, boss?”

Boxxy had just realised: It had used one of its precious mithril daggers as a projectile weapon during its brief bout with Valeria. However, in all the excitement of completing the Quest, getting its Jobs restored and being reconnected with its familiars, it had completely forgotten to pick it up.

Meaning that it was currently laying on the fourth floor of the abandoned Arcaneum tower, at least half a day’s walk away.


Part Three

A lich, a Paladin and a succubus walked into a forest. Although it seemed like the beginning of a bad joke, it was currently Valeria, Fizzy and Xera’s reality. The gnome glanced up at the floating undead several times before screwing up the courage to speak.

“Uh… uhm… Valeria?”

“Hm? What is it, little one?”

“Why did you stand up for me back there?”

“Oh that? I was simply doing my duty.”

“What duty?”

“What sort of worthless woman would let her future husband’s precious little pet waste away like that? You’re so small and fragile that I couldn’t help myself.”

Anger flared once again in Fizzy’s eyes. The rage, which had been dulled somewhat by the Mimic’s ridiculously named ‘Operation,’ returned full force and then some. Not because Valeria had called her a pet. Though she likely intended it as an insult, it would probably be an upgrade from the position of ‘property’ that the gnome had reluctantly resigned herself to. What truly made her mad was that this incorrigible pervert had taken pity on her.

“No need to thank me,” Valeria grinned, inadvertently adding more fuel to the flame.

The gnome’s grip on her oversized wrench tightened, and she gritted her teeth angrily. Did this insufferable bint not realise just whose fault it was that she was so miserable? She wanted to take a swing at this piece of trash and smash her teeth in so badly that it almost overpowered her sense of reason. ‘Almost’ being the operative word. The difference in their Statuses and Levels meant that act would be equivalent to suicide. Even if Paladins were the natural enemy of undead, liches were their antithesis, and were well-equipped to fight the living. A fight between the two of them at this stage was sure to end in the gnome’s demise.

Not to mention that even if Fizzy pulled off a miracle and won, Boxxy would never let her off with just a few little ‘love taps.’

“Sorry to break this up,” Xera butted in, “but the Master just informed me it has need of the lich.”

“Really?!” Valeria exclaimed, the yellow points of her otherwise-black eyes flaring dangerously.

“Yes. Something about having to go back to the white tower.”

“Then I shall return to my darling’s side immediately!”

The lich bolted back the way they’d come, twirling merrily through the air like a leaf on the wind.

The reason Boxxy had called her back was because it wanted to return to the tower to retrieve its forgotten dagger. Even though it wouldn’t be particularly useful against golems, that didn’t mean that it could just leave one of its most treasured shinies behind. Unfortunately, the Blight-infested stretch of land surrounding the tower was crawling with undead, which would make the trip much more annoying and time consuming than it had any right to be.

Which was where Valeria came in. The lich had bragged at length about her Skills shortly after she’d been recruited, and the Mimic was particularly interested in her Lord of the Dead Skill. According to Valeria, it was a lich-exclusive ability that no human Necromancer could ever hope to obtain. It not only strengthened all minions under her command, but also allowed her to dominate and control the feral undead that appeared naturally due to the Blight. Assuming she was telling the truth, she could direct all those rotting vermin away from Boxxy, allowing the Mimic to travel unhindered. This would not only give her the chance to rebuild her undead army, but would also allow Fizzy plenty of time to rest and recuperate.

The Mimic had decided on this course of action because it had determined it to be the most efficient. It was most assuredly not going to be the romantic moonlit walk that the delusional lich was likely imagining.

Now that it was just Fizzy and Xera, the gnome found herself temporarily at a loss.

“You should get busy,” the succubus suggested. “It would be quite troublesome if your pitiful performance were to become a burden to my Master.”

“Ah… Right. Th-then you will help me hunt, right? The f-faster I get what I need, the l-less of a burden I’ll be…”

“Ahhh, I suppose that’s true. Very well, I’ll back you up.”

The two of them roamed the sparsely forested area for a while before they ran across a large black bear, which was soon charred even blacker when Xera’s magic killed it instantly. While it may have been enormous, and certainly looked menacing, it was no match for a Spell-slinging demon that completely overwhelmed it in terms of Levels.

Fizzy took out her dagger and began to carve the meat into appropriately-sized steaks. She would grill them up, eat her fill, and preserve the rest with the salt she’d found in Boxxy’s Storage.

The succubus sat down on a nearby rock, watching her work with a vaguely dissatisfied look on her face. Her glare made the Paladin more than a little uneasy.

“D-Do you hate me?” she finally asked.

The gnome’s choice of conversation topic was perhaps a little weird, but the succubus was already feeling bored. Exciting and fun things happened all the time whenever her beloved Master was around, but that also meant that things were incredibly dull whenever it wasn’t. Therefore, she felt she might as well indulge Fizzy with a bit of idle chatter to kill time.

“I do.”

“Oh…”

“Don’t take it personally. I dislike all mortals that aren’t Master. Also most demons. And all but one god. I don’t really have a shit list so much as a not-shit list. And even that has only six names on it.”

“… I see.”

Silence once again reigned, broken only by the wet sound of the knife digging into flesh.

“… Can I ask what your real name is?”

“You know there’s no truth to the myth that you can control a demon if you know its name, right?” Xera rolled her eyes.

It wasn’t an entirely unfounded notion since names were incredibly important when it came to summoning contracts, but it was still a ridiculous idea.

“Th-that’s not it! It’s just that, your name isn’t actually Snack, is it?”

“Hmm… Actually, you’re right. It isn’t. I should see if I can get it changed.”

“… I’m sorry, what?”

“I am my master’s Snack. Is it really so wrong for my name to reflect that?”

“You… You like being eaten?!”

“Of course I don’t, you foolish creature. I love it. I adore it! I need it! Being devoured the instant I was back in the physical realm was the best welcome back gift I could’ve asked for! Hnnn! Just thinking about it is… Mmmmnn!”

Realization dawned as Fizzy watched the succubus’s expression contort with lust. Come to think of it, hadn’t this demon also eagerly shouted, ‘Do me! Do me!’ during this morning’s incident?

“That is why I’m sure I will never lose to that uppity ghost. Master likes my flavour the best!”

That’s not something to be proud of! Fizzy shrieked internally.

Still, that made it official: The number of incorrigible perverts around Boxxy was not one, but two. Actually, given this pattern, it was highly likely that the red demon was just as bad. How had they all managed to congregate around a creature with absolutely no sex drive!? The Mimic had made it clear that it did not enjoy the act and simply used it as ‘practise’ to increase its Skill. Which the gnome was inclined to believe, given that it hadn’t assaulted her in all this time. If it weren’t for Valeria, she wouldn’t be in this situation, where she felt disgusted to be inside her own body. Then again, making the pain stop would be so easy. All she had to do was take the knife in her hand and drag it across her –

Fizzy immediately shook away the dangerous thought that had crept into her skull. She decided that it would be best if she simply ignored the hopeless slut of a demon and focused herself entirely on preparing the bear’s meat. After separating what looked to be the best pieces, Fizzy fired up her mana-fuelled welding torch and grilled them thoroughly. She gorged herself on as much of the tough, bland meat as she could stomach, then packaged the rest for later. It could probably last her for a few more days before it went bad.

Once she was finished, she walked over to a soft-looking patch of grass and fell like a sack of turnips, slipping into a coma-like sleep the instant her head hit the ground. She was so tired that she couldn’t even dream, let alone have nightmares, though it wouldn’t be a stretch to say that the real nightmare was when she was awake. But, at least for tonight, circumstances had conspired to allow her a proper rest for the first time since she’d been imprisoned. She slept from sundown until well after sunrise for a total of thirteen hours.

The gnome sprang to her feet the instant she regained consciousness and looked around in panic. She was so used to being woken up with violence that her subconscious mind had perceived her late, peaceful morning as a matter of concern. It took her several seconds before she had woken completely and several more before she reassured herself that she wouldn’t be beaten for oversleeping. It was only then that she managed to calm herself down.

Looking around, she saw that the succubus was exactly where she’d been when Fizzy had fallen asleep – sitting idly on a nearby stump and staring off into the distance. The entire area was covered in scorch marks, suggesting that the demoness had taken to flinging Fireballs at random to alleviate her boredom. There were also some charred lumps of meat here and there, presumably from monsters stupid enough to cross her line of sight.

She didn’t seem to notice that the gnome had woken up, so Fizzy decided to call out to get her attention.

“G-good morning.”

Xera’s eyes turned away from the horizon to stare contemptuously at the pint-sized Paladin.

“Oh, finally awake?”

“Y-yeah.”

“I hope you got plenty of rest and do not embarrass my Master.”

“I won’t. Trust me, upsetting Boxxy is the least- the last thing I want to do,” she sheepishly twiddled her thumbs.

“Hmmm. Well, so long as you understand.”

“And uh, wh- where is-”

“On its way back,” the succubus interrupted her. “I think they’ll be here in about half an hour, so we’d better get back to the dungeon.”

“Alright. You, um, you didn’t do anything weird to me while I slept, right?”

This was an entirely valid concern. Xera had been the one who had manipulated Fizzy’s memory back in Erosa, and she always did it after putting the gnome to sleep with magic. There was no telling whether she might’ve done the same last night, especially considering her deceitful nature. The fact that the succubus didn’t answer with words but instead with a mischievous smile did little to reassure the gnome.

“Hey! You didn’t do anything, right?!”

The worried Paladin kept asking but received no response as the two of them walked towards the tall black spire in the distance. It was very possible that Xera hadn’t actually done anything and was simply stringing the poor girl along just for kicks, but Fizzy couldn’t simply accept such a naive answer. She searched her memory in an effort to spot anything out of place, any potential time she might have lost. Unfortunately, it was all there. The imprisonment, the abuse, the misery, the assault… all of it was there in such vivid detail that they made the gnome even more depressed when she dredged them up.

She kept worrying over what Xera might’ve done as they made their way back to the Spire of the Jade King, arriving at roughly the same spot where the group had split up the day before. Kora sat casually on the ground as if waiting for them.

“Yo!”

She greeted the pair with a wave of her hand.

Her only hand.

“Ack!”

Fizzy recoiled in horror as she realised that the mountain of muscle had been mutilated horribly. She was missing both left arms, half a right arm and most of her left leg. Large chunks of her left torso had been gouged out, and both of her magnificent metal horns had been broken off almost entirely.

“Are you okay?! What happened to you?!”

“Nothing much. I was just giving those golem guys a try to see how strong they were, and I got a bit carried away and challenged three of them at once a couple of times.”

“So? How were they?” Xera asked curiously.

“They’re hard, and faster than they look. I’d guess about as strong as a Level 60 or so adventurer. They’re good with those shields, and the spears are pretty bad as well, but those short swords are the worst. They’re much sharper than they look.”

She wiggled her stumps, as if to prove her point.

“Swords? What swords?” asked Xera.

“They pull them out from somewhere if you break their shafts. They get super pissed and start attacking like mad. Must have some golem-specific Enrage Skills.”

The abilities she was referring to would trigger, usually automatically, whenever their user got hit in a weak point, had their HP reduced below a certain threshold, or other such unfavourable circumstances. Though the exact activation conditions varied from one Skill to the next, they all shared the trait that they were not preemptive measures, but reactionary ones. Their effects were also far more potent than other Skills, making them the perfect tool for turning the tables at the last moment.

The Berserker Job had quite a few of those abilities at its disposal, which was why and how Kora knew so much about them.

“Hmpf,” Xera scoffed. “Shouldn’t be a problem once Master gets back.”

“Yeah. Wish it’d hurry up already, though.”

“… How can you two be so calm?!” Fizzy shrieked. “Bitchface lost two arms and a leg, and you two are just-”

“You wanna die, you little shit?!”

“Waaah!”

Kora’s casual air disappeared in an instant as she let her bloodlust flow, and the poor gnome could do little more than scream at the unexpected threat and jump behind Xera for cover.

“Come on,” the fiend growled at her. “Call me that again! See what happens!”

She stood on one leg, taking a few threatening hops towards Fizzy and the slightly sniggering succubus. The fact that she was missing a full third of her body mass somehow made her even more intimidating in the smaller woman’s eyes.

“I’m sorry! I’m sorry! I don’t know what I said, but I’m sorryyyy!” she pleaded.

“Like fuck you don’t know! I told you to only call me by my name, didn’t I?!”

“But I did! It’s Bitchface McWeaksauce, isn’t it?! … Huh?”

Kora had grandly introduced herself yesterday, so Fizzy was dead certain she’d gotten her name right. So how come it didn’t feel right? The fiend in question felt her anger subside a bit at the strangeness of the situation. Her eyes moved between the succubus and the gnome, as if she were trying to piece something together.

“You… Your name was Corny Fizzle-something, right?”

“N-no. It’s Cornhole Jizzbu… cket?”

“…”

The fiend and the gnome stared at each other in confusion, until the awkward silence was suddenly broken by Xera, who could no longer contain her laughter.

“Ahhhh-hahahaha! Hah hah haaaahahaha!”

It was a rapid, joyful, mocking laugh that made it abundantly clear that she was laughing at them, not with them.

“You whore!” Kora roared. “I’ll get you for this!”

Realising exactly which part of her memory had been tampered with seemed to dispel the effects of the Dreamweaver Skill from Fizzy’s mind. The implanted memories faded away and the real ones rose to the surface. The realisation that Xera had indeed tampered with her mind made the gnome so angry that she seemed to come right back around to a strange calm.

“Uhm, excuse me, Koralenteprix?” she asked, an almost innocent smile on her lips.

Hearing someone properly call her by name drastically improved the fiend’s mood, and she gave Fizzy a toothy smile while puffing out her chest.

“Yep, that’s me!”

“Can you hold down Snack for me, please?”

“You don’t have to tell me twice!”

The fiend leapt through the air and crashed right into the still-giggling succubus, knocking them both to the ground and pinning her under her weight. Fizzy stepped over to the slightly-stunned Xera’s head and gripped her tool-turned-weapon with both hands.

*THWACK*

She smashed the succubus’s face in repeatedly as Kora kept her pinned to the ground.

*THWACK*

Fizzy did not hold back in the slightest as she really put her back into each downward swing.

*THWACK*

Both Kora and Xera were a Warlock’s familiars. That meant two very important things: they were unable to go against direct orders, and re-summoning them would get rid of any and all injury, even death.

*THWACK*

Boxxy had explained this to both Fizzy and Valeria the day before. However, in her shock at seeing Kora’s mutilated form, Fizzy had briefly forgotten.

*THWACK*

But now that she remembered, she rationalised that it was fine to kill the bitch, right?

*THWACK*

It was what the masochistic whore seemed to want, so it was fine if she smashed her head open like a fucking tomato, right?!

*THWACK*

She stopped after the seventh hit, holding her bloodied wrench over her head. Was it really okay? She decided to ask Kora, just in case.

“It’s fine if I smash her to death, right?”

“Probably not,” the fiend said. She sounded disappointed. “The boss has to waste MP bringing her back, and that makes it a bit cranky.”

“Oh…”

“I think she’s good for one more hit though.”

“Oh!”

*THWACK*

Fizzy exhaled as she felt her tense body relax. She put away her weapon and smiled weakly at Kora.

“Thanks. I really needed that. Hitting things in the face is strangely relaxing, huh?”

Even though violence was the primary cause of the gnome’s stress, it had nevertheless been just the outlet she’d been looking for.

“I know, right? I gotta say, you hit well for a pipsqueak!”

“Could you not call me that?”

“I call ‘em as I see ‘em, pipsqueak. I mean, you’re so tiny you barely come up to my kneecaps!”

“Bet I’m taller than you when you’re at 0 HP.”

“Oh? Is that a challenge?”

The fiend glared at the gnome, her eyes glinting with more of the primal bloodthirst that only a fiend could conjure. Her stare alone was enough to make chills run down Fizzy’s spine.

“E-easy now. Y-you can’t kill me, remember? Your boss forbade you!”

“Who said anything about killing?” Kora spoke in a low, slow rumble. “I can still bitchslap you for being an uppity cunt who doesn’t know her place. That would only mostly kill you.”

Whatever confidence Fizzy had gained from hitting Xera disappeared in an instant and she bowed down on all fours, her forehead touching the ground. It was a magnificent grovel, a perfect ten out of ten if someone were to put a score on it.

“I’m sorry! I got carried away and became cocky! Please forgive me, Miss Koralenteprix! Ma’am!”

“Yeah, that’s what I thought, pipsqueak.”


Part Four

“Welcome back, Master.”

Xera greeted Boxxy respectfully upon its return. Her face had completely recovered from being smashed in by a pissed off gnome thanks to her shapeshifting abilities. Even if the Mimic didn’t particularly care about it, she couldn’t possibly allow her beloved master to see such a shameful sight. Unless, of course, it would earn her the rapturous torture she desired.

“Hey boss!” Kora said casually. “Anything exciting happen while you were gone?”

“Nope. Got my shiny dagger back with no problems.”

“Huh? Then where’s the lich?” she asked while looking around.

“Dropped Nasty off on the way,” Boxxy answered. “She’s getting her undead together and said she’ll need a while to prepare.”

“Oh. So… can you do something about this, now?” she wiggled her stumps.

The Mimic responded to her request by forcefully dismissing, then re-summoning her. Once the fiend had all her limbs back, Boxxy finally turned its attention towards the gnome, forming a head in order to address her.

“Did you sleep well?”

“Wh-what? I mean, yes! I slept very well!”

She wasn’t just saying so, either. The Paladin looked noticeably healthier than she had yesterday.

“Good.”

Boxxy had done a great deal of thinking during the night, mostly about the gnome, and it had realised that it was simply pushing her too hard. At first it had been because it had felt rushed by the Quest’s ambiguous time limit, but that was no longer the case. While the Spymaster was no doubt still hunting it, the Empire was a huge place, so the Mimic could afford to slow down and treat Fizzy with a bit more care.

“From now on,” it continued, “tell me if you feel tired or hungry, and I will let you rest.”

“Wh- R- Really?!”

“Yes.”

It had decided to think of her not as a mushy meat-thing, but a tool or a weapon, one that would break and rust without proper upkeep. Granted, the Mimic had never bothered doing maintenance on any of its gear or weapons before, but it nevertheless understood the concept. The only difference was that Fizzy required food and rest instead of sharpening and polishing. Her performance hadn’t been especially great, but the survival instincts that Boxxy had drilled into her would surely make her a valuable asset further down the line. As long as she maintained that ‘eat or be eaten’ mentality and proved herself loyal, it might even decide to keep her around once it had finished absorbing her Artificer knowledge.

“Then I shall t-t-take you up on your offer!”

As for Fizzy, she wasn’t sure what had prompted this, but she certainly wasn’t about to look a gift chest in the hinges. Assuming that Boxxy was being truthful, this would eliminate one of her biggest gripes with the way she was treated. She was inclined to believe the creature, as the beatings had decreased drastically in both frequency and intensity after the fight with the lich. Except for the rape. Though the Mimic had not injured her physically, the wound its thoughtless actions had left on her psyche cut deeper than any blade and hurt worse than any bone fracture. It was not the sort of thing that could be healed by something as basic as food and sleep, but Fizzy had to take whatever silver lining-

“Also, sorry about yesterday morning.”

The gnome’s eyes widened to the point where they looked as though they were about to pop out of her skull.

“I got carried away and did something unnecessary,” Boxxy continued. “So, sorry about that.”

The Mimic was hardly being sincere, of course. The time it had spent with its demon familiars had twisted its perceptions, giving it the impression that unsolicited sexual advances were not socially unacceptable behavior. However, it had spoken at length with Snack during the night regarding step three of Operation TASTYCOCK, and been informed that it was, in fact, gravely mistaken. The succubus had also taught it that one of the key things it had to learn in order to blend in with civilised society was how to apologise.

Or, more specifically, how to lie when apologising.

Fizzy, however, picked up on its insincerity almost immediately. She knew the monster would never truly repent for anything it had done. But even if it hadn’t meant it, the fact that the Mimic understood that it had done something unacceptable and cared enough to at least attempt an apology made her feel a tiny bit better. It wasn’t nearly enough to erase what had happened, but it was a start.

“Thank you… for saying that…” she said meekly.

Apparently satisfied, the Mimic flashed a goofy smile on its Snack-shaped ‘face’ before reverting to its base form and waiting for Nasty to return. It had learned quite a bit about Necromancy from her during their trip. It had to know the lich’s strengths and weaknesses if it wanted to utilise her correctly, and so it had questioned her extensively regarding her abilities.

For starters, it would appear that Necromancy, much like Cadaver Absorption, used Corpse-targeted magic. Both the heart and the brain needed to be present for the body to be considered viable, and extensive damage to the body would reduce the strength of the summoned undead. This meant that the Mimic would have to share its corpses with the Necromancer, though that probably wouldn’t be much of an issue. Boxxy’s daily body count alone was enough to make a mortician dizzy.

Another interesting detail was that undead raised with Necromancy differed significantly to those that appeared due to the Blight. The latter most commonly were mindless zombies, barely more than the reanimated remains of whatever creature they had been. They were entirely feral, lacking the mental capacity to use most of the Skills they’d had while alive despite having access to them. Such undead had only their rotting bodies to rely on, which the Blight apparently compensated for by greatly boosting their physical attributes. Even then, the zombies’ strength and speed depended entirely on the quality of the corpse from which it had been raised. Valeria could control the undead drones easily enough with her Lord of the Dead Skill, but she disliked using them as they were little more than cannon fodder.

The undead created through Necromancy were called Hollowed or Hollows, as they were essentially constructs forged from mana with no free will whatsoever. Calling them ‘flesh golems’ would not have been entirely wrong, as the corpses used for their creation were nothing more than raw materials. The body’s skin, bone and muscle had been warped, twisted and reconfigured into a completely different form. The quality of the corpse was still important, but a huge chunk of a Hollow’s strength was determined by the Skills and Attributes of its creator.

However, it would appear that there was a limit to the number of minions a Necromancer could actually control at any given time. Unlike a Warlock’s familiars, there was no immortal soul keeping the conjured flesh intact and active. A substitute was necessary, hence why each Hollow reserved a portion of their creator’s MP as upkeep, temporarily reducing their overall available amount. The exact quantity depended on the strength and species of the raised dead, and the occupied capacity would be restored once the minion was defeated or dismissed.

The type of undead created through Necromancy depended on both Skill Level and the caster’s choice. Skeletons were the most versatile, as they could be brought forth as soldiers, archers, or even casters. They could also be mass-produced thanks to their low cost, but were extremely fragile. Spectres could be called upon to serve as scouts or to terrorise the living, their intangible forms making them difficult to eliminate without magic. Ghouls were an advanced zombie-type minion most commonly used as shock troops. Their speed, durability, and disease-spreading abilities made them well-suited to quickly overwhelming an enemy, although their uncontrollable screeching made them unusable for any tactic requiring subtlety.

The highest class of undead fighters a Necromancer could produce were the tough and tenacious Death Knights and the headless powerhouses known as Dullahans. Both were well versed in martial combat, fighting with skill and precision in addition to their unholy might. Their weapons and armour were transient items manifested from the Necromancy Skill, meaning that their MP upkeep was significantly higher than that of lesser undead.

Boxxy had concluded that Necromancy was a Skill that demanded a certain amount of tactical thinking and foresight. Choosing the right configuration of one’s undead entourage and commanding them properly were vital to the caster’s success. The latter was particularly challenging, as Hollows were completely incapable of making decisions for themselves. A sudden change in situation would leave them unable to adapt in the same way that a Warlock’s familiars or a Monster Tamer’s pets could, so success or failure would depend almost entirely on their master’s ability to direct troops in combat.

Which was what Valeria appeared to be struggling with. She may have been a lich with powerful Skills and Spells, but she was still inexperienced when it came to matters of strategy and tactics. Back in the tower, she had showed herself right at the start of the battle, confronting the invader directly for no reason other than to satisfy her own ego. Boxxy considered this a foolish approach, to say the least. Had their positions been reversed, the Mimic would have sent wave after wave of undead to tire out its opponent before they had ever met face-to-chest, if it even showed itself at all.

Granted, it was no expert on mixed troop tactics either, but it had still learned quite a bit from all the fights it had taken part in. Whether it was engaging a party of adventurers, fighting alongside its familiars or swooping in to gobble up both sides of an ongoing battle, it had steadily managed to accumulate a wealth of combat experience and had thus been able to give Valeria a few pointers. Which, judging from the undead she brought when she rejoined the others, she had taken entirely to heart. Hardly surprising, considering her bizarre infatuation with the Mimic, or – more specifically – with its sexual prowess.

So, rather than fill up her Necromancy capacity with nothing but Death Knights like she had done before her reunion with Boxxy, she had diversified her undead. She still had ten of the Knights, but they were only intended to serve as the vanguard. She’d also created six plate-armoured Dullahans wielding huge, double-handed war-hammers, and eight Skeletal Mages for long-range magical support.

This platoon of twenty-two undead was her limit for the moment, but that would gradually increase so long as she kept raising her INT Attribute. Her troops’ fighting strength was equivalent to human adventurers of about Level 25 or 30 for the skeletons, and up to about Level 40 for the more elite warriors.

Boxxy was entirely satisfied with the size of its army, since, frankly speaking, they were only intended to help penetrate the dungeon’s outer defenses. It would be an issue if the place had had nothing but golems in it, as it would be impossible for Valeria to replenish their numbers. Another quirk of the undead was that they couldn’t recover their HP in areas without Blight. Even though this bunch wouldn’t tire out no matter how long they fought, wear and tear were a very real concern as every sustained injury would be effectively permanent. Even Valeria wasn’t exactly exempt from this, although her nature as a lich made it more of a nuisance than a concern.

After confirming that everyone was ready, the party – twenty-three undead, two demons, one Mimic and a gnome – commenced their assault on the Spire of the Jade King.

Their first hurdle was navigating the hedge maze, which was resolved by having Xera fly overhead and guide the ground-based troops towards the Spire. Valeria tried to do the same, but her body was conjured partially through earth magic, so she couldn’t float more than half a metre above the ground without assistance.

The invading party also attempted the obvious solution of tearing their way straight through the green walls in the direction of the Spire, but that proved impossible. No matter how often the vibrant hedges were crushed, slashed, or burned away, they always grew back mere moments later. At least there was plenty of room to fight since the corridors were at least five metres wide, sometimes even six or seven. Boxxy’s group was able to form a solid front line with just six Death Knights and one extremely enthusiastic fiend, making it impossible for the stone soldiers to surround or flank them.

Their formation was put to the test almost immediately, as less than a minute after entering the maze they encountered the first of the resident guardians. It was a mobile statue of an extremely muscular, naked man with a stone helmet framing its handsome visage, just as Boxxy’s preliminary scouting had revealed. The Mimic, however, had neglected to mention that the things were as tall as fiends at more than two-and-a-half metres, and their massive stone shields and spears were even more intimidating than Fizzy had imagined.

“Arms, kill it,” Boxxy commanded.

“Alright!” the fiend cheered, smashing her fists together. “This is gonna be fun!”

Kora strolled up to the golem, and it immediately put its rectangular, door-like shield between them while keeping its stone spear trained on her. Kora assumed a fighting stance and rushed the creature, sidestepping the spear aimed at her midsection to swing her metal-clad fists at the thick shield.

“Ora! Ora ora ora ora ora!”

The golem withstood the shower of punches without sustaining much damage, but its shield couldn’t last long under the assault and was soon covered in cracks as the stone began to crumble away. It took a long hop backwards, its bare heels scraping along the smooth stone path of the maze.

Kora rushed the golem again, but this time was unable to fully avoid its spear. It managed to gouge out part of her shoulder, but the fiend ignored the relatively minor wound and resumed her assault, smashing the shield to pieces before her opponent could back away. With its primary defense compromised, the golem was thrown off balance, forcing it to stagger backwards. Kora seized the opportunity, drawing back one of her right arms to deliver an absolutely massive punch.

“Uppercut!”

She let out a shout while swinging her fist in a flawless upward motion to smash directly into the underside of the statue’s jaw. This was no regular punch, however, as it flew with a speed and ferocity that her literally idiocy-powered muscles were incapable of producing on their own and flashed with a dull red light at the moment of impact. The force behind the blow was enough to knock the stone soldier – which must have weighed at least seven hundred kilos – straight off its feet, its back striking the ground with a heavy thud.

The fiend immediately closed in on her fallen foe, raising her foot high above the golem’s chest.

“War Stomp!”

Her armoured boot smashed down onto the prone stone soldier like a miniature comet, leaving behind a trail of more red light.

*THUUM*

An earsplitting noise almost like an explosion echoed through the area, the impact sending dust and rocks flying in every direction. The golem had broken into several large chunks as Kora’s foot crashed straight through it, covering the stone floor in a spiderweb of cracks. The fiend lifted her boot from the demolished golem’s remains and smiled fiercely.

“How’s that?!”

“Later tonight…” Xera mumbled, her imagination already running wild.

“P-p-please don’t use that near me! I’ll die for sure!” Fizzy pleaded, her own imagination running in a completely different direction.

Valeria was too busy staring longingly at Boxxy to give a flying fuck about Kora, a sentiment the fiend readily returned. The two of them had formed a silent pact of mutual indifference, and both sides were adamant about upholding it. They may have worked for the same boss, but that didn’t mean they had to like each other, or even bother to communicate more than the bare minimum.

“That’s almost shiny!”

Speaking of said boss, the Mimic was apparently impressed by the demonstration. To think, both of those tasty-looking attacks had come from a single Skill, courtesy of Kora’s Berserker Job.

[Face Smasher]
There’s an art to everything and punching things in the face is no exception.
Requirements: Level 15 Martial Job, Level 4 Brawling Mastery, STR 100
Type: Passive
Range: Self
[Effects]
Grants knowledge of a new Brawling Martial Art at each Level of this Skill.
Increases the effectiveness of punches and kicks by 2% per Level of this Skill.

Although Boxxy was aware of the existence of Martial Arts – or just ‘Arts,’ for short – this was the first time it had been able to witness them firsthand. In essence, if Caster Jobs like Pyromancers or Warlocks had Spells, then Martial Jobs like Berserkers and Warriors had Arts. They both consumed MP to produce magical effects, although their methods of activation were very different. Whereas Spells necessitated the forging of a certain mental image, which was then realised through chanting, invoking a Martial Art required that the body be moved in a very specific manner.

For example, Uppercut on its own didn’t necessarily do a lot of damage, but it had greatly amplified knock-back force. War Stomp, on the other hand, was a technique that sent tremors through the ground and caused all grounded targets within five metres to stagger and lose their balance. The localised quake wouldn’t actually do any damage unless it was applied directly to the target’s body like Kora had done. The pile of rocks that had once been a golem could attest to just how deadly the shockwaves could be at point blank range.

Satisfied with the demonstration and making a mental note to find out how to obtain dagger-based Martial Arts at some point in the future, the Mimic ordered the rest of the group to advance. It wasn’t long before they began to run into groups of stone soldiers, rather than individuals. While a single golem was relatively easy to handle, fighting two or three at once was a completely different story, since their cooperation made them much harder to take down without suffering injury. The golems only became more numerous the further into the maze the invaders progressed, with groups of seven at once becoming the norm by the time they were halfway through.

Thankfully, just as Boxxy had planned, their front line was able to seal the enemy off, allowing Xera, Valeria, and the skeleton mages to pepper the golems with a barrage of fire and ice-based magic. The resident monsters’ large frames were actually somewhat beneficial to their formation, as it allowed these ranged attacks to soar over the undead knights’ heads without any risk of hitting them. Boxxy also joined in on picking off the stone soldiers from a distance, though it mostly stuck to spraying jets of corrosive acid. The assault would have gone faster had the Mimic opted to use its highly destructive Ruin Spells, but it was here to Level its Mimic Job, not its Warlock Job.

Still, the monster-demon-undead coalition was able to make its way through the hedge maze without any significant difficulty. Even if the golems were good at absorbing physical damage, magical attacks were another story entirely. The barrage of fire, ice and acid brought them down easily, while Boxxy and Valeria’s minions kept them at bay. Kora was able to rack up an impressive body count of her own thanks to Fizzy’s healing and her master’s occasional Dark Infusion, allowing her to fight as recklessly as she pleased.

The same could not be said of their undead vanguard, which had thinned considerably. Though the Death Knights only had to hold out for less than a minute before their opposition was reduced to dust, there was still a limit to how much punishment they could take. Boxxy had fully expected this to happen, which was why it had instructed Valeria to bring a good number of spares with her. The instant one undead warrior fell, another stepped up to take its place.

As a result, their undead host had been reduced to a single Death Knight, a pair of Dullahans, and four Skeletal Mages by the time the group made it through the hedge maze. They must have defeated at least eighty stone soldiers in the process, so the fact that any of the undead had survived at all was rather impressive. The rewards for fighting through so many of the golems were substantial as well, as the Mimic had reached Level 48, and Valeria was at Level 43, well on her way to Level 44. Fizzy had been unable to raise her Paladin Levels since her main role was supporting Kora, but at least her healing-related Skills had gained a decent amount of proficiency.

There had also been a certain amount of material gain from the expedition, as the group had encountered several stone-hewn treasure chests during their trek through the maze. These contained an assortment of random loot which the dungeon used to draw adventurers further inside, just like the wooden ones that Boxxy had imitated in its home dungeon. The greedy Mimic had naturally wanted to plunder each and every one it had come across. It even had Snack steer the group towards them despite having to take detours and walking into dead ends. Having to dispatch the golems guarding the chests had made the trip slightly more difficult than it needed to be, but the monster in charge was certain that its endeavour would pay off.

It was therefore quite miffed to find that the rewards were not worth the effort. Though the first two beautifully carved containers had yielded a sizeable pouch of gold coins and a case of healing potions, the next nine were far less encouraging. They held only common items like food, drink, clothing, and various works of art which, while high-quality goods, were of little to no use to Boxxy.

Fizzy, on the other hand, really wanted some of those things for herself, especially the appetising jars of honeyed apples and sturdy-looking apparel. She felt that the Mimic might have been willing to part with those since it clearly considered them to be un-shiny junk, but had been too afraid to ask. Though it was hard to read what an animate chest was thinking, its increasingly frequent hissing and growling made it obvious that it was growing more and more pissed off as time went on.

Once the group had reached the courtyard at the base of the Spire, Boxxy confirmed that there were no immediate dangers before assuming its Spell-casting form for the first time that day. The look on the pseudo-Xera’s albino face made it immediately apparent that it was just as ticked off as the gnome had imagined it to be. However, if its seething glare was any indication, its mood hadn’t been caused by some disappointing loot-boxes. At least, not entirely. No, the source of its ire was certainly not something, but someone.

Seeing this made Fizzy instinctively curl into a whimpering ball on the ground, even though the absolute obedience she had displayed today made her unlikely to be the cause of Boxxy’s foul mood. Valeria could likewise be excluded since, while she had soaked up most of the XP, Boxxy understood that certain compromises were necessary in order to ensure a safe hunt. The undead, as well, were entirely blameless, as it was impossible to force responsibility onto something that was not even self-aware. The only remaining suspects were the two familiars and the Mimic itself.

And, seeing as the wrathful box was a master at deflecting blame and Xera had done an excellent job of guiding it through the maze, this narrowed the list to one red-skinned moron.

“Shadowbolt!”

The mass of darkness flew from the staff in Boxxy’s hands and hit Kora squarely in the back of the head, the impact nearly knocking her to the ground.

“Heeey!” she whined. “What gives, boss?”

“Your information was bad.”

“No, it wasn’t! I told you everything I found out while you were away last night, didn’t I?”

“Then why did they become Enraged so often!?”

One reason so few of their undead had made it this far was that the stone soldiers had become Enraged many times, seemingly at random. When that happened, they would throw their spears at the back line and pull short, sharp swords from their own bodies. At that point they would abandon any attempt at defence and attack with much greater ferocity.

“I told you that would happen, though!” she complained. “It’s not my fault those things got broken what with all the attacks flying around!”

“But if their spears were broken, then how were they able to throw them?” the Mimic countered.

The golems’ sword slashes had certainly been dangerous, but nothing the front line couldn’t handle. It was the spears that had been the real problem. The heavy stone projectiles were powerful enough to take out a skeleton mage in one hit, even managing to kill Snack on one occasion. That had brought down the group’s ranged firepower, meaning that it had taken longer to defeat the soldiers. Which, in turn, meant that the front line had taken more damage.

One could argue that Boxxy’s treasure-hunting detours were just as much to blame, but that wasn’t how the box-in-charge saw things.

“Spears?” Kora raised an eyebrow. “What do spears have to do with anything?”

“Everything!”

Fizzy couldn’t help but scream at the fiend, considering that one of those things had nearly taken her head clean off.

“You said th-th-that they ‘get super pissed and start attacking like mad’ if you break the shaft of their spears! B-b-but almost all of the ones that came flying at us were in pristine condition!”

“Very good, Fizzy,” Boxxy commented, satisfied that its tiny protege had been paying attention. “So, Arms? Anything to say for yourself before the punishment starts?”

Kora closed her eyes, crossed two of her arms and scratched her nose with a third as she pondered the situation.

“Oh, wow!” she exclaimed after a while. “I guess I really should’ve worded that part better.”

“Worded what part?”

“I wasn’t talking about their spears.”

And indeed, the trigger to the stone soldiers’ Enraged state wasn’t their weapon breaking. No, the golems had one more sizeable shaft on their bodies, one that no male in their right mind would want damaged.

“I was talking about their dicks.”


Part Five

Boxxy was forced to re-summon Kora after it was done educating her on the importance of unambiguous reports. Admittedly, it could have forced her to fight even after it had pulled out all of her hair, stabbed her in the eyes with her own broken horns and torn off most of her limbs, but that would’ve been sub-optimal. Entertaining, but sub-optimal.

Once the freshly-scolded fiend was back in peak condition, the two of them joined the rest of the group, who had taken the opportunity to rest. Both Fizzy and Valeria had needed a break, as they were mentally exhausted from the constant fighting and needed to be in good condition before tackling the Spire itself. The courtyard appeared to be a sort of safe zone where monsters did not venture, so they had taken the chance to sharpen their focus a bit.

That said, the stone statues dotting the area were making them rather nervous, as there was no telling whether they might suddenly leap off their marble pedestals. Of course, it was also possible that said pedestals were part of the mechanism through which the dungeon created its golems, but if that was the case then they were quite inert, at least for the moment.

After making sure that everyone’s HP and MP had fully recovered, Boxxy ushered the others towards the dungeon’s titular spire. After seeing it up close, it really did appear to be sculpted from a single piece of black stone, its surface smooth and slightly reflective. However, the Mimic couldn’t spot anything that looked like an entrance, at least not on the side visible from the group’s current position. It circled the structure with Kora and the surviving high-class undead taking the lead but could find no way in even after doing two full laps around it.

“Nasty,” it called, “go inside and look around.”

“Whatever you say, honey!”

The lich merrily turned immaterial and attempted to fly through the solid surface. However, it would seem that the black stone was warded to prevent that sort of intrusion, as she slammed into it face-first, much to the amusement of the other girls. Fizzy and the two demons were apparently united in their disdain for Valeria, albeit for completely different reasons.

Xera saw her as an arrogant upstart unworthy of serving her beloved master. She thought the same of the gnome, of course, but at least the tiny woman knew her place, not to mention that she would serve as a good training partner for Boxxy’s socialisation practice. That, and she could really swing that wrench when properly provoked, so she wasn’t completely hopeless.

Kora disliked the lich because of the roundabout and lazy way she fought her battles. From the fiend’s point of view, it was the undead minions that did all the work while their mistress sat back and tossed out the occasional Spell. In actuality, even though she appeared to be idle, Valeria had her hands full commanding the mindless undead. A blockhead like Kora had no way of knowing such things, though. It also didn’t help that the fiend was fully aware of how outmatched she would be if the two were to fight. While she was certainly capable of snapping Valeria like a twig, that would only matter if the lich allowed Kora to catch her. It was only natural that the demon would dislike something she was incapable of smashing.

As for Fizzy, she still put the blame for her traumatic experience squarely on Valeria’s shoulders. She found herself constantly thinking about how much better off she’d have been if not for ‘that dead slut.’ Well, relatively speaking, at least. Plus, her newfound nature as a Paladin caused her to instinctively resent the undead, especially ones with such a high Level of Taboo. But no matter how much she wanted to get rid of the lich, she couldn’t. Not only would she lose due to the sheer difference in power, but Boxxy refused to allow even a hint of infighting amongst its minions.

“Master, above!” Xera shouted suddenly.

The Mimic immediately turned its gaze upward to see a trio of shadows swooping down from the sky. It didn’t have time to think, as one of them was coming down straight above it, so Boxxy dodged hurriedly to the side as the thing fell to the stone-tiled ground with a loud crash. The others hit with just as much force, the second squashing the last remaining Death Knight and the third landing directly on top of Valeria. Luckily, she was still under the intangibility effect of her Ethereal Body Skill, so she got off with merely a scare and a slightly bruised ego.

Not wasting any time, the Mimic leaped into the dust cloud the impact had kicked up and coiled itself around the closest of the intruders. Though it may have obstructed regular vision, the dust screen was no match for its magical perception abilities. It could see that the thing had wings, and thus would likely lift off unless it was stopped.

The intruders soon revealed themselves to be a trio of animated gargoyle statues, stone golems not too dissimilar from the soldiers in the maze. They were similar in height and humanoid in shape, albeit with much thicker shoulders, torsos and arms, making them look more like gorillas than humans. Four solid, bat-like wings sprouted from each of their hunched backs, and their faces were carved into the likenesses of various beasts. The one that had aimed for Valeria had the face of a troll, while the one that had landed on the Death Knight looked like a snarling tiger. The gargoyle which Boxxy was coiling itself around bore the likeness of a wolf.

Much like the murderous box had assumed, the gargoyles attempted to rise into the air almost immediately. Their goal was most likely to stay out of harm’s way while they positioned themselves for another attack. Boxxy wrapped a number of tentacles around its target’s wings, but that didn’t seem to stop or even slow the gargoyle as it flew into the sky, reaching an altitude of thirty or so metres in an instant. It would appear that the creatures didn’t even need to flap the thin sheets of stone to gain altitude. However, the supernatural currents of air flowing from the appendages made it clear that they were not just there for decoration.

“Get everyone ready,” it commanded telepathically, “I’m bringing them down!”

“Understood, Master!” Xera saluted.

Boxxy wasted no time applying Metal Mimicry to its tentacles, covering them in rows of sharp steel teeth and then moving them up and down the wings of the wolf-faced gargoyle like an improvised chainsaw. The freakish appendages tore ruthlessly through the larger monster’s ‘flesh,’ grinding and chipping away at its rocky hide. Boxxy’s attempts to cut off its wings flooded it with numerous damage notifications that were more distracting than it would’ve liked.

Its victim began to thrash about, rolling in mid-air in a desperate attempt to shake the Mimic off. It would appear that it had only just noticed it had a passenger, but by then it was far too late. The Mimic had firmly ensnared it and chewed through the base of its wings, snapping them off one after the other. The tiger-faced monster tried to aid its comrade as it flew past, attempting to punch the monster off the wolf-head’s back. However, Boxxy countered by biting down on its stone fist with its steel-coated jaws, much to the would-be saviour’s distress. The flying golem tried to pull its arm away, but the Mimic’s powerful lid muscles refused to let go so easily.

Boxxy finished breaking through the third wing, which was finally enough to sabotage whatever Skill gave the gargoyle flight. It plummeted towards the ground, threatening to drag both the Mimic and its own comrade along with it. Boxxy promptly released the crippled creature from its tentacled grasp and hurriedly coiled itself around the tiger-faced gargoyle, subjecting it to much the same treatment. It heard a heavy thud from below, most likely the one it hadn’t yet touched repeating its dive-bomb attack. The sound was followed by a second, slightly softer impact as the mostly-wingless wolf-gargoyle slammed face-first into the ground.

After damaging the tiger-head’s wings sufficiently and hitting it with a blast of corrosive acid for good measure, the Mimic finished gnawing its way through the gargoyle’s arm and fell through the air. A pair of demonic wings sprang from its backside, allowing it to glide in the direction of its last target. The troll-headed statue appeared to have some sort of grudge against the undead, as it was currently positioning itself to attack one of the two remaining Dullahans.

However, it had finally noticed that its two brethren were no longer able to fly. Realising that something must have been responsible, it turned about in mid-air to spot a bizarre spider-legged, demon-winged chest gliding straight towards it. Rather than face the monster head on, it chose instead to increase its altitude even further, putting it well out of the Mimic’s reach. It had deduced that the strange box was incapable of full flight, and likely assumed that avoiding it would be simple.

What it didn’t see, however, was the Invisibility-clad succubus that had flown up to support her master.

“Fireball!”

*FWOOM*

Xera’s Spell hit the last flying gargoyle dead-on, engulfing it completely in an explosion of flames. Her Devouring Flames clung to its craggy skin, but on the whole failed to do much damage. It seemed the flying golems were significantly more resistant to magic than the ground variants. The demonic Pyromancer was also unfortunately incapable of using ice, which was a golem’s Bane. Not only would it do significantly more damage, but would also paralyse the constructs as it disrupted the flow of mana within their bodies. As much as Xera hated to admit it, Valeria was better suited to this type of opponent than she was.

That said, she certainly had no intention of backing down as she channelled her next Spell at the troll-faced statue charging towards her.

“Fireball!”

The Spell hit the gargoyle directly in the face, but it brushed it off easily and kept flying unperturbed, clearly intending to crush her into pulp with a swing of its massive fist. The succubus used Invisibility once more, effortlessly dodging once the monster had lost its target. She repositioned herself and launched another two Fireballs, setting the pace for the aerial cat-and-mouse game.

And Xera was really good at games.

While that was happening above, the rest of the team had their hands full fighting the two grounded gargoyles, with Kora and Fizzy teaming up to take on the wolf-headed one. The fiend had first engaged the living statue in a duel of fists, but things had rapidly devolved into the kind of chaotic brawl one would expect to see in a pub. There was no technique or logic to it, just two meatheads bashing each other over and over and over.

The pint-sized Paladin had initially thrown a couple of Holy Lights at the demon to keep her going, but the more Fizzy healed her wounds the less effective her Berserker Skills got. She judged that a far more effective means of offering support would be to create an opening for Kora to use her Martial Arts. While they didn’t require chanting, the fiend couldn’t just pull one off on a whim. She needed a few moments to prepare and then go through the necessary motions in order to properly activate one of those techniques.

The gnome surged forward between the two pairs of legs, doing her best to avoid being stepped on. Her eyes and weapon both glowed with yellow-green light as she triggered her Divine Wrath Skill and took an enormous, two-handed swing with her solid steel wrench. It initially appeared as though she were aiming at thin air, but then the gargoyle’s leg moved directly into the path of her swing.

Fizzy was a Champion of Chaos. While certainly not as powerful as Bob himself, she was still able to subconsciously read between the lines and measure the variables to calculate the most likely outcome. This seemingly-complex Skill manifested itself in battle as a form of precognition, provided that she was focusing her attention on a single target. Ghostly outlines would dance in her vision, painting a picture that only she could see.

Although at first she’d thought she was going crazy, she had later realised that her enemies would often make the exact same movements as the ‘ghosts’ several moments after she had seen them. This was merely a prediction, however, and wasn’t foolproof. There were times when multiple possible outcomes branched out before her, and she had to make a snap decision as to which one to follow. But, after some practise and a lot of observation, the gnome had realised that the thickest, most clearly defined shadow was the one denoting the most likely outcome.

In this instance, she had seen that the gargoyle would be knocked just slightly off balance by an extra-heavy hit from Kora. It would wobble a bit and readjust its footing, bringing its leg right into the path of Fizzy’s swing. The heavy tool smashed dead-on into its stone knee with a heavy crack, forcing the stone statue to stumble. Seeing her opportunity, Kora immediately moved forward. She stretched all four of her arms wide, then swung them inwards to smash the stumbling gargoyle’s ill-fitting face.

“Head Crack!”

All four of her fists hit the wolf’s head at once, two from each side. A deep crack spread across it, and a large portion of its head broke off completely to fall to the ground. Fizzy, who was still underfoot, delivered another heavy blow to its damaged knee, this time managing to break it completely in half. She had to roll out of the way to avoid being crushed by the stone statue as it tipped sideways and fell. It stretched out its left arm as if to catch itself, but the limb had already been badly damaged in the brawl. It snapped clean in two under its tremendous upper body weight, letting the golem crash to the ground.

“War Stomp!”

The fiend then put her boot down on its chest for good measure. It withstood the attack far better than the stone soldiers had, but the Art was still enough to break its torso into two large chunks, neither of which showed any signs of movement.

“Yeah!” Kora cheered, throwing her arms triumphantly into the air. “Get some!”

“Wuh- Watch it!” a voice squeaked from below. “Yo- you almost stomped me flat!”

“Oh right, you were there. Sorry squirt, but you’re just way too tiny! Hahahaha!”

Fizzy sighed in exasperation. One of these days… she grumbled inwardly.

Looking around, she spotted that Boxxy, Valeria and the two remaining Dullahans had ganged up on the tiger-faced gargoyle. The hammer-wielding knights were doing an excellent job of keeping the stone creature busy. They skillfully blocked or parried its attacks while counter-attacking at every opportunity. Unfortunately, they seemed to be doing very little actual damage. That was fine, though, as the Mimic appeared to be going full ham. It had transformed the tip of its tongue into a large steel ball with thick, short spikes jutting out of it and was swinging it around like some sort of flail.

As for Valeria, she was completely still, floating with her hands in front of her face as though she were gripping an invisible watermelon. Upon closer inspection, she appeared to be chanting something. After a few seconds, a strange ball of unnaturally bright blue smoke materialised between her palms.

“By the cursed ice, I command thee! Become brittle like glass and shatter!”

She finished her long chant with some ominous words while Boxxy and the two headless knights stepped quickly back. The blue smoke snaked forward as if it had a mind of its own, and, finding no other target, coiled itself around the living statue, seeping into its body and turning its stony skin from dull grey to a pale shade of blue. Boxxy charged as soon as the curse took hold, tongue-flail swinging. It hit the target squarely in the chest, causing the stone creature to explode into pebbles with a single blow.

The Curse of Shattering Valeria had just cast massively amplified the physical damage taken by those affected by it. While powerful, it unfortunately required a much longer chant than most Spells, which was a fairly common trait among invocations derived from the Hexcraft Skill. Plus, it was difficult to boost the effects of a curse through Skills other than Hexcraft or Taboo. Aiming them was exceptionally tricky as well, due to the way they moved erratically rather than a straight line. In fact, it could be said that curses had the nasty habit of disobeying their caster’s wishes and latching onto a completely different target.

These drawbacks were the reason the lich hadn’t dared use a curse against Boxxy during their confrontation. Even if she had managed to conjure a curse, the odds of hitting the agile mimic were practically nil. Yet despite the multitude of ways that a hex could misfire, be interrupted, or just plain fail, successfully landing one would inflict debilitating effects so powerful that the victim was as good as dead.

For instance, of the three other hexes Valeria had access to, the Curse of Silence would prevent the use of Martial Arts, Skills and Spells for up to twenty seconds. Then there was the Curse of Fatigue, which rapidly drained stamina and dulled movement for about three minutes. Lastly – and arguably most horrifying – was the Curse of Solitude. It completely cut off all sensations such as sight or touch, leaving the target’s mind trapped in a world of pure darkness and total silence for as long as thirty seconds. Though they retained full control of their body, they were completely unaware of what was happening around them. Or to them.

Needless to say, being hit with any one of these curses in the middle of a battle was nothing short of a death sentence. Despite the longer casting time and unreliable targeting, Hexcraft could be a source of immeasurable power to those that used it wisely – although such power came at a price.

Curses were a violation of the Taboo of Lunar, the goddess governing matters of wisdom, magic and learning. Her teachings dictated that curses and hexes were to be avoided, lest they pollute the world’s ambient magic with their foul energy. The phenomenon could be plainly seen here, where mystical energy known as mana was thick in the air. The blue smog that permeated the smashed-up gargoyle’s remains was slowly leaking out of them, staining both the air and the ground with the remnants of the curse.

Not that anyone present gave a damn about that sort of thing when they still had one more flying gargoyle to deal with. At least, until the troll-faced statue came crashing to the ground in a blaze of fire, picking itself up from the ground almost immediately after. While all of its wings and its health appeared to still be in good shape, it was no longer able to fly.

Though this was the first time Xera had fought these things, she knew full well that anything which defied the laws of physics by necessity used up MP as compensation. As she herself owned a pair of fully-functioning wings, she had realised almost immediately that her enemy’s flight was clearly impossible without the help of a sustained Skill. She therefore had focused her attention on chipping away at her target’s MP with her Devouring Flame and Mana Burn Skills.

[Devouring Flame]
Overwhelming fire leaves behind naught but ash and cinders.
Requirements: Level 5 Pyromancer, INT 40
Type: Toggled (ON)
Activation Time: Instant
Cost: None
Range: 100 meters
[Effects]
Increases the MP cost of Pyroclasm Spells by 20%.
Pyroclasm Spells will apply Devouring Flame to your target for 5 seconds.
Devouring Flame inflicts damage equal to 10% of the initial hit each second.
Increases the damage of Devouring Flame by 20% per Level of this Skill.

[Mana Burn]
A Pyromancer’s flame can burn away magic itself.
Requirements: Level 10 Pyromancer, Devouring Flame, INT 45, WIS 45
Type: Passive
Range: Self
[Effects]
Devouring Flame effect will reduce the target’s MP by an amount equal to 25% of its HP damage.
Increases the duration of Devouring Flame by 0.5 seconds per Level of this Skill.

While the gargoyle may have had tons of HP, the rule of thumb was that tough-yet-stupid monsters had a tiny MP pool in comparison, just like a certain horny fiend. All Xera had had to do was keep showering the statue with Fireballs until it was no longer able to sustain its magically-induced flight. And now that the creature had been thoroughly grounded, it found itself facing down four beings that were more than eager to shatter it to bits.

After finishing off the last gargoyle, Boxxy heard a loud crack and turned to see that a significant portion of the solid black stone that made up the Spire’s exterior had crumbled away. A tall, oval-shaped hole had appeared in the side of the otherwise featureless tower, some fifteen metres from where their party was currently standing.

[The Area Guardians of the Emerald Maze have been slain.]
[To the victor go the spoils.]
[The Black Stairs can now be accessed freely for the next 24 hours.]

It would appear the gargoyles had been some kind of gatekeepers that had to be defeated in order to allow entry into the sealed tower. It would certainly explain why those three had been noticeably tougher than the other golems they’d faced so far, even if they had failed to defeat the invading group. It also made sense that the dungeon would use more powerful monsters to keep outsiders away from its deepest recesses.

However, Boxxy couldn’t help but dwell on how baffling this arrangement was, as it failed to understand the backwards logic involved. What sort of idiot would design a door that opened once the guards were killed? Then again, this was probably just another quirk of the dungeon.

Come to think of it, it did remember encountering something regarding these so-called ‘Area Guardians’ once before. It was during the extremely brief period when it had obtained ownership of the Litigar Dungeon Complex’s stolen core. One of the items in the list of unavailable functions it had seen just before it had realised the core was going into meltdown was labeled ‘Guardian Allocation,’ or something of the sort.

Thinking back, Boxxy also realised that it hadn’t run across any such entities when it had raided its own birthplace. Then again, it also hadn’t been able to repair any damage to its structure, or at least, not at the ridiculous rate that this place could. That, combined with the Spire of the Jade King’s much thicker concentration of mana in the air, made one thing clear: This dungeon was far more advanced than the one from which Boxxy had been born.

The Mimic was beginning to question whether it was even worth it to enter the Spire itself since, if memory served, the dungeon likely also contained things like traps or puzzles. Was there even any point to dealing with such things? After all, it just needed Job Levels. Surely spending a few days fighting the stone soldiers out here in the courtyard would be enough to get it to Level 50, not to mention that the hedge maze also offered the occasional material reward. Thinking objectively, was there any real need to actually enter the place?

Boxxy glanced at the opening in question as its pragmatic mind considered its options. Suddenly, it spotted something just inside the tower’s entrance. Momentarily doubting its single eye, it grew two more just to be sure, but there was no mistaking it. Just inside the newly-appeared stone archway was a single treasure chest. Another piece of incentive the dungeon had thrown at it in an effort to entice the creature into overcoming the Spire’s challenges. Or luring it to its death, depending on the point of view.

However, this was no simple stone box, but an extravagant, lavishly decorated container that could be called a treasure in its own right. The sight stimulated Boxxy’s greed unlike anything else it had encountered since entering the dungeon. The Mimic threw caution to the wind and dashed towards its prize, completely ignoring its minions’ protests.

The ornate treasure chest’s lid flung itself open as the monster approached, almost as if it had recognised its rightful owner. There was a flash of light and a sinister-looking staff floated up from the container, then hovered lazily above it. The entirety of the staff had been molded from a midnight-black metal, including the highly detailed and undoubtedly demonic skull at its top. It had two pairs of eye sockets, one directly under the other, and each of them was fitted with a blood-red ruby that seemed to shine with an inner light. A pair of thick, ram-like horns jutted out from either side and the open, seemingly laughing jaw was filled with two sets of arrowhead-like teeth.

Five curved sheets of shining metal that resembled scythe blades held the macabre sculpture in place, giving the impression of a large creature preparing to crush the skull between its claws. The elaborate head was connected to a smooth, plain shaft that had a red spike-shaped gem attached to its other end. The item was almost two metres long top-to-bottom, which begged the question of how it had fit inside its container in the first place.

Or at least it would have, if Boxxy hadn’t been too awestruck to even consider questioning the matter.

The spectacle before it was perhaps the shiniest thing it had ever seen in its relatively short life. It stared reverently, reaching warily toward it with a tongue tentacle. It hesitated for a moment, almost as if afraid to sully the precious thing with its touch. However, such thoughts were silly and puerile. This was clearly its reward, the dungeon’s compensation for overcoming the three gargoyles, so the Mimic had the right to do with it as it wished. It slid its tongue over the cool metal surface, revelling in the sensation. Two more tongues shot out and coiled around it, shamelessly licking its prize all over.

The rest of the group had followed after seeing the Mimic run into the Spire. At first, they had tried to stop Boxxy doing anything rash, but had given up almost immediately. It was plainly obvious that the creature was lost in its own world, a place where none of their words or warnings could reach. At present, they could do nothing but stare, wide-eyed, as the monster slobbered all over the inanimate object.

“How enviable,” Valeria commented, watching the spectacle with slightly glassy eyes. It was painfully obvious that all sorts of lewd fantasies were coursing through her rotten head.

“Ugh,” Kora grimaced in disgust. “I didn’t think the boss would actually go and do that…”

“Well, I wouldn’t say this was entirely unexpected,” Xera pointed out.

“R-really? Th-then Boxxy has done something like this b-b-before?” Fizzy asked.

“No, not quite. I was sure that something like this was bound to happen eventually, though. I know my Master better than anyone, after all.”

Her words were smug, but the lich they were indirectly aimed towards didn’t even register their meaning. Kora’s eyes went wide as she remembered something that had happened each time they had looted things from the dungeon.

“Wait, we can’t bring that thing out of the dungeon, right? Shouldn’t someone tell the boss?”

“N-not it!”

Fizzy immediately spoke up, having no desire to be beaten for being the bearer of bad news.

“Not it!”

Kora also didn’t want to get eaten, so she echoed the gnome’s words.

“I think we should just let Master enjoy itself while it can.”

Xera, on the other hand, would have gladly participated in both of those activities, but she couldn’t bring herself to interrupt her master’s fun. After all, that wasn’t what good servants did. Besides, it was highly likely that the Mimic would be distraught once it came back to reality and would seek comfort by devouring its favorite Snack.

For any dungeon chest, once opened, would soon crumble into nothing, even the intricately decorated, solid-gold chest that Boxxy was, for lack of a better word, fondling obscenely. As for the creepy-looking metal staff, that was actually a permanent item, and a powerful one at that.

Yet it had been brushed off to the side like some sort of unwanted consolation prize.


Part Six

Boxxy was understandably less than pleased when its beautiful golden chest disappeared into nothing after only a few minutes. However, much to Xera’s disappointment, it wasn’t sad or depressed enough to want to partake in Snack Time. The Mimic was instead flooded with unyielding rage. This bastard dungeon, how dare it mess with it like that? Did it have any idea who it was dealing with? This was Boxxy T. Morningwood, Rudolph-dammit, and it would not take this sort of abuse sitting down!

“Master, don’t forget the staff.”

It had been about to storm off with the intent of giving the dungeon a lesson it would never forget, but stopped in its tracks at the succubus’ words.

“Staff? What staff?”

Xera sighed. As expected, her master hadn’t even registered the item’s existence. It had been so focused on the golden treasure chest that it had completely failed to notice the skull-headed metal staff hovering above it. Which was impressive, considering that it had knocked it out of the way in order to fully embrace its container.

The succubus stepped over to where the expensive-looking weapon had been left neglected on the ground. She bent over to pick it up, but the solid metal weapon was much heavier than it looked. She couldn’t even budge it, no matter how much she strained her feeble arms and back.

Watching Snack’s ongoing failure to do something as basic as lift an object from the ground steadily made Boxxy’s anger diminish. It headed over to where she was kneeling, panting heavily from the exertion, and roughly pushed her to the side in order to see what all the fuss was about. Its pale imitation of Xera popped out of its mouth and grasped the item firmly.

Unlike the feeble demon, it was able to lift the object from the ground, though it still struggled somewhat. Whatever this black metal was, it was significantly heavier than steel or mithril.

“There was a staff?” Valeria blinked. “Huh, I didn’t even notice!”

“Oh, yeah!” Kora exclaimed. “There was something like that, wasn’t there?”

“Ah, now that you mention it…” Fizzy cupped her chin in thought.

Boxxy’s borderline-obscene spectacle had apparently caused the others to momentarily forget about the actual treasure itself, making the exhausted succubus lower her face into her palms.

It was official – she was surrounded by idiots. Then again, she was perhaps the biggest idiot of the lot for becoming infatuated with an animate chest. But she couldn’t help herself. Nobody had ever truly understood her wants and needs quite like her current master. That was why she had wanted to present it with the clearly-valuable item in the first place, as satisfying the Mimic’s greed was the only way to appeal to it. Well, that and entertaining its taste buds, but Xera already had that covered.

“Shadowbolt!”

Boxxy’s sudden Spell hit Xera directly in her exposed stomach. There was a brief moment of realisation before a volatile mass of darkness ripped a fist-sized chunk from her body, sending bits of flesh flying everywhere.

[Your Spell has gouged out your target’s insides. Target HP -287.]

The succubus clutched the hole in her stomach and curled up on the ground, her face twisted in something other than just pain.

Having confirmed the damage, the Mimic put the staff away and tried again.

“Shadowbolt!”

[Your Spell has gouged out your target’s insides. Target HP -207.]

Quite the difference. It would appear that the fancy staff raised its offensive magical ability by about thirty percent, significantly higher than the seven percent with the plain staff that it had been using thus far. That wasn’t all, however. The shiny skull-on-a-stick also boosted its INT by twenty-five points, and even appeared to slightly reduce the MP cost of its Spells. It was a significant upgrade, to say the least, although Boxxy couldn’t be too happy about it. Not when it had more important things on its mind.

[Chaotic energies swirl around you. Your body has caught fire for 5 seconds.]

… Such as dealing with the after-effects of its Chaotic Disposition Skill.

Bright red flames enveloped Boxxy’s faux-wood shell and ghostly white flesh, turning the Mimic into a walking bonfire.

“Honey?!” Valeria panicked. “Are you okay?!”

“I’m fine,” it answered, its tone irritated.

“But you’re on fire!”

“I’ll get better.”

[Your body has been burned by the flames. HP -98.]
[Your flesh has been mended. HP +160.]

It wasn’t as bad as it looked since the magical flame was simply too weak to overpower the Mimic’s regenerative powers. In fact, it actually helped a little, since it allowed Boxxy to gain some much-needed proficiency in Mend Flesh and Adaptive Defense without the risk of actual combat. Not enough to warrant the uncomfortable heat and the unpleasant sensation of its flesh searing, but it was something.

Thankfully, the brief delay between the notification popping up and the actual Skill going into effect had given Boxxy a chance to brace itself. Anticipating just when Chaotic Disposition would trigger itself was another story entirely, as it could pop up any time its MP was spent on Spells or Skills.

Boxxy knew all this because it had already set the Skill off at least ten times during their push through the hedge maze. The first time it had gone off, it had caused the Mimic’s one eye to go completely blind, although the monster’s magical perception hadn’t been affected. The second had doubled the damage of its next Spell, while the third had caused it to float gently into the air, just like a certain lich.

The next time, the Skill had attempted to apply the Panic Spell to the golem Boxxy had been spraying with acid, but had failed to register any measurable effect. Other observed effects included a slightly toxic fog, granting double XP from the next monster killed, and shooting a random bolt of bright yellow energy that had punched a hole straight through Snack. Most bizarre by far, in Boxxy’s opinion, was the Skill’s claim that it had given its owner the ability to communicate with fish for five minutes.

Needless to say, it was far from reliable and the effects it produced were irritatingly unpredictable, but at least they were always temporary. Although there were some occasional tasty ones, the majority were either completely useless or downright harmful. The only consistent part of the Skill was that it appeared to have about a five percent chance of triggering whenever a Spell was cast or certain Skills were used. It seemed like only active abilities such as Acid Spray and Storage could set it off, while passives like Assassinate, Shapeshift and Metal Mimicry could not, despite the last of those also consuming MP.

The Mimic’s ire over the disappearance of the golden treasure chest had dissipated almost entirely by the time the fire had extinguished itself. Honestly, it really should have known better, considering that the stone boxes it had encountered earlier had done the exact same thing. It just hadn’t cared for those or their disappointing contents, so it had completely put them out of its mind. It wasn’t so easy to forget that one though, as the time spent with it, however short, had been truly special. Its sudden vanishing had left it with a vague sense of betrayal that completely dwarfed the time a certain gnome tried to sell it out.

That said, the fallacious object had presented it with a reason to venture deeper into the rest of the dungeon – the clear and confirmed possibility of obtaining powerful magic items.

Although the exact properties of such precious things were impossible to determine in the field, it was possible to ascertain at least some of their attributes through experimentation. Still, the only way to get the full picture of an item’s bonuses and abilities was to go to a town or city and employ the services of a Scribe with the appropriate knowledge and Job Level. The combination of the Identify, Appraise Item and Detect Enchant Spells they had at their disposal was one of the things capable of fully revealing an object’s physical and magical properties.

Having made up its mind, Boxxy stopped moping about, rallied its minions, and set off to conquer the rest of the dungeon.

Immediately inside the entrance was an open, flat space completely devoid of any furniture or decoration. Every surface appeared to have been carved from the same smooth black stone as the rest of the tower, even the enormous, spiralling staircase. The walls themselves were lined with a number of pale blue crystals that shone with a dim white light, providing some measure of visibility. The sparse illumination seemed to mess with one’s spatial awareness, making it difficult to gauge the exact dimensions of the place. It wasn’t hard to imagine one’s confused depth perception leading to a nasty tumble down the stairs.

That said, it wasn’t as though the group had much choice. As the circular staircase was the only route presented to them, they began climbing warily. The steps were uneven, gradually increasing in size as they ascended. After only a dozen steps they had become so large that an adult human would have needed to take two or three paces before reaching the next one. It was going to be a long, gradual climb to the top – not to mention a confusing one. The lack of any doors or windows made it nearly impossible to gauge how far they had actually come.

Knowing that an attack could come at any second, the group had adopted a loose battle formation. Kora and Boxxy were in the lead, with Fizzy following immediately after, silently thanking Jib for the break they had taken. It didn’t matter how strong or fit one was, stairs were a universally exhausting chore, especially when they seemed to go on without end. Xera and Valeria were trailing several metres behind them, with the Dullahans – all that remained of their undead army – watching their backs.

Elevation aside, the place was still a relatively narrow corridor with precisely two directions from which potential attackers could appear, meaning that it would be nigh-impossible for anyone to sneak up on them. Unfortunately, it also provided the perfect opportunity to pincer a group of uninvited guests, which was precisely what Boxxy would have done had it been calling the shots around here.

Sure enough, their quiet climb was suddenly interrupted by the rapid approach of tiny glass feet scraping against the stones. Within seconds, countless crystalline beetles, each the size of a large dog, were pouring in from both ends of the stairs, skittering over the ground, walls and ceiling. The two Dullahans at the back turned at Valeria’s command to swing their hammers at the incoming swarm, smashing five of the beetles to smithereens in an instant. It would appear that their translucent shells were just as fragile as they looked. Their sheer numbers, however, allowed them to easily overwhelm the two undead, toppling them with little difficulty.

“War Stomp!”

*THUMP*

Kora’s Martial Art sent tremors through the surrounding stonework, causing the glassy insects around her to lose their grip on the walls and ceiling. She got busy, swinging her arms and legs enthusiastically as she pummelled them into dust. Boxxy and Fizzy rushed to assist her, which left Valeria and Xera to deal with the rear.

That, however, was hardly a problem.

“Inferno!”

*FWOOSH*

The succubus’s Spell engulfed the corridor behind the group in fire. The sound of breaking glass could be heard within the swirling flames as the intense heat caused the beetles’ crystalline bodies to crack. She probably could have held them off on her own, but Valeria evidently resented being upstaged and took matters into her own hands.

The lich inhaled deeply and unleashed her Sonic Scream. The earsplitting sound was amplified by the stone walls, echoing sharply throughout the entire Spire. The resulting screech was much stronger than the one she had let loose during the confrontation at the old Arcaneum tower, resulting in all of the crystal golems shattering at the intense vibrations.

However, the beetles weren’t the only ones suffering. Fizzy clutched her head, nearly blacking out again, but Boxxy grabbed her before she collapsed and tossed her into its Storage. While the gnome normally disliked the dark, cramped space, under the circumstances she welcomed its deafening silence with open arms. As for Boxxy and its two demons, they were left to endure the horrible wail of the ex-banshee the old-fashioned way. Their formidable MNT Attribute scores allowed them to remain conscious, but their bodies still took a certain amount of damage.

The scream abated some fifteen seconds later, although the ringing in Xera and Kora’s ears felt like it would last a week. The fiend had been about to rip her own ears off in desperation, but the screeching had thankfully stopped before she went through with it. Boxxy immediately spat Fizzy out, as it wasn’t sure when the last time it had recycled the air inside its Storage had been. The gnome was a little disoriented, but otherwise fine.

[Chaotic energies swirl around you. You have obtained new headgear.]

Boxxy’s brief use of Storage had caused its Chaotic Disposition to trigger once again. The ‘new headgear’ revealed itself to be a black, cylindrical top-hat, which materialised out of thin air and stuck itself to the top of the chest’s lid. The Mimic grumbled inwardly, but couldn’t complain too much. At least it wasn’t something dangerous.

“Th-thanks, Boxxy,” mumbled Fizzy, catching her breath.

She smiled slightly when she saw the monster’s ridiculous new accessory, but refrained from breaking into outright laughter.

“Hah! Nice hat, boss! Khihihihi!”

Kora, on the other hand, giggled brazenly, though Boxxy failed to note the sarcasm.

“Think so?” it asked curiously.

“It is quite a classy one, Master,” Xera stated calmly. “If hats could be shiny, then this one most definitely would be.”

Boxxy had to agree with her. Even if it wasn’t very practical, the top hat did seem to ooze a certain sense of fanciness.

As for Valeria, she was surveying the damage she’d caused with a shit-eating grin on her face. The splintered remains of countless beetles were strewn all around, slowly crumbling into dust as the dungeon reclaimed them. The lich gleefully turned around and opened her mouth to brag, but was met instead with a dagger through her throat.

“Keh! Kehok!” she coughed, visions of her first death flashing through her mind.

“Don’t do unnecessary things!” Boxxy snarled, pulling the weapon from her neck.

While Valeria may have tried to claim otherwise, there really had been no reason for her to do that. The group had had the situation well in hand, and could have easily cleared the swarm even without her ‘help.’ Granted, there was no telling how long that would have taken since it was unclear exactly how many of the things there had been, but it couldn’t possibly have been enough to overwhelm Boxxy. The creature’s omindirectional sight and flexible tentacles meant that it didn’t have any blind spots that could be exploited with such cheap tactics.

“I didn’t let you live so that your stupidity could cause us more damage than the enemy!” it berated her. “You need to warn me next time you pull something like that, or it will be the last thing you neglect to do!”

“Koff! Koff! I’m so sorry, sweetie!” she coughed. “I’ll be more mindful, please don’t be mad!”

“… Alright. Since you understand, I’ll let you off with just one stab wound for now.”

“Thank you ever so much!”

The Mimic wasn’t being sympathetic, nor was this some bizarre form of forgiveness – it was simple pragmatism. What was done was done, and she had ended up saving them a bit of time, so it wasn’t as though her ill-advised actions were entirely without merit. However, even that small contribution would go to waste if Boxxy stopped to educate the lich on matters of friendly fire. It would do so eventually, of course, but now was neither the time nor the place.

The party continued their climb undisturbed, wary of a repeat attack that never came. Either the ambush from earlier had been the dungeon’s only means of defence, or whoever was in charge here had decided a repeat would be futile.

Regardless, no other traps or enemies appeared to impede the group’s progress, even once they had reached the top of the stairs. What blocked their way forward this time was a set of heavy double doors carved from even more shiny black marble. A series of intricate patterns was etched into the massive slabs, indicating that this was probably a place of some significance.

“Uhm, B-Boxxy?” Fizzy spoke up. “D-do you think we can take a reh- rest b-before we go… in… there?”

The gnome’s already shaky voice grew smaller and smaller with every word she spoke. While the Mimic had said that it would be willing to take a break for her sake, this was the first time that she’d actually dared to ask for one. Though they had spent the better part of the day invading the dungeon, Boxxy had still made everyone take regular breaks to replenish their HP and MP even without her saying anything. The stupidly long climb, however, had drained what was left of her stamina.

“Okay,” Boxxy said, much to Fizzy’s relief. “Will half an hour be enough?”

“Y-yes! That’ll be plenty!”

“Good. Arms, Snack – guard the stairs, make sure nothing sneaks up on us from behind.”

“Understood, Master.”

“You got it, boss!”

“Nasty.”

“Yes, my darling!”

“You shut up and be quiet. I have preparations to make.”

“Eh! But- But! Surely we can prepare by doing that a few times, right?!”

“I suggest you do as Master commands,” Xera whispered. “Unless you’ve grown to like being stabbed in the neck.”

“There’s no such thing, you stupid slut! Not everyone’s as hopelessly rotten as you!”

The succubus scoffed at the sheer irony in Valeria’s words and stepped down to join Kora in keeping watch. The pouting lich seemed to calm down a bit and turned around to resume protesting, but was stunned into silence when she saw that Boxxy had assumed Xera’s form and was sheathed in what appeared to be an aura of crackling lightning.

“Dark Explosion!”

The lich raised her hands and clenched her eyes shut in preparation for a blast that never came. After a few seconds, she peeked warily at the Mimic, realising that it was holding a twelve-sided, transparent object filled with ominous-looking energy. Her confusion was entirely natural, as this was her first time seeing Boxxy prepare a Big Bang Ball – a combination of Power Overwhelming, Crystallise Magic and Dark Explosion.

Boxxy deposited the solidified lump of mana into Storage and removed a metal toolbox that caught Fizzy’s attention immediately. It was one of the bomb-making kits that she had sold to it about a month ago, before her life had gone to utter and complete shit. The Mimic opened the box and nonchalantly began putting together some rough hand grenades with whatever leftover materials it could find. After about five minutes its MP had fully recovered, so it stopped momentarily to make another Big Bang Ball before resuming its tinkering.

It was highly likely that there was something big on the other side of those doors, and the creature wanted to make sure that it was adequately prepared. It had refrained from using magic until now, since it had wanted to raise its Mimic Job Level, but that was not why it had climbed the Spire. It could have gotten all the XP it needed by fighting in the hedge maze outside, so there would be no need to hold back when it confronted whatever was behind that door.

Which was where Crystallise Magic would come in. The Skill was at Level 5, meaning that the Spell Crystals would last up to thirty minutes before disappearing. With a production rate of one Big Bang Ball every five minutes, the Mimic could walk through those doors with full MP and five or six of them at the ready. The Artificer-made explosives could technically be used to help finish the job in case the magic ones proved insufficient, although that wasn’t the main reason Boxxy was making them. It had simply wanted to pass its idle time doing something productive and making bombs with the materials it had on hand had seemed like the best way to do it.

Unfortunately, it was short on explosive components, so it was only able to throw together six basic hand grenades and three satchel charges. It moved on to making music boxes with the copious amounts of cogs, gears and springs in its Storage, steadily raising the Level of both its Artificer Job and its Clockwork Expertise Skill.

Meanwhile, the two demons diligently carried out their orders, keeping an eye out for enemies while humping each other. When questioned, Kora simply stated that she didn’t have eyes on her dick, so it was fine if it was buried in Xera’s ass. Boxxy conceded the point and allowed them keep at it on the condition that they both remained vigilant.

Valeria watched the two go at it, her eyes wide. She’d had no idea that the tall, muscular demon had one of those hidden away. The revelation of the fiend’s extra equipment had been quite a shock, though it had faded soon after. Pretty soon, she found herself growing excited as she watched them, even going so far as to caress herself between her legs. She threw a few longing glances over at Boxxy, but the Mimic did not even appear to register her existence. Not only was it entirely focused on its work, but it had already given Valeria her share of ‘affirmative action’ for the day. It had taken care of that on the way back from retrieving its dagger, which was why it had arrived a few hours later than it otherwise would have.

Fizzy also watched intently, though her gaze had been captivated by far less perverse matters.

So, this is how Boxxy gained Artificer Levels so rapidly, she remarked internally.

A veritable storm of screwdrivers, wrenches, tweezers, hammers and wire cutters was putting together clockwork contraptions before her very eyes. It wasn’t just the sheer number of tool-tipped appendages. The mind-boggling speed and pinpoint precision with which they worked was absolutely fascinating to the gnome. The display was so fantastic, so utterly mesmerising that she could do little more than stare in openmouthed astonishment, not even registering all the lewd noises around her. She could scarcely believe that the brutish thing was capable of such delicate movements, but it made sense, considering the expertise with which they had flicked and teased her sensitive spots yesterday.

The realisation that she had just complimented her own rapist on its technique snapped the gnome out of her reverie. That was the one thing she could not forgive, the one thing that had truly hurt her in a way that was very different from the beatings. Or the kidnapping. Or the memory wiping. At least she could understand why the Mimic had done those things, but yesterday morning was completely unforgivable.

… Or was it?

Thinking back, Fizzy realised that her captor had never truly shown any real animosity towards her. It had been understandably upset with her at its capture, but it had since shifted the blame for that onto the gods’ faith-measuring contest. None of the abuse had been because it hated her. In fact, it had become considerably kinder lately – if anything, it actually looked after her.

Didn’t it?

But no, absolutely not, the rape yesterday could never be brushed aside so easily, no matter how hard she tried. It had completely crushed her, leaving the gnome utterly disgusted at the feeling of her own sullied body. She no longer even felt like a living being with thoughts and emotions, and had been silently contemplating suicide ever since it had happened.

It would be so… easy to do it. She had both the means and opportunity to escape her living nightmare, and the monstrous chest would be powerless to stop her.

But she would not, nay, could not do such a thing. Even if her mind wavered, her body remained firm. The biological drive to survive led her to sleep, eat and drink whenever possible. The unstoppable urge to cling onto her fragile existence with all her might was something the Mimic had thoroughly ingrained into her very being. The Mimic had demanded that she live, and if there was one thing the tortured woman could not deny, it was Boxxy’s demands.

The thing was basically a natural disaster in the shape of a treasure chest. It would appear without warning and for no discernible reason, then proceed to do whatever it damn well pleased, caring nothing for anyone it hurt along the way. It didn’t matter how much its victims tried to beg, plead or resist, they were powerless to stop it. From Fizzy’s point of view, standing up to the thing was completely futile. Even if she were to survive the attempt, she’d be left homeless, destitute and drenched in various fluids, as if she’d challenged a typhoon.

… Almost exactly like that, actually.


Part Seven

Boxxy ordered its minions to get ready for combat. It had finished its preparations and was ready to face whatever awaited it on the other side of those doors. Kora and Xera stopped their antics and got in position, as did Valeria. Fizzy had braced herself as well, feeling strangely fired up. She just wanted to hit something, over and over again. Though she hadn’t gotten to do all that much thus far, bashing those stone golems had turned out to be a surprisingly effective outlet for her pent-up anger. Probably not the healthiest method of therapy, but an effective one nonetheless.

The Mimic instructed Arms to open the heavy double doors and the eager fiend got to work immediately. She placed two hands on each door, really putting her back into it as she pushed them apart. Or at least, that was what she’d meant to do, but the large stone slabs opened practically on their own after her initial nudge. A large, circular chamber lay beyond, its walls, floor and ceiling made up of the same mystery stone as the rest of the Spire.

However, unlike the agonisingly long staircase, this room was far from featureless. Twenty evenly-spaced statues made from even more shiny black stone lined its walls. Though they were all based on the same aesthetic ideal as the soldiers outside, each of the constructs was uniquely outfitted with spears, shields, staves, bows, daggers, swords and axes in various configurations. One of them was even wielding a pitchfork as though it were an angry farmer. All were currently inanimate, but things were unlikely to stay that way, given the nature of the dungeon.

There was also the matter of the room’s dimensions. It was easily thirty metres in diameter, which was considerably wider than the tower it supposedly occupied. A chamber so large would undoubtedly be visible from the ground, giving the Spire a mushroom shape, but that clearly hadn’t been the case. Its actual location was also suspect, as Boxxy seriously doubted whether this was indeed the top floor. They had definitely climbed at least ninety metres worth of stairs by its estimate, despite the fact that the tower couldn’t possibly be taller than fifty.

In short, this room’s very existence made no sense, yet here it was.

And the thing most likely responsible for the creation of the impossible space was in this very room. A crystal sphere, roughly a metre wide, floated just under the center of the circular ceiling. It glowed with bright blue light, lighting up the entire room like a miniature sun. The radiant glow pulsed slowly, releasing waves of mana that washed over the group with every ‘heartbeat’ of the magical sphere. Those waves were so heavy with magic that magically enhanced perception wasn’t even necessary to sense them radiating outwards, especially at this short distance.

This was without a doubt the magic core responsible for maintaining the Spire of the Jade King, and directly underneath it, sitting on a heavy-looking throne, was the dungeon’s namesake. The Jade King was bright green, his slightly transparent body shaped like an elderly, bearded man wearing a crown on his head. He was also depicted as wearing clothes and armour, unlike the twenty naked ‘servants’ around him. The statue’s eyelids opened slowly as he awakened, his shimmering, crystalline eyes regarding the five intruders into his royal chamber as he lifted his intricately-detailed body from its seat.

He drew the beautiful sword sheathed at his left, pointing the heavy blade directly at Boxxy and its group. His arrogant posture and grand movements exuded a regal demeanour truly befitting of a mighty ruler. The black statues lining the walls moved in unison, kneeling before their sovereign as if this was some sort of elaborate stage play. The invaders prepared to repel an attack at the sudden movement, but the golems showed no further signs of life.

“Who. Dares?”

A deep, groaning voice echoed throughout the chamber, making it difficult to tell exactly which direction the sound was coming from. One would assume that this was the Jade King’s voice, but that was debatable seeing as his lips hadn’t moved.

“Intruders. In. My. Realm?” he continued. “I. Shall. Show. Thee-”

*Clunk*

The Jade King’s speech was rudely interrupted as a small, glassy object struck him square in the forehead. It bounced harmlessly off his shiny skin and fell, prompting the three-metre-tall golem to catch it in his free hand almost by reflex. A very poor decision, given the nature of the magic sealed inside the crystal.

*KADOOON*

[Your target has sustained massive injury. Target HP -760.]

The force of the blast shook the entire room, sending green shards flying in every direction. Boxxy didn’t even wait for the dust to settle before throwing the rest of the Big Bang Balls it had prepared. Each released a deafening blast of destructive force as they tore through the Jade King’s body, dealing damage comparable to that of the first. Notifications informing the Mimic that its Crystallise Magic, Power Overwhelming and Ruin Mastery Skills had gone up to Levels 6, 7 and 9, respectively, flashed through its mind. It was about to move onto the Artificer-made explosives before it suddenly stopped, tentacles on the pins, as it realised that there was nothing left to explode.

[The final guardian of the Spire of the Jade King has been slain.]
[Feat of strength performed! You have unlocked a new Perk: Rare Golem Dismantler – Jade.]
[To the victor go the spoils.]
[The dungeon’s monsters will become more docile for the next 48 hours.]

Xera, Kora, Fizzy and Valeria could do little but gape in stunned silence at the cloud of dust that had once been the dungeon’s final boss, their jaws hanging wide open. The only thing left of the Jade King once the air had cleared was a collection of jagged green pebbles scattered all over the floor. The series of blasts, totaling over three and a half thousand points of damage, had been so violent that a number of them had even embedded themselves in the far wall. The four women could scarcely believe their eyes, but the dungeon-wide all-clear message was definite proof that yes, it was already over.

“Well,” Boxxy finally broke the silence. “That was easy!”

“That’s an understatement,” Xera mumbled.

The literal King of the place had been defeated so quickly, he hadn’t even gotten a chance to finish his speech, let alone order his Obsidian Retainers to assist him. The statues remained in their kneeling positions, even after their king had been reduced to debris right in front of them. Bits of him were actually lodged in some of their bodies, but even that wasn’t enough to spur them to action without orders.

“Wow! Darling is sooo strong!” Valeria cooed. “You should celebrate by ravaging me until dawn!”

Such outbursts were by now commonplace, so the rest of the group ignored her and left her to her delusions. She was literally the only one who still refused to accept that the Mimic considered such matters a necessary chore, not a pleasure.

“I guess Boxxy didn’t need all those other bombs, huh?”

Though Fizzy said that, part of her had expected something like this. After all, the Mimic had just dumped half an hour’s worth of its MP onto the Jade King. The gnome may not have been all that well-versed in matters of the arcane, but it was hard to imagine that anything could come away unscathed after being blasted with so much energy.

“Aw, man! And I was just about to really cut loose,” Kora complained. “It was the perfect chance to take my Berserker Rage for a spin!”

[Berserker Rage]
A Berserker’s unyielding rage is both a blessing and a curse.
Requirements: Level 20 Berserker, STR 100, END 100
Type: Active
Activation Time: Instant
Cost: 0 MP
Range: Self
[Effects]
Increases the effectiveness of the STR Attribute by 20% per Level of this Skill for 1 minute.
Reduces physical damage taken by 50% for 1 minute.
Reduces all damage caused by 50% for 15 minutes once the initial effects of this Skill expire.
Increases physical damage taken by 25% for 15 minutes once the initial effects of this Skill expire.
This Skill may not be activated more than once every 12 hours.

Her master had forbidden her from using the Skill in question whenever she pleased. While the boost in combat prowess was fantastic, it came with several significant drawbacks. Boxxy had made an exception and given her permission to activate it only if the fight had demanded it. Which clearly hadn’t been the case, as what had just transpired couldn’t even be considered an actual fight.

Honestly speaking, though, Boxxy couldn’t take all the credit for this victory. The Jade King’s untimely demise had been almost entirely his own fault. Had he been more quick-witted, he could have dodged those Spell Crystals easily. Sure, he’d looked tough, and likely had a good deal of resistance to magic, but his behavior had been so moronic that it was almost as though he’d been asking to be obliterated. Not only had he given the intruders a chance to prepare before facing him, but he’d begun monologuing instead of fighting them. Was he an idiot? Had he paid no attention to his opponents at all? He was probably an idiot, right? Why hadn’t he attempted a surprise attack, like the gargoyles?

After carefully considering the evidence, Boxxy confidently concluded that the Jade King was, in fact, an idiot. Once that had been established, the Mimic put the matter out of its relatively tiny mind and approached the center of the room. The golden chest containing its prize was already waiting for it, having popped out of the floor just next to the Idiot King’s throne. Boxxy wasn’t aware of when or even how it had gotten there, but questioning every weird thing that happened in a dungeon was a waste of time and energy.

The gilded treasure chest flung itself open when Boxxy approached, exactly like the previous one had. The Mimic mustered every bit of its willpower in an attempt to hold itself back from worshiping the sublimely radiant form. It succeeded, barely, and kept itself firmly in check as it beheld the item that had risen from the chest and was currently floating in mid-air.

It was a piece of steel plate armour – a left-handed gauntlet, to be exact. The sleek, polished metal was rather shiny in its own right, though it obviously could not compare to the glorious container underneath. The bulky metal glove would protect the wearer’s entire forearm from fingertip to elbow, in addition to the sturdy-looking shield permanently affixed to its outer side. Which was good, since this made the shield much more difficult to disarm, but also bad because of the way it seemed to restrict the movements of the hand and wrist.

The usability of the item was practically zero to a creature with no hands, but there was a good chance that it was enchanted gear, which would mean it was fairly expensive. Having already decided to pawn the gauntlet off for profit at the first possible opportunity, Boxxy gingerly reached to grab hold of it with a tongue-tentacle.

“HRSSSHTHTHTH!”

Boxxy had nearly touched it when the creature hissed sharply, its outstretched appendage recoiling in disgust and its owner took a few hurried steps back.

“Master? What’s wrong?” Xera asked worriedly.

“The item is nasty!” it growled in response.

“Huh? Something wrong with the gauntlet?”

The succubus approached the object in question to examine it up close. She was no expert on armour, but she did know a thing or two about magic, and the object practically reeked of it. Her master was significantly more sensitive to ambient mana than she was, so it was hardly a surprise that it had been disturbed by the vile energy the thing exuded. The Mimic had noticed that there was clearly something very wrong with the metal glove, but it likely had no idea what that ‘something’ was.

“Master, I believe this item is cursed,” Xera declared

Those words put Boxxy in a foul mood, as they meant that it had gone through all that trouble for tainted goods. Cursed items were something that it had heard about from a merchant in Erosa, before its cover had been blown wide open. They differed from regular magic items in two major ways. Firstly, while their enchantments were far more powerful, they also carried with them negative, sometimes debilitating effects. Both the good and the bad would often correlate with each other in some twisted or ironic way, like a cursed ring that allowed its wielder to become invisible but also robbed them of their eyesight.

Then there was the second, more worrying aspect of cursed items. More often than not they would permanently bond with their user in addition to any negative side effects. Armour and jewellry would fuse to the wearer’s skin and bones while weapons would come to life and turn on their wielder if they went unused for too long. There were only two ways to rid oneself of cursed equipment: amputate whatever body part the object was attached to, or have a skilled Enchanter purify the item. Neither was preferable, as the former could leave one crippled for life while the latter would result in the destruction of the profane object, or at least greatly diminish its power.

There were, of course, those that were willing to bear a curse in exchange for terrible power, but nutjobs like that were in the minority.

“Cursed, you say?” Valeria called. “Let me take a look!”

The lich floated over to the treasure chest, grabbing the item brazenly. She flipped it around in her hands, although it took a bit of effort. The thing was heavier than it looked.

“Yup, cursed for sure,” she said after a few seconds. “This is a pretty strong one too, based on what I know from Hexcraft… Huh? Why are you all looking at me like that?”

She had just noticed the demons and the gnome cringing at her, and the lich’s face went stiff as realisation finally dawned. She looked down at the Mimic just in time to see an extra-thick tentacle hurtling toward her face.

*SMACK*

The blow sent her flying into the ceiling, forcing her to drop the magic gauntlet, which fell to the ground with a loud clang.

“Don’t touch what’s mine!” Boxxy growled.

Valeria had laid her hands on the Mimic’s property without asking permission. Just because the item was cursed and the monster had no intention of even touching it certainly did not mean that it wasn’t planning to keep it.

“She’s so lucky. I should have grabbed it first,” Xera lamented.

“Nice swing, boss!” Kora cheered, clearly enjoying Valeria’s misfortune.

“She r-really should know b-b-b-better by now,” Fizzy muttered.

The Mimic managed to calm itself down somewhat once punishment had been administered. At the very least, it had learned that simply touching the thing wasn’t going to trigger the curse, so it could safely order the succubus to pick it up. Just because it was safe to touch didn’t mean that it wanted to. Xera did as instructed, helping Boxxy to stow the gauntlet inside its Storage. It would deal with the cursed thing later. In the meantime, there was still the matter of the dungeon core suspended beneath the ceiling.

Of course Boxxy wanted to take it, why wouldn’t it? If nothing else, grabbing this thing would allow it to power up through the Grand Theft Arcana Perk. Speaking of which, the victory message earlier had said something about a new achievement, hadn’t it? The Mimic had been so preoccupied with the phantasmal treasure chest that it had almost forgotten about it.

“Perk List!”

[Perk List]
Arcane Assassin
Monster Magic
Grand Theft Arcana
Butcher of Humanity
Collateral Damage
Hero of Chaos
Rare Golem Dismantler – Jade

After calling up the relevant screen, it focused its mind on the latest entry.

[Rare Golem Dismantler – Jade]
Some people just have a knack for breaking things.
Requirements: Clear the dungeon known as the Spire of the Jade King.
[Effects]
Increases XP gained from defeating golems by 5%.

Well, this was interesting. The wording seemed to imply that there were other Rare Golem Dismantler Perks. Calling that deduction tasty, however, wouldn’t exactly be accurate since Boxxy had no intention whatsoever of looking for any more of those rare golems. In fact, it could barely stand the thought of going through all the effort of killing something it couldn’t even eat. That said, it wasn’t as though the Perk was completely useless. The Mimic was planning to keep killing the golems around the Spire until it reached Level 50 Mimic, and that five percent bonus would help it reach its goal sooner rather than later.

But what of the others?

“Fizzy, did you get a new Perk?” it asked suddenly.

“Eh?! Ah! Y-yes! I did! Perk List,” she chanted. “… Ruh-Rare Golem Dismantler, right?”

Meaning that it was safe to assume that the entire group had been credited for clearing the dungeon, even though Boxxy had done all the work – at least at the end. Even so, Fizzy and Nasty would have been the only ones to get the bonus since contracted familiars were incapable of gaining Perks. It only suspected that the lich had gotten it, as she was still dazed from Boxxy punting her into the ceiling and didn’t seem to be in any condition to discuss her Status. The important thing was that the gnome, the Mimic and the lich would most likely all be able to benefit from Grand Theft Arcana.

Which was a good thing, as it meant a greater overall increase in their group’s combat ability.

“Arms, go shake the shiny ball loose.”

“Sure thing, boss!”

The fiend walked briskly towards the edge of the room. Once she reached the wall, she took a running start and leapt into the air, spinning around to deliver a high-impact flying dropkick to the dungeon core.

*WHAM*

[Your attack has been repelled.]

However, dislodging it was much easier said than done. As with the Litigar Dungeon Complex, the crystal sent the force of Kora’s attack right back at her, the recoil sending her crashing to the ground. Valeria, who had only just recovered from being lich-slapped, stared at the spectacle with wide eyes.

“Uhm, darling?” she asked, stiffly. “What- what is it you’re trying to do?”

“I’m taking the shiny,” came the monotone answer.

“What, the dungeon core?”

“Yes.”

*WHAM*

“… You can do that?”

“Yeah, you can,” Kora said, having just had another go at the core. “Last time was a lot of fun, you know!”

“Ahhh, Boxxy?!” Fizzy raised her voice. “Won’t Charlie be mad if you take his dungeon core again?!”

She remembered that the God of Consequences had mentioned something along those lines during their last face-to-box-to-brick meeting.

“… Arms, hold on a minute.”

That’s right, pissing off Willie would be a phenomenally bad idea. The god may have been understanding the last time due to the Mimic’s cataclysmic actions, but that was the past and this was the present.

“Master, that is a baseless worry,” Xera shook her head. “I do not think this dungeon belongs to the Progenitor. It is much too… orderly.”

“Oh, you do have a point there,” Fizzy admitted. “I would think a dungeon owned by that guy would have all sorts of monsters in it and would probably be really hard to navigate. If a god does own this place, it’s probably Goroth, not Pedro.”

“What’s a Goroth? Is it tasty?”

“Goroth is the God of the Earth,” explained Fizzy. “He watches over artisans, craftsmen and artists. Actually, yeah, this dungeon is most probably Goroth’s work. Legend says he created the first golems by giving life to the beautiful sculptures of his disciples, so what we’ve seen so far definitely fits.”

“Hoo, you sure know a lot about him,” Xera said suspiciously.

“W-well… he’s highly regarded where I was born. There’s no gnome or dwarf alive who doesn’t revere him, you know. It’s said he rewards those who work earnestly towards mastering their craft with his divine protection.”

The gnome’s expression turned dark as she stared into the distance.

“And yet the god I’ve been forced to serve is such a-”

“Watch your mouth, worm!”

Fizzy recoiled at Xera’s ice cold voice, bracing herself out of pure reflex. However, it would appear that this was not going to be a physical beatdown, but a verbal one.

“You should be thankful my Progenitor chose to give an insignificant bug like you some direction in life!”

*WHAM*

Kora continued to fling herself at the dungeon core as the succubus and the gnome faced off.

“D-direction?! That’s what you’re calling what he did to me?!” Fizzy protested.

“Of course! If it wasn’t for my master and the Progenitor, you would’ve spent the rest of your days in miserable solitude, clinging to the ghosts of the past! Knowing you, you’d probably enjoy such a sad, boring life!”

“What makes you think you know anything about me?!”

“I was inside your head! I’ve rooted around in there so much that by now I know you better than you know yourself!”

*WHAM*

“Well, what’s wrong with living a peaceful life?!” Fizzy argued.

“Hah! You call that living!? A boring, day-to-day routine where nothing changes? Fuck, even the lich over there is more alive than you were when we found you!”

“Hey! Don’t bring me into this!”

“SHUT IT!” they both shouted at Valeria.

*WHAM*

“I’ll have you know,” the succubus continued, “that our Progenitor did not act on a whim. He has some sort of plan in mind, because He is a wise and fair being. More so than any of those other so-called gods.”

“Fair? FAIR?! Forcing me to be his Champion for his own amusement is somehow ‘fair,’ is it?!”

“But it is,” Xera stated confidently. “It’s not like you haven’t benefitted from it, you know. Do you honestly think that you could have survived this long if you didn’t have the Paladin Job? You would have definitely died from the Blight, otherwise. And that’s assuming you would have even survived your first week in those monster-infested mountains.”

*WHAM*

“You-! … Okay, I admit you have a point there. But why did it have to be- No, he already answered that. Or rather, I answered it myself, didn’t I?”

There was no reason it had needed to be her, specifically. She had just happened to be there.

“Wait,” Fizzy mumbled. “What if it wasn’t me? What if Boxxy had dragged someone else along?”

The succubus looked down at the gnome, smiling cockily.

“I believe you already know the answer to that, Champion of Chaos.”

She did indeed. If someone else had been in Fizzy’s place, then Lucius would have treated them in exactly the same way, regardless of who it was. Knowing him, he’d probably have made even a dumb critter like a rabbit or an alley cat into his Champion if the Mimic had brought one along. It was simply in his nature to do things that defied common sense, but seemed perfectly logical from his perspective.

Because the God of Unpredictability was neither cruel nor evil, nor was he particularly kind either. He simply was. The only reason Fizzy had a negative view of him was because of the terrible things that had been happening to her recently.

But the succubus was correct, the gnome owed her life to the deity. For better or worse, she had been made his Champion, and she was alive right now because of it. It hadn’t been the random act of whimsy it had first appeared to be, either. She felt strangely confident that it was a calculated move that had served a very specific purpose.

In other words, for the first time in her life the pint-sized Paladin felt as though her existence had a meaning, a goal. So what if it was something inane like serving as entertainment to a bored god? At least she had a purpose and knew what it was, and that acknowledgment alone brought her troubled soul a much-needed measure of peace. It even gave her a strangely optimistic, hopeful feeling, one that suggested that maybe – just maybe – things might work out somehow.

“Yeah,” she mumbled, after a long, hard think. “I guess this Paladin thing might not be so bad after all.”

[Proficiency level increased. Champion of Chaos is now Level 7. FTH +2. LCK +2.]

*WHAM*

She turned her gaze away from the smugly smiling succubus and towards the resident muscle-brain, who had fallen on her ass once more.

“By the way, exactly why are you hitting that dungeon core over and over again?”

“‘Cause the boss said so,” Kora said, simply.

The Mimic had told Arms to resume her assault on the core, as their earlier conversation had determined that the dungeon did not belong to its benefactor. As for the lich, it seemed that she had nothing better to do than quietly fawn over Boxxy.

“But I thought we were trying to take it, not break it?” Fizzy argued.

“Nah, it’ll take a lot more than a few love taps to break one of these babies,” Kora explained, positioning herself for another run-up. “All I’m gonna do is knock it loose.”

“What, with brute force? I don’t mean to disrespect Boxxy’s, uh, wisdom, but I doubt violence is the answer here.”

“Of course it is,” the fiend declared. “I just haven’t used enough of it yet!”

She leapt upwards to deal one more flying kick to the shimmering orb. The last attempt did the trick, and the pale blue ball went flying into the wall of the room. The fiend landed on her feet, struck a triumphant multi-armed pose and smiled proudly at the dumbstruck gnome.

“See?! Works like a charm!”

“Charms are actually horribly unreliable, you know.”

Kora responded to Xera’s attempts to curb her enthusiasm by giving her the finger. Well, fingers, technically. Five of them, to be precise, all wrapped up nicely in a knuckle sandwich. As for Fizzy, she was left staring in stunned silence at the dislodged crystal core.

“… Well. That just happened,” she admitted after a few moments. “What now?”

“Now,” Boxxy butted in, “we roll it down the stairs and bring it outside the dungeon as fast as possible.”

“Is… Is there a reason why we need to rush?”

“Yes.”

The Paladin took a deep breath and prepared to ask the next question despite knowing full well that she would likely regret it.

“And what would that reason be?”

“It might explode and kill us if we don’t hurry.”

Fizzy had guessed right.

She did indeed regret her question.

Immensely.


Part Eight

The Mimic’s party commenced their escape by pushing the dungeon core down the stairs and following after it. While it was true that Kora could have easily carried it, there didn’t seem to be much point when gravity was more than happy to help out. It was also preferable to conserve stamina whenever possible. If past experiences were any indication, the group would most likely be attacked by a legion of golems once they made their way out of the Spire.

However, it soon became apparent that there was no reason to rush. The dungeon core had done nothing since Kora had knocked it from its magically-affixed spot, showing no signs of overloading or raising an alarm. Nor were there any demands that one of them become the new dungeon master. Did its presumably-divine owner honestly not care that their property was being stolen right out from under their proverbial nose? Or were they simply not spiteful enough to cause widespread destruction like Billy had?

Whatever the case, Boxxy certainly wasn’t going to complain about the uneventful trip. Even the stone soldiers in the hedge maze left the group alone as they transported the core out of the dungeon. The grace period of reduced hostility meant that they no longer attacked on sight and only fought when provoked. If anything, they seemed to be actively avoiding Boxxy’s group, though eight of them did have to be put down since they’d been in the way. That was ten times less than the number of golems they’d had to battle on the way in.

All things said and done, the return trip was very nearly restful. There was no mad dash for the exit, no hordes of monsters on their heels and no calamitous forces being thrown at them. Instead, their exit was more akin to a peaceful afternoon stroll through the park. It was also incredibly boring, which didn’t sit particularly well with Kora since she hadn’t quite had her fill of violence for the day. She’d been looking forward to smashing more golems, but even the few enemies they had encountered had been off limits since she was assigned to core-carrier duty. She was frustrated and irritated, which was really her own fault for getting her hopes up.

“The first dungeon run was a lot more fun,” the fiend grumbled unhappily.

“S-So I take it the core won’t suddenly explode and kill us, right?” Fizzy asked, glancing up at the glowing object.

“Don’t seem like it. It’s not getting bigger or flashing or anything, so I think we’re in the clear on that.”

“Oh, thank Bob,” the gnome exclaimed in relief. “I don’t think I can outrun a C-C-Calamity.”

“That’s a shame,” Valeria pouted. “All that death and destruction sounded incredibly romantic! I so wanted to witness my darling’s glorious fireworks firsthand!”

“Gonna witness my fist up your ass if you don’t knock that shit off already,” the fiend growled.

“R-really?! Nooo, don’t tempt me like that! I couldn’t bear to cheat on my darling Boxxy!”

“Uuuugh…”

They chatted back and forth as they made their leisurely way out of the hedge maze. They walked for a dozen or so metres until they had crossed the invisible border of the dungeon’s territory, causing a series of notifications to pop up.

[You have left the Spire of the Jade King.]
[Feat of strength performed! All Attributes +10.]

“Wuh- Grand Theft Arcana? Plus ten to all Attributes?! That’s insane!”

“My, what a wonderful gift! Thank you ever so much, darling!”

It would appear that Fizzy and Valeria had also gotten the Perk and the associated Attribute boost, just as Boxxy had anticipated. The Mimic checked on its familiars, but it didn’t seem as though either of them had received anything, which was also expected. Which wasn’t to say that they wouldn’t benefit from the theft. The sizable boost to Boxxy’s INT Attribute meant that it could pour more power into their conjured bodies upon their next summoning. It wasn’t as tasty as +10 across the board, but it was certainly better than nothing.

[You are now the owner of dungeon core PT-5484-BM.]
[All functions of dungeon core PT-5484-BM are currently unavailable.]
[Please establish a dungeon to unlock them.]

And there was the other set of notifications the Mimic had been waiting for, thankfully without the caveat that its newly-acquired core was going into meltdown. It seemed that either Willie had decided to allow Boxxy to run free with the crystal, or it belonged to someone who was less of a sore loser. Come to think of it, the dungeon core blowing up may have been the exception rather than the rule. It was entirely possible that Boxxy had been mistaken, and their easy exit was actually typical of core heists. Though, technically speaking, anyone who would actively look for dungeon cores to steal was already well beyond the boundaries of what could be considered ‘typical.’

But no matter. The important thing was that the monster was now in possession of its very own dungeon core.

“Uh, B-Boxxy?” stammered Fizzy. “What’s going on with the Spire?!”

The Mimic turned its attention back towards the black tower. It had begun to sway back and forth, shaking violently as sizable pieces crumbled from its walls. A few seconds later, it collapsed in on itself like a house of cards. The large obsidian chunks hit the ground hard, kicking up huge clouds of dust and debris. It was no Calamity, but nonetheless it was quite the spectacle of destruction nonetheless.

“Huh,” Kora grunted. “How come that thing suddenly fell over on its own?”

“Could be structural weakness or something? We did mess it up quite a bit on the way down.”

Fizzy was referring to the multiple cracks and dents the dungeon core had made as it bounced haphazardly down the stairs. Which was quite odd considering that it wasn’t nearly heavy enough to damage a material that solid. As odd as it seemed, it was almost as though the core was the Bane to its own dungeon. The Artificer part of her gnomish mind wanted to study the interaction more in-depth, but she assumed Boxxy would be wholly unwilling to delay their exit just to satisfy her curiosity.

Valeria, however, had a much less… scientific explanation.

“Isn’t the Spire simply bowing down to my darling’s greatness?”

“No, you airheaded fuckslut!”

The lich’s inane prattle caused Xera to snap at her. As if something that stupid could possibly be the reason. At least Fizzy’s theory made a certain amount of sense, even if it was wrong.

“It’s because we took that,” she pointed at the core. “The absence of its controlling unit destabilised the spatial distortion keeping the Spire in place, causing it to unravel and leading to a cascading failure as the enchanted medium broke apart under the strain of… You guys aren’t getting any of this, are you?”

“Nope!” Kora answered proudly.

“The space was warped?” the lich frowned dumbly.

“S-sorry, Snack. I don’t really get that muh- magic stuff…” Fizzy mumbled in apology.

“Are mediums tasty?” Boxxy inquired curiously.

The succubus sighed in exasperation. She had momentarily forgotten she was, in fact, surrounded by idiots. This was why she normally suppressed the urge to show off her knowledge of magical theory. Granted, it wasn’t as though she had gone out of her way to study the intricacies of the arcane arts, but one tended to pick up a few things here and there after centuries of throwing mystic flames at people. As none of the others had her experience, she did her best to dumb it down, at least as much as possible.

“Look, it’s really simple. No core means no mana, no mana means no magic, and no magic means no magic tower.”

It was extremely patronising as far as gross oversimplification went, but it seemed to satisfy the others.

“So… are mediums tasty?”

All except one.

“… No, Master. Mediums are not particularly tasty.”

“Oh.”

Boxxy rapidly lost interest, instead turning its attention to its newest acquisition, which was still as inert as ever. If it wasn’t going to explode then the Mimic needed to discover how it could be used for its own benefit. Which was going to be a problem since it had no idea how to establish a dungeon, though it certainly wasn’t planning on doing that anytime soon. Settling down within that man’s territory just seemed like a terrible idea. On the bright side, getting started was as simple as chanting two words.

“Dungeon Management.”

[Dungeon Management]
[Core ID # PT-5484-BM]
Dormant
Owned by Boxxy T. Morningwood
92% Integrity
9,153/20,000 MP (-1.6/sec)

[Basic Functions]
Dungeon Expansion – Ready
Item Allocation – N/A
Mana Collection – N/A
Monster Spawner – N/A
Surveillance Net – N/A

[Advanced Features]
Guardian Assignment – N/A
Nexus Access – N/A
Prison Management – N/A
Terrain Sculpting – N/A
Trap Construction – N/A

A list of mostly-disabled functions and features filled its consciousness. Many were fairly obvious as to their purpose, while others were decidedly less so. As for the status of the core itself, it appeared to be… damaged? That was unexpected, but made sense in retrospect. The core had been within the blast radius of the Spell Crystals that had annihilated the Jade King, not to mention the rough manner with which the Mimic and its minions had been handling it. Anything would be busted up after so much abuse.

And yet, its Integrity had only been reduced by eight percent. Even if it wasn’t as indestructible as Boxxy had initially assumed, it would obviously take some serious effort to actually break the thing. Which was a very good thing to know if Boxxy wished to repeat the feat.

However, the dungeon core was apparently also leaking mana, even though there were no visible cracks in its smooth surface. Whether this was due to damage or because Mana Collection was currently inactive was impossible to say, but at this rate all of its stored MP would be gone in a matter of hours. While Boxxy would have liked to keep the core’s charge, it simply wasn’t an option, so it dismissed the problem with a simple ‘can’t be helped’ and left it alone for the moment.

It moved on to its next item of interest – the cursed shield-gauntlet. Now that they were safely outside the dungeon, the Mimic wanted to observe what effects the tainted piece of armour actually possessed. Not on itself, of course. While it wasn’t certain, there was a good chance that, once equipped, the gauntlet would prove to be irremovable, potentially necessitating more drastic measures than it was willing to undergo. It was far more reasonable to force it on a disposable pawn, and, as luck would have it, Boxxy had access to two of those.

“Snack!”

“Yes, Master?”

The Mimic had been planning to have its pet succubus take the cursed glove for a test run, but paused when a sudden realisation struck.

“Can curses affect your soul?”

The preservation of its familiars’ immortal souls was its sole responsibility as a Warlock. It had nearly failed once before with the Overlord incident, and it wanted to make absolutely sure that that sort of thing didn’t happen again. Failure to do so could result in the termination of its contracts and/or life, outcomes that it naturally wished to avoid if at all possible.

“No, Master. A curse is incapable of such a thing, no matter how powerful it is.”

“Are you sure?” Valeria asked doubtfully. “There are curses said to affect the mind and spirit, in addition to the body.”

“Hah! Such trifling things have no effect on a demon. Our souls are much more powerful than a regular mortal’s. Only magic that stems from the Beyond or the gods themselves can ever hope to truly harm us.”

While this was mostly true, there was one exception in the form of weapons bearing the Demonbane curse. They were exceedingly rare, but for all intents and purposes they were also the only means by which a mortal could ever truly destroy a demon. Boxxy’s Demonology Skill had reminded it of this, hence its sudden hesitation. Just because the gauntlet wasn’t technically a weapon, it had no way of knowing whether other curses could have similar effects.

But apparently that was not the case here. Boxxy opened its Storage and spat the cursed object out, trying its best not to touch the disgusting thing.

“Snack, put this on.”

“Understood, Master.”

The succubus didn’t even bat an eye as she knelt next to the fallen item. She was used to being the resident test subject, so she’d been expecting this to happen. If anything, she was looking forward to the sure-to-be deliciously torturous experience. Not to mention that the gauntlet had genuinely piqued her curiosity.

“Oof,” she grunted, hefting it off the ground. “Really is heavier than it looks.”

Xera turned it over in her arms, holding it shakily to slide her slender left hand into the much-too-large opening. The enchanted item must have detected the presence of a limb seeing as how it started changing size. The steel plating let out a grinding noise as it shrunk to a tight fit, molding perfectly to the succubus’s feminine forearm. Even the shield part was partially transformed, adopting a more elegant shape.

This was undoubtedly the result of the Well-Fitted enchantment, a somewhat generic feature included with most commercially available enchanted equipment. After all, no one would buy an expensive item that didn’t fit right. The downside of this convenient effect was that there was a limit as to how much magic something could hold before breaking apart under the strain. Making room for Well-Fitted meant less capacity for other magical effects, thereby limiting the object’s performance. The alternative was to order gear custom-fitted to the individual, then pay to have it enchanted according to their specifications. The resulting equipment would be significantly more useful than the generic stuff available on the market, but the process required a serious amount of time and money.

“Hey bubble-boobs, you feeling okay?”

The reason Kora had asked was because, though it had been several seconds since the gauntlet had tightened around Xera’s arm, the succubus still had yet to react.

“Yeah, fine. I just expected this to go down differently.”

“How’s your arm?”

“It’s fine, Master. It doesn’t hurt or anything.”

“Are you sure? It’s turning all shiny.”

Xera raised an eyebrow, glancing down at her gauntleted left arm. The Mimic’s choice of words could occasionally be confusing, but she realised immediately that this time around it was being entirely literal. Her questioning look became a wide-eyed stare as she watched her blue skin flaking off in palm-sized, paper-thin sheets to reveal shiny metallic plates underneath. Her soft flesh was steadily being replaced by cold, hard steel, like an infection crawling its way up her arm. She was genuinely surprised to see that the transformation had already crept halfway up her bicep without her even noticing.

The others watched silently as the metamorphosis claimed the rest of her arm, beginning to spread across her torso at a significantly higher speed. It enveloped her breasts, collarbone and upper back in mere seconds. Her head, teeth, lips, even her hair and eyes all turned to solid steel in an instant. Her leathery bat-wings weren’t spared, becoming a collection of steel sheets held together by metal rods. By the time her right arm and waist were fully enveloped her legs finally buckled under all the extra weight. She fell to the ground with a dull thud, barely able to move as her hips, legs and ultimately feet became as solid as the rest of her.

[You have been afflicted by the Curse of the Steelshaper.]

“So, how is it?”

“Master, I- Ack!”

Xera was startled by the sound of her own voice. It sounded oddly tinny, as though she were speaking through a metal tube. Which, now that she thought about what state her throat was in, might have actually been the case.

“It… wasn’t painful or anything,” she continued, “but my body feels so heavy that I can barely even breathe.”

Xera put her palms to the ground in an effort to push herself up, then froze, realising that she could feel neither the dirt under her palms nor the sunlight on her face. Though the thick armour that had replaced her flesh made her much harder to injure, it apparently also removed her sense of touch. And that wasn’t the only sensation that was gone, as her nose could no longer pick up anything resembling a scent, not even the faint stench of rot that seemed to follow the lich everywhere. She hurriedly scooped up a bit of dirt and put it in her mouth, only to find that her taste buds were just as numb as the rest of her.

“Master!” she cried, through the mouthful of dirt. “I can’t feel a single thing! It’s like my body isn’t really there!”

Although she’d become accustomed to sensory deprivation in the Beyond, this was much worse than that. It was like she was a prisoner in her own body, especially as it had become too heavy for her feeble muscles to move. It was a distressing state of affairs, and she might have seriously started to panic if she had also lost her hearing and eyesight.

“Really? Does this hurt?”

Boxxy moved closer to its newly-shiny familiar and struck her in the thigh with a tentacle coated in Metal Mimicry, making a small, gong-like sound in the process. The impact left a small dent in her new skin, but dealt precisely zero damage.

“N-no. That didn’t hurt, Master,” Xera’s voice oozed with disappointment.

“What about this?”

It reformed the appendage into something resembling a spear and thrust it at the demon’s steel midsection. Its second attempt was more forceful, allowing the tentacle to just barely pierce her torso. There was some slight damage and the Mimic could see a bit of demon blood oozing from the wound, but Xera remained unfazed.

“No, Master,” she shook her head.

“So, you feel nothing at all?”

“I can tell… something is stuck in my body… but I can’t discern its texture… nor its temperature. It is… difficult to put into words. I have never experienced such a feeling before…”

Xera was having more and more difficulty speaking as the steel’s weight began to overwhelm her limited stamina.

“Is it a tasty feeling?”

“I… wouldn’t say so, Master.”

“Can you stand?”

“I don’t know. I will try.”

The succubus desperately attempted to push herself up from the ground. She struggled immensely, her arms and legs shaking furiously, but she somehow managed to get to her feet. Only to fall flat on her butt a second later.

“I can’t do it,” she panted frantically. “I don’t have enough strength to – huff – handle this much – huff – weight. Even breathing – huff – and talking – huff – are exhausting.”

Her rapid breathing grew shallower as her body was forced to expend more energy than it gained just trying to fill her lungs with air.

“I see. Okay, that’s enough for now.”

Boxxy dismissed the succubus, sending her back to the Beyond. Her metallic body took longer than it usually did to evaporate, but other than that it disappeared like it normally did. Left without an owner, the cursed gauntlet shook a few times before returning to its original dimensions with a loud snap. The Mimic then re-summoned its familiar, who materialised as her usual self with no apparent side effects aside from an unpleasant memory.

“Master, I do not believe we can sell that item. Like, at all.”

“Why not? It makes you tougher and you don’t feel pain, so it should be very tasty, right? Just need to be strong enough to handle the weight.”

“Master, you need to consider the loss of touch, smell and taste. No person in their right mind would willingly give up those sensations.”

“Not even if they became super tough in return?”

“No, they wouldn’t.”

Xera was utterly confident of this. All living things – be they male or female, enlightened or monster, demon or mortal – lived to seek pleasure above all else, particularly the physical kind. Some might argue that this was a cynical outlook and that people were better than that, but Xera’s very existence gave testament to how naive and untrue that sentiment was. Even her master was like that, though its definition of ‘pleasure’ was a bit skewed.

“Would you ever use something that made it impossible to enjoy tasty things?”

“What?! Of course not!” Boxxy shouted angrily. “Why would I ever want such a vile thing?!”

“My point exactly, Master. I guarantee that there is no sane mortal out there who would give up a lifetime of tasty things for a pitiful, golem-like existence.”

“Golem-like, huh? I see, so it’s like that.”

Put that way, it made a weird kind of sense. The final reward for clearing a dungeon centered around golems was an item that turned the conqueror into one. Even the typically-dense Mimic was able to grasp that concept. It also understood exactly what Snack was getting at. After all, it also lost feeling with its limbs coated in Metal Mimicry, but generally didn’t consider it a big deal since it was handy during combat and it was a temporary thing. Imagining a situation where its entire body was permanently covered like that was extremely disturbing. Especially since that would also eliminate its sense of taste, which was one of the main things it derived pleasure from.

All things considered, Boxxy had to begrudgingly agree that nobody in their right mind would want the gauntlet. And if nobody wanted it, then the Mimic wouldn’t be able to get a good price for it, which meant that selling it would be a waste. And since it hated to waste things, cursed or not, it wanted to at least get some use out of it.

“Arms,” it called. “Try putting that gauntlet on.”

Its already-tough front-liner becoming even tougher could only be a good thing, and the fiend’s ridiculous strength and endurance would allow her to turn the added weight into an advantage. It would not only be harder to knock her down, but all of her punches would grow more damaging if she put her heavy frame into them. Admittedly, she wouldn’t be able to dodge all that well, but she probably wouldn’t need to.

“Whatever you say, boss,” Kora shrugged. “It’ll take a lot of the fun out of fighting if I can’t feel someone else’s blood on my face, though.”

She sauntered over to where the gauntlet lay on the ground and was about to bend over to pick it up when she realised that someone else had beaten her to it.

“What the fuck do you think you’re doing, pipsqueak?”

Fizzy had picked up the gauntlet without anyone noticing and was staring at it intently. It was only when she felt the others’ eyes upon her that she turned her eyes from the cursed item and towards the Mimic.

“Boxxy, do you insist on having Koralenteprix use this?”

The uncanny steadiness and determination in her voice genuinely surprised the creature. This was the first time since their escape that she had ever gazed unflinchingly at it like she did now. There was no stutter to her words, no meek subservience in her demeanour, and no fear in her eyes.

“… Why?” it asked.

“Because I want this.”


Part Nine

Fizzy no longer wanted to feel. Such things had brought her nothing but misery ever since she had been imprisoned. It had only gotten worse ever since she’d been raped, to the point where she was sure that she would end her own life someday soon unless she did something about it.

But what could someone like her hope to accomplish?

Take revenge on Boxxy, the one who had abused and violated her? No, that would have been pointless. Like an avalanche, the Mimic had only acted the way it had because a certain someone had set it off. Blaming it would be like getting angry at the clouds for dropping rain on her picnic, to say nothing of the sheer impossibility of actually going against the creature. Plus, she honestly felt that she could start to get along with the monster now that it had started treating her better, if only it hadn’t been for one damned thing.

Namely, her flesh. The stupid, disgusting, vile sack of meat that seemed determined to mess everything up. Not only was it an inconvenience to Boxxy, but she was continually assaulted by sensations she wanted no part of. The only reason her tortured mind kept drifting to thoughts of suicide was because that was the only way she could see to free herself from her damnable prison.

But now another answer had appeared, and she had seen its miraculous power with her own two eyes. A way to allow her to regain control over her sorry life. A method of re-forging herself into someone different, stronger. And she would take a page out of Boxxy’s book and greedily latch onto the thing she desired. The thing she needed.

And it was that cold determination that had allowed her to stand up to the Mimic for what could very well have been the last time.

“Because I want this.”

“You’re not afraid of the curse?”

She took a deep breath. The fact that Boxxy was asking questions instead of denying her immediately meant that she had a chance. And if there was one thing that the God of Chaos dictated, it was that chances existed to be taken.

“Curse? This holds no curse, but my salvation!” the gnome declared. “I need this if I’m ever going to find a way to stop life from fucking me up the ass whenever it feels like it. No, I want more than that! I want to grab life by the balls, rip them off and ram them down its fucking throat!”

Fizzy panted heavily as she finished her outburst. She had surprised herself not only with how forceful her voice had been, but also by how natural it had felt. It was as though she had finally let loose a side of her that had been desperately clawing for a way out. The thought that speaking to her betters in such a manner could earn her a beating did not even occur to her.

Funnily enough, it apparently didn’t occur to Boxxy, either.

“Heh. Hehehehe. Hahahahahahaha!”

What came from the Mimic’s throat was not abuse, orders or derision, but a menacing laugh.

“SHAAAH SHAH SHAH SHAH SHAH SHAH! SHAAAH SHAH SHAH SHAH SHAH SHAH SHAH SHAH!”

Somewhere along the way it stopped laughing with the imitation Xera head it typically used to communicate, letting out a deep, guttural guffaw with its actual mouth. And yet the gnome remained unwavering in her determination.

“That’s it!” it exclaimed, once it had calmed down somewhat. “There’s the monster I wanted to see! A thing that chases after what is tasty without holding back!”

That was indeed it. This right here was exactly what it had been talking about when it had told the gnome that it would teach her to fight like a monster, but she hadn’t been able to reach that point until now. No matter how much it had pushed her, no matter how much it had abused her, the strangely stubborn creature called Cornie Fizzlesprocket had refused to let go of her gnomish sensibilities. Boxxy had been able to see it in her body language, in every little movement she made, that tiny bit of hesitation in her subconscious making her movements awkward and stiff. Forcing her to fight so many monsters to the death had helped mitigate it somewhat, but she’d still been lacking, still incomplete.

But the current Fizzy had none of those flaws. She stood firmly, unwilling to simply give up and let go of her goals, showing no hesitation whatsoever in the face of the objectively more powerful being that she was addressing. Her body was in a completely relaxed and natural state, ready to spring into action the instant its owner ordered. It was as if she had already prepared herself to fight to the death for the gauntlet, should Boxxy deny her. Perhaps the cursed item was the last thing she’d needed to let go of that dreadfully civilised part of her.

There was just one small thing that the Mimic needed to clarify.

“Okay, you want my shiny glove. What will you give me in return?”

Everything in the world could have a price attached to it, even intangible things like ‘salvation.’ That was one of the valuable life lessons that it had learned during its time with the Mercenary Guild. Another such nugget of wisdom was that there was much profit to be gained from the misery and desperation of others. That said, Boxxy seriously doubted whether Fizzy actually had anything to offer. The greedy Mimic had taken everything from her but her life, and even that was only a murderous whim away. It had already decided that it would give her the gauntlet regardless of her answer, but thought it might as well demand some sort of compensation. After all, that was yet another lesson that the old bartender in Erosa had taught the ‘illustrious Mister Morningwood:’

Asking was free.

“I offer you my complete loyalty and total obedience,” the gnome answered resolutely. “It is the only thing I have left to give.”

Now there was something Boxxy hadn’t considered. While it was true that Fizzy behaved herself and obeyed its orders, that was only because of the fear that Boxxy had put into her. Something that it had already determined to be a sub-optimal means of control, but the only one it had had at its disposal. After all, Fizzy wasn’t a demon to be bound to a contract, nor was she a lich that could be kept in line by threatening her phylactery. There was no actual way to ensure that she would obey Boxxy unconditionally, yet she still offered her ‘complete loyalty’ and ‘total obedience.’

And the Mimic was quite curious to see how she planned to hold up her end of the bargain.

“Okay, let’s say I accept. How will you give me such things?”

The tiny Paladin went down on one knee before Boxxy, gently placing the gauntlet on the ground next to her. She bowed deeply to the monster, lowering her head and body as far as her kneeling position would allow as her tiny fists pressed into the dirt.

“I, Cornie Fizzlesprocket, Champion of Chaos and Paladin of the Order of the Gilded Chest, hereby pledge myself into the service of Boxxy T. Morningwood, chosen Hero of the Goddess of Probability.”

A soft yellow-green light poured from the gnome as she chanted.

“Your words shall be my law. Your wishes shall be my goals. Your choices shall be my creed.”

Countless motes of light began swirling around her, steadily coalescing into a small swarm.

“I vow to serve you completely in both body and soul, with my god as my witness. Let us teach the world the true meaning of chaos!”

*FWOOM*

The luminescent particles erupted into the sky, leaving behind a trail of golden light. They exploded with a series of sharp pops, releasing a shower of sparks that came together to spell out a message in the sky:

[I got you, fam!]

The entire group stared up at the glowing sign for a solid fifteen seconds before it faded away and Fizzy rose to her feet.

“What was that?” asked the flabbergasted Mimic.

“I just made the Pledge of Arms before the watchful eye of Salad, the God of Randomness. It’s a ceremony – a ritual I learned from the Holy Scripture Skill,” the gnome explained. “And it looks like the big guy not only heard me, but also supports it. That means I’ll be in line for some divine retribution if I betray or abandon you.”

She had decided that the first step towards regaining control of her life was to accept the things that she could not change. She was a Paladin aligned with the weirdest deity in existence and also Boxxy’s possession. This was her lot in life and trying to deny either of those things would be pointless. She had therefore decided to stop begrudgingly following the Mimic and begin actively supporting it. So what if it had raped her, hurt her, or abused her? She was confident that she could overcome such lingering resentments if she could just let go of her useless body.

Which led her to the second step in regaining control of her life – changing the things that she could. And what needed to change most was herself. Her selfish desire to abandon her worthless past and focus on her future had led her to this outcome. A combination of intent, circumstances and actions had conspired to make this one, singular moment in time a reality.

“Okay,” the Mimic said approvingly. “You can have the shiny glove.”

“Thanks, Boxxy!”

Fizzy smiled genuinely for the first time since her life had gone to shit. She was about to let go of that sorry existence once and for all, so it was only natural that she’d be utterly overjoyed. Without further ado, she thrust her tiny arm into the cursed gauntlet, which groaned and screeched as it shrunk down to an even smaller size than it had before. Matching Fizzy’s small build should have been well beyond the capabilities of the transformative enchantment it bore, yet something seemed to be driving it to push beyond its limits.

It wrapped itself snugly around her hand and forearm, forming a perfect fit. The curse activated in the next instant, spreading rapidly over the gnome’s body – much faster than it had with Xera. Unlike the succubus, who had instinctively fought against the intrusion, Fizzy welcomed the affliction with open arms. It overtook her entire being within moments, but at the same time it also did so much more. It enveloped her. It embraced her. It freed her.

It became her.

[You have been afflicted by the Curse of the Steelshaper.]
[Your willingness to embrace the curse has amplified its effect.]

Something stirred deep within Fizzy. A horrifying gurgle came from her torso, but lasted only a brief moment before transitioning into a drawn-out, metallic groan, like steel scraping against steel. Though nobody knew what was going on – least of all the gnome herself – she took it all with a blissful smile, even though it hurt so much that it felt as though her organs were being stretched inside out. But it would soon be over. These few moments of agony were nothing more than the last, desperate cries her pathetic flesh would make before it was silenced forever. 

And then, finally, it ended.

[Your species has become Metal Golem (Steel).]
[Feat of strength performed! You have unlocked a new Perk: Divine Beast.]
[Congratulations, you are now a Level 1 Metal Golem! STR +3. END +3. AGI +2. FTH +1.]
[Proficiency level increased. Metallopathy is now Level 1. INT +2. WIS +2.]

When Fizzy next opened her eyes, she no longer felt cold, hungry or tired. She could feel neither the shoes on her feet nor the wind in her hair, which had become a decorative lump of metal. The former gnome shuddered delightedly at the lack of sensation. Though it had fought to the bitter end, her sinful flesh had nevertheless finally been cast away, like a gangrenous limb that needed to be amputated. A defect to be ironed out.

Or at least, that was how it should have been. No bothersome sensations to plague her troubled mind, that had been the goal… So then-

“How?”

Her tone had become several octaves deeper. She spoke with a heavy groan, as though her voice were being produced by two anvils grinding together. Disturbingly close to that, actually. One would think the newly-born golem would be surprised at the drastic change, but she had other, more important things to worry about.

“How come it itches?!” she screamed.

Fizzy clawed at her chest furiously, desperate to get rid of the incredibly bothersome sensation she no longer wanted. Her metal fingers grasped the chainmail shirt that had protected her body and ripped it apart as though it were made of paper. She clawed at her metal skin, but stopped a few moments later when she realised that she no longer felt the urge to do so.

Having watched the transformation in total silence, Kora, Valeria and Xera decided to weigh in.

“Well, it’s official. She’s finally gone fucking nuts.”

“Completely off her rocker.”

“Indeed. Her tiny mind no longer clings to sanity.”

Though seemingly full of pity at first, their voices suddenly turned joyful as they cheered her on.

“That’s the spirit! Congrats on finally growing a pair, pipsqueak!” the fiend whooped, giving Fizzy a quadruple thumbs-up.

“Here, here,” Xera chimed in smugly. “You’ve become a fine monster. I knew Master had made the right decision in sparing your life.”

“One less rival…” Valeria mumbled to herself. “I mean, you’ve made a wise decision this day, I’m sure of it!”

The sudden influx of compliments, sincere or otherwise, calmed the panicking golem down somewhat. She steadied her breathing and once again allowed the nothingness to wash over her. A feeling of absolute peace and spiritual bliss welled up in her soul. This was it, this was just how she’d imagined it. This new, unfeeling body wasn’t a prison – it was her sanctuary, her fortress. She realised with a sick sense of delight that she no longer needed to breathe, either. The only reason her small chest continued to move up and down was simply out of habit. That, and she still needed air to pass through her new voice box in order to speak.

“Uhm, Boxxy,” she spoke up. “Do you still have that ‘junk’ we picked up this morning?”

The Mimic snapped out of its inner thoughts, turning its attention back to its newly-refurbished servant.

“I do. Why?”

“Would you bring them out, please?”

The Mimic opened its maw and three large wooden crates emerged, landing on the ground between it and the golem with a series of soft thuds. These were Boxxy’s ‘bargain bins’ – containers filled to the brim with miscellaneous items that Boxxy had little to no use for, random stuff it had collected as time went on. It wasn’t as though it had a reason to hang onto all the borderline useless junk, but there was nothing to be gained by throwing it out, either. Other than Storage space, that was, but at present it had plenty of that left.

It was therefore unsurprising that the random un-shiny loot that the dungeon had given it was all here, which was precisely what Fizzy was after as she started rummaging through the mess. She briefly regretted that she’d never be able to taste that honeyed fruit she’d had her eye on, but found comfort in the knowledge that she’d never have to taste her own blood or mucus, either. Besides, preserved food wasn’t what she was after.

Her goal was the various clothing items that the dungeon had given Boxxy, much to its dismay. While part of her recognised that, as a golem, she no longer needed such silly things, she simply didn’t feel right without them. The sense of decency she had cultivated over the past two decades demanded that she cover her breasts, at the very least. It would also probably be a good idea to change the filthy underwear covering her naughty bits.

Wait, did she even still have naughty bits? Upon closer examination Fizzy confirmed that yes, yes she did. Come to think of it, the other golems she’d seen today had all been anatomically accurate, so it made sense that her genitals would still be there, even if they were no longer functional. The same went for her nipples, though the breasts they were attached to were quite different. They were rounder, perkier and noticeably bigger than they had been a few minutes ago. While she hadn’t exactly minded her old ones, just looking down at these new puppies filled her with confidence. Her hips, thighs and butt had also plumped up, making her much more attractive overall. It was the sort of sexy body that, in her honest opinion, deserved to be shown off.

With that in mind, she resumed her search for clothes to accentuate her new curves. She couldn’t get too crazy, though, as one of Boxxy’s goals was to infiltrate society without anyone realising that it was a monster. If Fizzy was to support the Mimic fully, then she had to blend in with the civilised world as best she could, which meant that clothing was an absolute must. That said, there really wasn’t much to work with in the pile of odds and ends, so she would have to get a bit creative.

She found a plain beige tunic that looked as though it would be a perfect fit. That usually meant that it had been made with a human child in mind, but Fizzy was beyond caring about such things. The plain garment was a promising start, but her rigid pigtails and the shield permanently attached to her left arm made it impossible to put on without ripping it to shreds. Deciding that she could make it work anyway, she reached for an old pair of scissors with the intent of making some alterations.

And then she felt it again – an itch. Not on her skin, exactly, but in the tool she was now holding. Letting go made the sensation go away, only for it to come back immediately once she put her hands on them again. It was an odd feeling, to say the least, and after staring intently at the scissors for a few moments she finally understood the cause – they were rusty. Not extremely so, just a few spots here and there along the edges, but that was without a doubt the cause of the uncomfortable sensation.

Thinking back on her chainmail, she realised that she had worn it for nearly a month straight with no maintenance whatsoever. Muck, water and blood had splashed it regularly, so it was only natural that it would be covered in rust. Looking through the bargain bin’s contents, Fizzy spotted a heavily corroded pipe of some sort and grabbed hold of it with her other hand. Sure enough, the rusty parts started itching immediately – or at least, that was how her brain interpreted the bizarre tingle.

There was more to it than that, though. The longer she held onto the piece of junk, the more it began to feel like a part of her. Focusing her attention on it, she discovered that she could accurately gauge just how deep the corrosion had spread. Not only that, but she felt like she could determine the metal from which the thing had been made just by holding it.

It was iron, as expected, but inlaid with a thin coat of silver.

[Proficiency level increased. Metallopathy is now Level 2. INT +2. WIS +2.]

*TONK*

Fizzy slapped her forehead as the realisation struck. Of course – her transformation into a metal golem came with a new Job, a new Skill, and a new Perk! She really should have confirmed what those did before getting sidetracked. Well, better than late than never!

[Metallopathy]
All golems share a unique link with compatible materials.
Requirements: Metal Golem variant
Type: Passive
Range: Touch
[Effects]
Allows the exchange of sensory data with any metal object through skin contact.
Increases the variety and amount of sensory input that can be processed with every Level of this Skill.

So that’s what this was. The sensations were the ‘feelings’ of the metal rod in her hand. Actually, wouldn’t this be extremely useful to an Artificer like her? Wait, hold on! Would she even be capable of handling that Job anymore? That aspect of her life was something that had completely slipped her mind. Fizzy let go of the objects she was holding and carefully inspected her open-palmed hands and fingers. And the longer she stared, the more hopeful she felt.

No matter how good an Artificer was, no matter how much DEX or experience they had, it was an inevitable fact of life that their hands would shake ever so slightly. It was intrinsic to all living beings. The act of breathing and the pulsing of the heart both meant that a living body could never be completely still. Those tiny involuntary movements were one of the main causes of defects in an artisan or artist’s work, the one thing that made perfection so agonisingly hard to achieve.

Unless one happened to be a golem. Fizzy’s limbs may have been heavier than ever, but they were completely and utterly still. Even statues would be jealous if they saw how magnificently her polished digits remained in place without moving a single millimetre out of position. Emboldened by her newfound advantage, Fizzy wiggled her fingers and wrists around in the motions that she had performed thousands if not tens of thousands of times before. The movements had been so deeply ingrained into her throughout her life as an Artificer that she could have done them in her sleep.

Unfortunately, her new hands were too bulky and clumsy. She was unused to the new strength and weight of her limbs, and her joints felt stiff and unresponsive. Not by much, but enough to potentially ruin an electrical circuit or trigger wire. She didn’t lose heart though, if she even still had one of those. After all, those stone soldiers had looked every bit as clumsy as she did, but they’d moved with a grace one would never expect from a living statue. And stone was inferior to steel, so there would surely be some Skill or another that could give her the sort of precise motor control she needed. Combined with her new stability and this Metallopathy thing, this could pave the way towards her becoming the greatest Artificer alive. Perhaps even the greatest Artificer who had ever lived. That ever would live!

Fizzy tightened her fists with newfound determination. The ‘curse’ had given her so much more than she could ever have dreamed. It was well beyond a blessing in disguise at this point. Speaking of blessings, there was also the matter of the Perk that she’d gained.

[Divine Beast]
A title formally given to creatures that have sworn themselves in service to the gods.
Requirements: Become a Paladin, Priest or Monk as a non-enlightened species.
[Effects]
Gain an additional +1 FTH every time a Monster Job increases in Level.

So, she was a Divine Beast of Chaos, was she? She liked the sound of that. The order of acquisition was a bit out of whack, but she couldn’t really care about that. All that mattered was that she had it, and it was a very good thing that she did. Even if it wasn’t much, the Faith (FTH) she would gain from this trait would be of great use to a Paladin like her, especially if she were to ever go head-to-head against a certain undead whore. To put it in simpler terms, the Perk was quite tasty.

Having finished her introspection, Fizzy turned her attention back to the junk piles.

“Hey, Boxxy!” she called out. “I can use anything in this crate, right?!”

The Mimic was fairly certain that there was nothing of actual value in there, so if the gnome- Wait, was she even still one of those?

“Fizzy, are you still a gnome?”

“Not anymore!” she declared triumphantly. “I am now a full-bodied steel golem!”

“Ah, I see.”

“So… I can have some of this stuff, or what?”

“Oh. Sure, I don’t mind.”

Frankly speaking, if Fizzy could make any use of that trash then she was welcome to it. Not to mention that she needed her own equipment if she was going to be a proper minion and not just an unwilling battle slave. Provided that it didn’t cost too much, of course.

“Sweet! Thanks!”

The golem resumed her dumpster-diving with gusto, leaving Boxxy to try and piece together just what was going on. It would consult with Fizzy later to get the details on her new body, but right now it was far more concerned with something else. The Mimic had gotten a certain notification the instant the formerly-squishy thing had become significantly less squishy. A notification with some rather interesting implications.

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

Based on the message, it would appear that the Agent of Chaos Skill had finally run its course. In other words, its effects had been active this whole time, ever since the gnome had been raped, which would indicate that that event had served as the trigger for this mind-boggling outcome. A curse transforming a gnome into a literal monster? Even Boxxy’s warped common sense thought that that was perhaps a wee bit extreme. It now understood why Charlie had wanted a Hero. It was because the Agent of Chaos Skill would make the otherwise-impossible into a reality, or at least a possibility. Which was precisely the sort of thing that the God of Unfortunate Circumstances loved.

That said, there was no guarantee that the outcome of the divine ability would be beneficial to its holder. Boxxy’s last conversation with Jeremy had made it abundantly clear that the bored deity cared only for unlikely events, regardless of what that actually meant for his Hero. Sure, this time around the Mimic had gained a more capable minion, but there was no telling what would happen next time. Unpredictable as it was, Agent of Chaos could potentially result in a catastrophic chain of events that would reduce its wielder to a smoldering corpse.

Or it could potentially shower it with so many tasty and shiny things that Boxxy wouldn’t even be able to hold them all. It all hinged on factors entirely beyond the Mimic’s perception or ability to control, which was how Walter seemed to define the concept of ‘luck.’ Which wasn’t particularly reassuring, as far as Boxxy was concerned. If it had learned anything from the Chaotic Disposition Skill, it was that Lady Luck was a shameless slut that swung both ways, though perhaps not in so many words.

“All done!” Fizzy declared, posing before Boxxy in her new outfit.

The only thing that remained of the ex-gnome’s former garments were her boots with the iron plates protecting the toes. She now wore a pair of baggy brown work pants that were a few sizes too big for her, so she’d wrapped a bandage-like cloth around her ankles to prevent them from flapping around too much. She’d secured them around her waist with an old belt, which rested low on her hips in a slightly askew manner that made it seem like it would slide right off if her new rear wasn’t in the way. It also put into question whether she was wearing any underwear underneath, the answer to which would be a firm ‘no.’

As if a golem needed such filthy things.

Her upper body was clad in that plain beige tunic, though she’d had to roughly cut away a lot of the garment’s left side in order to make it fit over her rigid hair and unremovable shield. This left the entire area around her left shoulder, collarbone and armpit exposed, but it did the job of covering her breasts. Well, mostly at least. The fabric was also thick enough to mask the two points of her perky domes, at least so long as Fizzy didn’t put any strain on it. It was also a bit on the short side, as it left the plating around her belly button quite visible.

The Fizzy of right now looked completely different to the one from half an hour ago. The shiny steel skin, metal hair and slightly provocative clothing were change enough, but her transformation went beyond simple appearance. The biggest difference was in her attitude. Her meek, subservient smile had become a wide, toothy grin, and the soft, frightened-rabbit look in her eyes had been permanently replaced by the manic glare she had shown only once or twice.

Though Boxxy certainly wasn’t a ‘people person,’ it did know about monsters, and the gnome-shaped golem in front of it was without a doubt one of them. Not a tortured creature desperately trying to stay alive in a harsh world, but a vicious predator that wouldn’t hesitate to rip the throat out of anything or anyone that stood in its way. At least, that was the impression the new Fizzy left on Boxxy’s instincts. The Mimic was honestly relieved that she had made her oath, as she certainly wasn’t an opponent it would wish to face in combat.

“So, what do you think?” she asked expectantly.

“You look good. Strong and tough. Could be shinier, but a good start.”

“Hah! Just wait till I get me one of those Rank Ups, I’ll totally blow your mind! Now, where did I leave- Oh, there it is!”

The golem strutted over to where she’d left her wrench and picked it up one-handed, resting it against her shoulder as if it weighed nothing.

“Shall we go smash up some golems?” she suggested cheerfully. “There should be some of those guys left around, right?! It’s okay if I go smash them to bits, right? Fizzy has a brand-new Job to Level Up!”

It was then, at that very moment, that the story of Cornie Fizzlesprocket came to its inevitable sad conclusion, the gnome she had once been quietly passing away into obscurity.

It was also on this day, again at this very moment, that the golem that would go down in history as the Rustblood Juggernaut was unleashed into the world.


Chapter Three
Core Values

Part One

The ruins of the Spire of the Jade King continued to give birth to one golem after another, albeit at a slightly reduced rate. The removal of its core didn’t mean that the place would cease to exist, but there was no longer anything regulating what happened within. The golems which appeared were no longer compelled to remain and could potentially spread over the entire mountain. It would take years, possibly even decades, for a new core to appear, so the wandering golems would have plenty of time to reach civilisation, or perhaps destroy an ecosystem or two.

Assuming that they survived that long, that was.

“Haaaah!”

A mass of living steel barely a metre tall sped through the hedge maze, letting out a loud cry.

*DONNN*

A heavy clang rang out as Fizzy smashed shield-first into a stone soldier’s shin with enough force to cause the leg to crack, swinging her wrench before the off-balance statue could react and smashing its fractured kneecap into dust. The soldier nearly toppled but managed to prop itself up with its massive shield, stabbing its spear downwards. Fizzy effortlessly dodged the awkward attack and followed up by crushing its other knee with three rapid swings of her weapon, forcing the golem flat onto its back.

She leapt onto the statue’s torso and ran across its abs. She slammed its chest with her heavy weapon, the forceful impact covering its entire upper body in cracks. She took a few more steps forward and swung the wrench once more, this time aiming for the golem’s stupid, handsome face. Though the hit nearly split its head in two, Fizzy was not nearly satisfied and kept hammering at it until her foe had been reduced to a literal pile of rubble.

[Level up!]
[Congratulations, you are now a Level 15 Metal Golem! STR +3. END +3. AGI +2. FTH +1.]

“Yeaheaaah!” she cheered with a fist pump. “How’s it feel to get your ass run over by the pain train, blockhead?! Get wrecked, motherfucker!”

Although the mad glint in her eyes, manic grin and high-volume shouting suggested that the Paladin was under the influence of the Champion of Chaos Skill, that was not, in fact, the case. Fizzy was simply screaming obscenities because she wanted to. While it had barely been four days since her transformation, she had completely embraced her new life of violence and slaughter. One would normally need more time to come to terms with a completely new self, but the adaptability of the gnomish mind – even a shattered one like hers – left her no time to wallow in self-doubt.

“Oh, right! Levels! Skills! I hope it’s there this time!”

She stopped gloating and turned her attention to her Skill List. She had thus far unlocked two Skills from her Metal Golem Job and she was incredibly satisfied with both, especially since Boxxy had allowed her to choose them herself. While it had at first forced her to develop her Paladin occupation in a certain direction, that had been when she’d had no idea what she was doing. But now that the lich was under control and Fizzy was a full-fledged monster, there was no longer any need to dictate her Skill choices.

Quite the contrary, in fact – it was important to allow her to forge her own path. Not because of silly things like trust or benevolence, but because the Mimic could no longer confidently state the best way to make her stronger. The steel golem was so foreign and bizarre from the shapeshifting chest’s viewpoint that any attempts to ‘help’ her would likely only prove detrimental. And since Boxxy wanted its minions to be as powerful – and therefore as useful – as possible, it had decided to leave matters to her. After all, nobody knew Fizzy’s body like the woman herself, especially considering that the Mimic had spent all this time teaching her to understand her limits.

The first two Skills Fizzy had used her newfound freedom to select were Heavy Metal and Armoured Charge.

[Heavy Metal]
The golem gains a thicker skin.
Requirements: Level 5 Metal Golem
Type: Passive
Range: Self
[Effects]
Increases the weight of outer plating by 5% per Level of this Skill.
Increases the durability of outer plating by 3% per Level of this Skill.

The first was rather straightforward, upgrading her armoured skin to be even sturdier. This synergised excellently with the Toughness Skill from her Paladin Job, which raised the hardiness of all heavy armour with which she was equipped, even if that armour happened to be part of her own body. The added weight wouldn’t hamper her mobility either, as the ample STR and END provided by both the Skill and the Metal Golem Job would compensate for it.

That said, actually getting into melee range could potentially prove to be a challenge for a relatively slow-moving chunk of steel, which was where the second ability came in.

[Armoured Charge]
Propels the golem forward like a living battering ram.
Requirements: Level 10 Metal Golem, END 45
Type: Active
Activation Time: Instant
Cost: 35 MP
Range: 30 Meters
[Effects]
Charge in a straight line at 400% run speed.
Increases collision damage by 15% per 3 meters travelled, up to 75%.
Increases collision knockback force by 10% per level of this Skill.

This was the Skill that had allowed her to engage her latest victim at such high speed. Being able to run a full four times faster than normal allowed her to cover the Skill’s thirty-metre range in seconds – far too short a window for the statue to react in time. Getting the hang of it, however, had taken some finessing, as both the acceleration and deceleration were not only effortless but instantaneous. The manner in which the Skill circumvented the basic principles of inertia and momentum was both confusing and surreal to an Artificer like Fizzy, but she had eventually given up trying to make sense of it. She just assumed that the Skill had to invoke some form of magic to fulfil its function, which was clearly indicated by the fact that it had come with an MP cost attached to it.

Magic or not, the Skill nevertheless carried its own set of dangers. There was no way for Fizzy to halt or alter her Armoured Charge. Once activated, the Skill would force her legs to move forward until she either reached its maximum range or came up against an obstacle that made it physically impossible to continue. She was fast, to be sure, but also predictable, and she knew from first-hand experience that predictability often proved fatal in combat.

Then, of course, there was the recoil damage she suffered as a result of slamming into a stone statue at such high velocity. Admittedly, her target was generally worse off, but her own well-being obviously had to come first. This likely wouldn’t be an issue with a softer, fleshier target but the opposite was true as well. Bottom line, she had to be extremely careful so as to not send herself running face-first into, say, a magically fortified castle wall. Charging straight off of ledges or cliffs was also a very real possibility.

Fizzy just hoped that her new Level 15 Skill would be less self-destructive as she surveyed her list of Skill options.

“Yesss! It’s heeeere!”

And, as luck would have it, not only were there no downsides at all to the upgrade, but it was also exactly what she’d been hoping for since she had become a golem.

[Advanced Joints]
Upgrades the golem’s overall speed and mobility.
Requirements: Level 15 Metal Golem
Type: Passive
Range: Self
[Effects]
Permanently transforms the body’s joints to allow for more limber movement.
Increases the effectiveness of the AGI Attribute by 2% per Level of this Skill.
Provides an additional +2 AGI per Level of this Skill.

While her body had become much stronger since she’d abandoned her fleshy prison, the quality of her movements had degraded significantly. Her body still felt as stiff and clumsy as it had four days ago, with no sign of improvement. It wasn’t a matter of mindset, practice, or lack of Attributes but a limitation of her construction, the sole disadvantage compared to her previous meatsuit.  She didn’t despair, though, as she’d had faith that the opportunity to upgrade herself would be forthcoming.

And now that it was here, she wasted no time taking advantage of it.

[Proficiency level increased. Advanced Joints is now Level 1. AGI +6.]

Fizzy’s body froze, her mechanical muscles seizing up so completely that she couldn’t even blink, let alone speak or move. She was stuck with a fierce smile on her face and both fists raised above her head in celebration, though ‘happy’ was far from her current state of mind.

Oh, God! What the crap!? she panicked internally. What’s going on?! This is the complete opposite of what I wanted! This isn’t hap- No! None of that!

That had been close. She’d almost given in to her old self’s habit of denying reality as if that would somehow make matters different.

Come on, Fizzy! You’re not that weak, pathetic creature anymore! You’re a cold-hearted, ass-kicking killing machine, so start acting like one!

After forcibly calming herself with her little pep talk, the golem realised her oversight. Advanced Joints was a Skill that involved a permanent, performance-boosting physical change. It was not so much an upgrade as it was an overhaul, and those always took a lot of time. Granted, golems hadn’t exactly been her field of study, but even a magically-driven machine wasn’t immune to basic principles.

The slight whirring noises emanating from her body indicated that she was correct – this paralysis was merely part of the process. In a flash of inspiration, she wondered if it would be possible to use her Metallopathy Skill to examine her own body. It was something she should’ve already at least considered, but she’d been having too much fun smashing statues into pebbles for it to even occur to her.

She was a bit sceptical as to whether she could even accomplish it in her current condition, but that didn’t appear to be an issue, as the ability in question was more mental than physical. It took some concentration, but a few seconds later she had become consciously aware of her entire being. At first it was strange and disorienting, but eventually she was able to ‘feel’ her own insides churning, warping and rearranging themselves as her frame cycled through its upgrade. That was a relief, as it meant that there was nothing wrong with her physically. In all likelihood, her current state was the result of some sort of autonomous self-preservation instinct, as nothing good could come from retrofitting machinery while it was in use.

Which was why she was panicking a few minutes later when the dead golem under her feet began to disappear as the renegade dungeon reabsorbed its remains. With her footing gone, her paralysed body could not avoid tumbling to the ground with a worrying clunk. Thankfully, though, the sudden jolt wasn’t enough to interfere with the internal process. But though the idea of her own negligence causing some sort of permanent defect was certainly mortifying, it was far from the worst possible outcome.

What if one of the stone golems happened upon her while she was defenceless? She may have been made of a superior material, but those walking statues had the same type of magical reinforcement as she did and were more than capable of dealing damage to her. Not much, granted, but even a little bit would be enough if she couldn’t even defend herself.

The good news was that the odds of one of the things randomly popping up were pretty low. The local golems had grown both disorganised and borderline-feral ever since the dungeon’s core had been taken. Not only were they no longer able to work together, but they had started attacking one another. They’d grown so scattered that Boxxy’s group had seen no reason to stick together any longer and had split up in order to cover more ground. That was how Fizzy had ended up on her own to begin with, though she’d first had to prove to Boxxy that she could handle herself.

Frankly speaking, she’d been a bit insulted that it could possibly have doubted her new and improved self. Not only was her body vastly superior to its previous incarnation, but she also had the STR and END she’d gained from her Paladin Job to rely on. Attributes worked by amplifying one’s base parameters, and golems had more raw power in their limbs than any enlightened meatbag could muster. Right now, Fizzy could probably take even Kora in an arm-wrestling match. In theory, at least. The two-to-one size difference would make it practically impossible to test that claim.

The bottom line was that she was able to use what she’d already had at her disposal to defeat even foes significantly above her in terms of Levels, which was what had allowed her Metal Golem Job to reach Level 15 in just over three days.

Her speedy growth had surpassed even Boxxy’s. The Mimic had only managed to raise itself a sixth of the way past Level 49 of its racial Job by the time Fizzy’s hit Level 10. To say that it was envious would be a massive understatement, but it couldn’t exactly be helped. It had a lot more Levels than she did, so it was only natural that the same amount of fighting would not produce comparable results.

But even if constantly killing the out-of-control dungeon monsters was a bit of a grind, their seemingly-infinite supply more than made up for it. That said, it would have preferred to reach Level 50 sooner rather than later, which was the primary reason it had ordered everyone to split up.

Which was why Fizzy was currently lying alone and paralysed in the middle of the dungeon. She kind of preferred it that way, though. She didn’t particularly want the others to see her like this, mostly because she’d never hear the end of it. It was too late for regrets now, however, just like it was pointless to worry about someone happening upon her.

Deciding not to dwell on things outside her control, she instead focused her energy on studying herself with her Metallopathy. Not just the joint replacement, but her body in its entirety. Looking inside really confirmed that she was now a non-biological construct. As best she could tell, the source of the magic keeping her alive was a small, fist-sized core buried deep inside her chest cavity. It seemed to regulate and circulate magical power within her steel shell, not unlike a heart that pumped mana instead of blood.

Her head, on the other hand, was worryingly hollow, with nothing resembling a brain to be found. That probably meant that she could survive being decapitated, though not for long since it would also deprive her of her sight and hearing. As for her thought processes and memories, she saw nothing that appeared complex enough to house them other than that spherical core. It looked as though the same part was responsible for functioning as both her heart and her brain.

Fizzy wasn’t sure what to make of that, as her mind viewed this as simultaneously weird and perfectly natural. The important thing was that she understood what was keeping her alive, and what region she needed to protect at any cost. It was convenient that said region was her center of mass, where her armour was thickest, but she would still lose HP even if her most precious part wasn’t damaged. Though she’d die for sure if her core were to be destroyed, too much physical trauma would disturb the circulation of mana throughout her body, thereby killing her. It was the golem equivalent to bleeding out, even though golems didn’t exactly have bodily fluids.

She wasn’t just making assumptions, either. Her repeated battles with the stone soldiers had given her a good bit of insight as to how they were put together. Simply crushing their heads wasn’t enough – she had to thoroughly pulverise their bodies in order to kill them. She preferred to aim for the head whenever possible, though. Maybe it was because they looked so much like humans, but there was just something so satisfying about cracking their craggy craniums open.

Then, of course, there was the matter of sustenance. As a golem, she no longer required mundane things like food or water, but at the same time that meant that she was physically incapable of consuming potions or elixirs. She could still try to ingest things through her mouth, but any fluids simply leaked out through the tiny gaps in her body while solid matter was reflexively expelled from her throat.

In fact, the only thing she actually needed was rest. Not sleep, exactly, just the occasional break. Just because she was made of steel and no longer required nutrition or moisture to survive did not mean her energy reserves were infinite. Actively exerting herself for long periods of time left her tired, though not in any way she was familiar with. She didn’t precisely run out of breath but instead entered a sort of low-power mode. The condition made her slow, weak, and also halved the rate at which her HP and MP recovered.

Then there was the matter of where her core was managing to draw all that energy from, but that was a mystery that she would not be able to solve anytime soon.

As far as injuries went, her metal body was perfectly capable of healing itself, just like her flesh one had. Being made of living steel certainly had its perks, but it also presented a problem – any lost parts would never grow back. The inability to use healing or mana potions was also a drawback, but her divine magic was still as effective as ever. Fizzy had used Holy Light on herself several times, in fact, as it not only restored her vitality but instantly buffed away any accumulated dents or scratches. The tiny imperfections would disappear in due time even without the Spell, but Fizzy found the idea of going about with blemishes on her frame to be strangely… un-tasty.

In fact, she was so enamoured with her new body that it was slightly terrifying. Fizzy had never before been especially proud of her looks, but now she felt so glamorous that she suspected that she was becoming a narcissist. She already felt an odd sense of prideful satisfaction whenever she realised that one of the others was looking in her direction, as no doubt they were admiring the marvellous steel goddess before them. She knew that this sort of thinking was a bit dangerous, but loving herself felt pretty damned good, so she had no intention of stopping.

“Oh? I can move again!” she exclaimed.

She’d gotten lost in her own world for a while there and hadn’t even noticed that her body had regained its functionality. Her Tick Counter Skill informed her that it had been precisely six minutes and forty-two seconds since she’d been rendered immobile. Fizzy wasn’t sure if this was fast or slow since it was her first experience with something like this, but the important takeaway was to avoid picking Metal Golem Skills in the field. Not all of them would augment her body to quite this extent, of course, but she had no way to be absolutely sure which ones would result in a bodily lockdown prior to picking them.

But what about Advanced Joints? Pushing herself off the ground, she sat up and moved her hands and fingers, confirming that they did indeed feel much nimbler. In fact, her quasi-mechanical limbs moved with such fluidity that it made her flesh hands look like overcooked noodles by comparison. She couldn’t wait to get back to Boxxy and borrow some equipment so that she could truly see just how much difference there was.

Fizzy stood hurriedly, only to immediately trip and fall flat on her face.

“God… damn it,” she grumbled into the tiles. “Good thing nobody saw that.”

Tripping over her own feet because she wasn’t used to moving her newly-augmented body wasn’t exactly the best way to inspire confidence. Upon sitting back up, however, Fizzy realised that her fall hadn’t been due to clumsiness or lack of coordination but because her trousers had fallen down around her ankles, exposing her nether regions to the world.

“… Huh?” she asked no one. “How did that happen? Did the belt snap?”

That couldn’t actually be the case, though. The clothes the dungeon had spewed out were of significant quality. Her tunic and trousers were in excellent shape considering what she’d been through over the past few days and would likely last a good while longer. Though they looked plain at best and ugly at worst, the garments were made from hemp woven from Goblin Grass. The fabric was rough, but surprisingly durable for a non-enchanted garment, their sturdiness being the only reason Fizzy’s metal legs hadn’t torn her trousers wide open just now.

The belt was no different, as it was likely made out of some type of monster leather. Certainly not the type of accessory that would just snap, though it was possible that the fall might’ve broken its buckle. A closer inspection revealed that that was not the case, and that her outfit was just as intact as it had been when she had first put it on. The only way the clasp responsible for holding her trousers up could have come undone was if someone had intentionally unbuckled it, which raised two questions: ‘Who?’ and ‘When?’

The latter was fairly obvious. It must have happened at some point after Fizzy’s body had seized up, as she was certain that it had still been in place while she’d been browsing her Skill options. There were no suspects, however, as she couldn’t recall seeing anyone around her, living or otherwise. Even though she’d been paralysed, she’d still had her PER-enhanced sight and hearing, so she was sure that she’d have noticed anyone messing with her clothing.

The question of who, exactly, had caused her pants to fall down hung in the air like a stale fart. Fizzy wracked her new brain-heart, but she was having a hard time figuring out who the culprit could possibly be. It was definitely someone, though – this was the third inexplicable wardrobe malfunction she had experienced since the group had split up. And as a follower of Gilberto, she firmly believed that once was chance, twice was coincidence, but three was a pattern.

Perhaps she should have added ‘Why?’ to her list of questions, as she was failing to grasp what sort of demented poltergeist would-

“Of course! Goddamn Valeria!”

Fizzy couldn’t help but shout when she realised just who was most likely responsible. As a practitioner of Necromancy, the lich was more than capable of controlling spectral entities. In fact, she was part-banshee herself, so she certainly wouldn’t have lacked the means to pull off this sort of prank. It was perhaps debatable whether the insufferable creature was actually petty enough to resort to something like this, but Fizzy liked to think that she was.  She also seemed like the sort of insufferable lich that would resort to this kind of petty tactic, no doubt trying to improve her standing with Boxxy by sabotaging someone else’s credibility.

Having identified the likely perpetrator, Fizzy stood, pulling up her trousers and firmly affixing the belt to her waist. A task she found was significantly easier than it used to be, now that her fingers were as nimble as her wits. She of course made sure to fasten it so that it hung as low as possible in order to show off a bit more of her shiny metal skin. It felt good to put herself on display like this, even if there was nobody else around to see her. Part of her wanted to take it further, to the point where she was walking around fully exposed, but her enlightened sensibilities demanded that she not walk around like a straight up pervert.

*Fwip*

Fizzy’s head snapped around at the sound of fabric flapping against her bosom. Looking down, she confirmed that the puerile prankster had struck again. This time, the culprit had attempted to roll up the lower end of her tunic with the intention of putting her womanly domes on full display. However, the garment had caught on her rigid nipples and pulling it free had been the cause of the noise. If not for that, then the perpetrator would have gotten away clean, but the slip-up had allowed Fizzy to catch them red-handed.

Or rather, it would be more accurate to say that she’d caught the suspect ‘right-handed.’

Because the thing stripping her clothes from her body was her own right arm.



[General Information]
Cornie Fizzlesprocket
Metal Golem (Steel), Female, 22 years old
Member of Erosa Craftsman’s Union
Level 56.38 Arclight Artificer
Level 25.00 Paladin (MAX)
Level 15.04 Metal Golem
1118/1118 HP (+1.8/sec)
750/750 MP (+1.6/sec)

[Attributes]
STR 213, DEX 182, AGI 74, END 181, INT 158, WIS 164, PER 151, FTH 89, LCK 26

[Artificer Skills]
Clockwork Expertise – Lvl 10.00 (MAX)
Explosives Handling – Lvl 6.86
Deconstruction – Lvl 7.33
Optics Expertise – Lvl 4.76
Physics – Lvl 7.04
Component Forging – Lvl 6.63
Tick Counter – Lvl 5.22
Upgrade – Lvl 4.65
[Arclight Artificer Skills]
Electrical Expertise – Lvl 2.32
[Paladin Skills]
Champion of Chaos – Lvl 7.27
Toughness – Lvl 8.12
Strength of Faith – Lvl 7.32
Holy Scriptures – Lvl 6.87
Divine Wrath – Lvl 5.51
[Metal Golem Skills]
Heavy Metal – Lvl 2.56
Armoured Charge – Lvl 3.12
Advanced Joints – Lvl 1.04
[Other Skills]
Metallopathy – Lvl 3.34
Mentor – Lvl 2.43
Dagger Mastery – Lvl 4.89
Shield Mastery – Lvl 5.24
Holy Mastery – Lvl 7.31
Mace Mastery – Lvl 7.62


Part Two

Kora was bored out of her thick skull as she sat idly atop a boulder on the outskirts of the core-less dungeon. Boxxy still hadn’t forgiven her for that little miscommunication during their initial dungeon run, so it was punishing her by letting her do absolutely nothing. Technically she was keeping watch on the meeting spot should Fizzy or Valeria need to get in touch with the Mimic through her, but that might as well have been nothing. Thankfully, it would seem that she was to be granted a reprieve from her boredom, as she saw the aforementioned golem approaching her at breakneck pace.

“Where is she?!” Fizzy shouted.

“Hey, squirt,” the fiend answered. “Nice tits. Bit small, but the shape is great.”

“I know, right?”

The ex-gnome’s angry expression grew momentarily cheerful at the crass compliment, but snapped back to fury in the next instant.

“Oh, damn it! Not again!”

Flustered, Fizzy quickly lowered her rolled up tunic, once more covering her shapely chest.

“Where is that worthless slut!?” she screamed at the fiend. “I’ll fucking kill her!”

“Gonna have to be more specific.”

“Snack!”

“Pfft! Ahem,” Kora stifled a laugh. “Uhm, she’s with the boss right now. I wouldn’t go over there if I were you, though. They’re currently… practising shapeshifting.”

“Oh…”

A proverbial chill ran down Fizzy’s spine. Try as she might, she hadn’t quite gotten over the trauma of her first ‘session.’ Getting near the Mimic’s writhing mass of tentacles while they were busy violating someone was not on the list of things she wanted to do, regardless of whether the victim was willing or not.

“So. They’ll be busy for a while?”

“Yep,” Kora confirmed with a nod.

“Guess I’ll just wait here, then.”

Fizzy moved closer to the fiend and climbed up onto the rock to sit down next to her. She made herself comfortable, and stood perfectly still like a statue. Or at least, that was her intention.

“Any particular reason you’re taking your pants off?”

“Again?! For Jamal’s sake!”

Fizzy stopped her rebellious hands and hurriedly fixed her clothing yet again.

“Alright, I’ll bite. What the fuck is wrong with you?” Kora asked. “I mean, other than the obvious.”

“It’s that winged bitch! She must’ve screwed with my head to make me strip involuntarily!”

“Hah. Hahaha! How the fuck do you manage to strip involuntarily?! Ahahaha!”

“I don’t know, it just happens! I’ll be walking along and then all of a sudden trip over my own feet because my hand undid the buckle on my belt without me noticing it!”

“Oh man, that is priceless! I really wanna see that now! Bahahaha!”

Surprisingly enough, that statement did not make Fizzy as upset as it should have. If anything, it almost sounded like a good idea.

“So,” Kora continued, once she’d calmed down a little, “what makes you think she did anything to you?”

“Who else could it be?! These sorts of pranks are right up that bitch’s alley!”

The incident where Xera had tampered with Fizzy’s memory in order to make the gnome think that her own name was ‘Cornhole Jizzbucket’ was still fresh in her mind.

“Normally I’d agree with you, but I don’t think the Slutmeister’s responsible for this one.”

“You’re just saying that because you’re addicted to her ass!”

“That’s not true,” Kora stated firmly. “I mean, I do love sticking it in her since she’s got an ass that just won’t quit, but this and that are completely unrelated.”

“Yeah, right,” scoffed Fizzy. “And a dragon’s fire breath is just a giant reverse fart.”

“Really?! That would explain so much!”

*Clank*

The golem’s metal palm made contact with her shiny face.

“Please don’t mistake my absurd metaphor for reality,” Fizzy grumbled.

“Anyway! You’re a golem now, right?”

“Yeah, so?”

“So… magical mind-fuckery doesn’t work on golems. Like, at all. That’s kinda why the boss had to rely on Rot-pussy for the dungeon crawl in the first place. Otherwise it would’ve just turned those statues into babbling idiots. You’re a golem too, so you should be the same, right?”

Incidentally, the same trait was also shared by demons and the undead, which comprised the rest of Boxxy’s entourage. It was a bit ironic, because Warlocks were by far the most common users of Domination magic, at least on this continent. Yet the carnivorous container was surrounded by allies who were impervious to it.

“I… see…”

The tiny Paladin found herself momentarily lost in thought. She’d been absolutely certain that her current situation had been the mischievous succubus’s doing, but Kora was right. Her magically-fortified core simply could not be affected by magic designed to target an organic brain. The only way a golem’s nucleus could be influenced was by a specially designed control rod. That was the method that people used to control artificially-made golems in order to make them into loyal servants.

“I think you’re doing it again,” Kora noted.

Fizzy looked down at herself and sighed dejectedly. She fixed her top for the umpteenth time, literally sitting on her hands in order to keep them from acting up. It had been almost two hours since she had become aware of this ‘condition,’ and she was more than a little sick of it by now. It wasn’t an issue when she was fighting or otherwise engaged, but every time she was idle her arms and hands tried to remove her clothes without her even realising. She couldn’t even feel it happening since she no longer had a sense of touch.

“I don’t get it,” Fizzy said in confusion. “If it wasn’t Snack, then what else could suddenly cause this?”

“Well, to be fair, it’s not really ‘suddenly.’ You’ve been sorta playing with that outfit since the moment you put it on, you know.”

“What? I have?”

“Oh, yeah. You keep pulling your pants a little lower or stroking your belly like you want someone to put a bun in it. Stuff like that.”

“You could’ve said something earlier!”

“What, and ruin the fun?!”

She let out a small chuckle, clearly enjoying the golem’s misfortune.

“You wanna get your face smashed in?” Fizzy growled.

“Do you?!”  Kora snapped back.

The two stared daggers at each other for a short moment before the fiend burst into laughter.

“Hahahaha! That’s the spirit! I’m really starting to like you, pipsqueak!”

Seeing that same little girl stare back at her with such a defiant glare was utterly hilarious. The day when the tiny lump of steel would challenge her to a brawl was likely not far off, and Kora was eagerly anticipating it.

“Whatever. Just keep it in your pants around me, got it?” Fizzy warned.

“Oh, believe me, I have no intention of putting my little guy anywhere near you.”

“What?! I’m too ugly for you?”

“I never said anything like that. I mean, you look pretty fuckable, if I do say so myself. Your face is nice and you got all the right curves, even if you are a bit tiny. But, like, sticking my dick inside a living mass of steel? I’m a violent asshole, not a crazy one.”

“O-Oh. Right. Sorry,” Fizzy said, honestly flabbergasted. “I don’t know what came over me just now.”

“I think I do, though. It’s the monster inside you begging to be let out. That’s probably why you keep stripping, too.”

“Huh?”

“I mean, you remember how the boss slobbered all over that shiny treasure chest back in the dungeon?”

“Yeah?”

“Same thing.”

“What?! How is that the same thing?!”

“Just hear me out. The boss is only four months old, right? It’s still got all these weird instincts and urges that catch it off guard at times because it’s still immature. It’s like a little kid that lacks boner control. The body reacts before the mind can stop it, that sort of thing.”

Kora was speaking from personal experience. Even though she was over three centuries old, that was still relatively young for a demon, not to mention that she still wasn’t completely accustomed to inhabiting a physical body for days or even weeks on end. Which was most likely why she sometimes got awkward erections that she just couldn’t explain, or why she couldn’t turn Xera down whenever the succubus practically sat on her junk.

“There’s no way a three-day-old monster like you can help herself,” she added. “That’s what I think.”

“So… what, I’m going through some sort of puberty and strip myself instinctively?!”

“I dunno. I guess?”

“How does that make any sense!?” Fizzy threw her hands into the air.

“I mean, it kinda does. Have you ever seen or known of any golems that wear clothes?”

“Ah… that’s actually a good point.”

It wasn’t entirely uncommon for artificially-made constructs to wear clothes since it helped to identify them to their owners, but they had no minds of their own. They drabbed themselves in the trappings of society not by their own will, but by the control rod dictating their every move. They were much closer to Valeria’s undead than any sentient golems that appeared in the wild, the latter of which was what Fizzy had become, barring a few complications.

“I guess you have a point there,” she admitted. “What about that Jade King, though? He was wearing a fancy-looking outfit! Ah, but then I guess that part of his body was sculpted, so he was technically naked, wasn’t he?”

The more she thought about it, the less sense it made for a monster to bother with clothes, especially if they were as well-sculpted as the stone soldiers. Fizzy may not have had much of an eye for art, but even she could appreciate the aesthetics. They couldn’t hope to compare to her own glorious form, though. Now that she thought about it, wasn’t she just the absolute best looking-

“Oh my God!” she exclaimed as the realisation dawned.

The truth of the matter was that all golems were vain and narcissistic to the extreme. Those that managed to develop some measure of intelligence might consider wearing clothes and/or armour for extra protection, but they would ultimately refuse. They would never allow filthy cloth or unsightly forged metal to obscure their flawless perfection. Of course, this was simply their own ingrained and overinflated opinion of themselves, which didn’t necessarily reflect reality.

Those were exactly the feelings that had plagued the former gnome ever since she’d abandoned her flesh three days ago. Her infatuation with herself had gone way beyond the simple joy of no longer being a filthy meatbag or pride in her appearance. She also realised that she’d definitely gotten just a little too happy when Kora had offhandedly praised her looks earlier, vulgar phrasing notwithstanding. Therefore, it was highly likely that her sudden urge to be as naked as possible was indeed nothing more than part and parcel of what she had become.

However, Fizzy hadn’t always been a golem. Her two decades of experience living as a person were conflicting with all these new urges, making them feel unnatural even though the exact opposite was true. This had resulted in an internal conflict wherein her subconscious urge to be seen and appreciated by others in her entirety was clashing with her conscious desire to maintain her dignity as a person.

Her newfound penchant for violence was entirely unrelated to her new status, however. The desire to inflict pain on others was just her way of relieving the stress that had been building up even before Boxxy had barged into her life.

“… I’m the weird one for wanting to dress up, aren’t I?!” was her ultimate conclusion.

“Seems like it.”

“I’ll get better, though. Right?”

“Dunno,” Kora shrugged. “What do you mean by ‘get better?’”

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

It really wasn’t as simple as Fizzy had initially assumed. Should she embrace her new self and do away with clothes for good? She felt she’d certainly enjoy herself a lot more if she let go of her sensibilities and indulged in the desire to expose herself to everyone with eyes to see. In fact, she felt giddy at the mere thought of walking around a city with hundreds of people appreciating her naked body as she passed through.

However, going down that route would interfere with the three goals Fizzy wanted to accomplish. First of all, she wanted to resume mastering her Artificer Job. That would require resources and materials that were immensely difficult to obtain in the wild. Second, she wanted to advance her Paladin Job in order to faithfully carry out her duties as Champion of Chaos. Churchill had proven himself as her saviour and benefactor, so it was the least that she could do in return. And last, but certainly not least, was her Pledge of Arms to Boxxy. If the Mimic was planning to infiltrate a human city, then it was her oath-bound duty to be right there with it, providing support as best she could.

She had even come up with two separate plans to deter any nosy guards that might question her appearance. The first was to simply tell them a modified version of the truth – that she was a gnome Paladin who had been transformed into a golem by a powerful curse and was currently looking for a way to change back. Such fantastical stories weren’t exactly unheard of in a world where magic ran rampant, so she was almost certain that it would work. If not, then she could just pretend to be the Mimic’s loyal servant golem, which was more or less the case, anyway.

However, none of her plans were likely to succeed if she ran around naked like a feral creature. One had to wear clothes if they wished to manoeuvre in civilised society, which meant that she would have to find a way to contain her stripping impulses. She was confident that she could do it, now that she had realised their source. It was simply a matter of forming the right habits, and forming habits was something that she was very good at.

Therefore, the question wasn’t whether she could avoid stripping, but whether she should.

“Could always try and ask the boss, you know,” suggested Kora, noticing Fizzy’s hesitation. “It’s pretty clever, even if it is just a box with teeth.”

“Well, it wouldn’t hurt to ask, right? Alright then. Any idea when Boxxy will be back?”

“Hold on, I’ll ask.”

The fiend stared into the distance and sent a telepathic communication to her master.

“Hey boss, are you two, uh, still busy?”

“Yes,” came the immediate answer.

“How long will you be? The little one wants to ask you something.”

“Fizzy?”

“Yeah, her.”

Boxxy quickly checked its status. It had three quarters of the XP needed to reach Level 50 of its Mimic Job, and its Shapeshift Skill Proficiency was two-thirds of the way to Level 10. The former was relatively easy since it just involved killing things, but the latter was proving more difficult, even with all the practise. Still, it had been experimenting with new techniques for three hours straight, so it decided that now was a good opportunity to take a break. It probably shouldn’t overdo things and potentially collapse from exhaustion, even if the Rank Up was so close that it could practically taste it.

“Okay. Bring her here.”

“Whatever you say, boss.”

The Mimic released Xera from its tentacles and waited patiently for the two to arrive. The succubus was a little out of it at the moment, though. Having received Boxxy’s undivided attention for so long had left her as little more than a soggy, unthinking sow drowning in pleasure. Especially since the Mimic had taken to trying out various bondage and torture methods that had sent her into what could only be described as sheer carnal bliss.

Boxxy had considered using Valeria as an additional practise partner but had ultimately decided against it. It just couldn’t get over how utterly foul she tasted, whereas Snack was as deliciously sweet as ever. It could, of course, form appendages devoid of taste buds, but it saw no reason to pass up Xera’s succulent flavour, not when the option was available.

That was why it had sent the lich off to make herself useful by raising her Level. Valeria had claimed to be better at fighting beings of flesh and blood rather than golems, so the Mimic was allowing her to do her own thing outside the dungeon.

It did mean that the lich was nowhere in sight, but Boxxy felt confident that it could handle any scheme she might come up with. The domineering chest was in possession of her phylactery, after all, meaning that any signs of rebellion would be met with her instant destruction. It saw no issue with letting her roam unsupervised for a bit so long as she continued to diligently raise her Levels.

As for the reason it was forcing her to do that, it was because, unlike Fizzy, Valeria’s only value lay in her ability to fight. If she started slacking and fell behind Boxxy in terms of power, then she would naturally have to be disciplined appropriately. There was no point in keeping a servant who refused to fulfill their purpose. Boxxy was therefore quite pleased with the golem’s rapid development. Her new habit of rushing head-first into battle with that charging Skill of hers would probably need to be corrected at some point, though.

The Mimic quietly contemplated how to best put its minions to work until Arms and Fizzy found its resting spot about ten minutes later. Navigating the area was a lot simpler now that the maze’s auto-repair function was no longer working. The golem and the fiend simply had to follow the trail of freshly-burned hedges until they found Boxxy and its pyromaniac familiar.

“Hey, boss, we’re here!” Kora greeted it.

She glanced over to Xera, who was still wallowing on the ground and looking indecently blissed-out, her body still spasming lightly from the aftershocks of Boxxy rocking her world.

“Can I get sloppy seconds?” she asked hopefully.

“Not now.” Boxxy turned its attention towards the pint-sized Paladin. “What is it, Fizzy?”

The golem tore her curious gaze away from the insensate succubus and explained her conundrum. How she wasn’t sure whether she should accept her monstrous side or cling to the remnants of her dignity as a person. Her concerns, however, were a bit too complicated for the simple-minded Mimic to comprehend. Or rather, it failed to see why there was any dilemma in the first place.

“You need to wear clothes when talking to people, right?” it asked, just to confirm.

“Yeah,” answered Fizzy.

“But you think that not wearing them is tastier.”

“Uhm. That is one way of putting it, yes.”

Boxxy certainly had to agree with her on that point. Clothes were bothersome things that got in the way of its shapeshifting, so it disliked the idea of them on principle. And yet, it still couldn’t see why this was even a question.

“So why not do both?”

“… Huh?”

“Wear clothes when you’re around people. Don’t wear them when you’re not.”

“But… there’s no point if I’m not seen…”

Her impulse wasn’t just to be naked, it was to show off her naked body. Which demanded the attention of others. Many others.

“I’m here, and I can see you,” the Mimic pointed out.

“Well, yes, but I don’t think that’ll be enough. Something tells me I won’t be satisfied unless… Wait… Hold on a minute!”

A thought had just occurred to Fizzy.

Mimics were creatures that, barring some skilful shapeshifting, typically lacked eyes or ears of their own. Instead, they relied on a sort of magical sonar which allowed them to perceive the sounds, shapes and colours around them. Although the ability had limited range and could be fooled under certain circumstances, it was nonetheless extremely accurate and was capable of ‘seeing’ through most surfaces. That was at least partly why Boxxy was so skilled at being an Artificer. In fact, its steadily growing PER Attribute boosted the accuracy of its magical perception field even further, allowing it to perceive the otherwise-invisible fluctuations of mana in the air.

Fizzy had learned all of this over the course of the past month. How could she not, after spending so much time with the creature? The details had somehow slipped her mind in all the excitement of being reborn, but now she suddenly remembered.

“You- you can see inside me, can’t you?” she asked in a strangely shaky voice.

“Yes. Actually, it looks different from yesterday. Especially in the shoulders, knees and elbows. Did something happen?”

“Y-yeah. I got a new Skill that upgraded them.”

“I see.”

“How- How much of my body can you see?”

“All of it.”

“Even my c-c-c-core?”

“Yes.”

A complicated emotion took hold of Fizzy. The Mimic before her was able to perceive her steel frame in its entirety in a way that went well beyond simple nakedness. Every fibre of her being right down to her innermost depths had been laid bare before it, and yet she didn’t feel repulsed, disgusted or creeped out. In fact, she was filled with an odd sense of confidence and joy.

“What do you think of it?” she asked, almost giddy with happiness. “My core, I mean?”

“Complicated. Round. Sturdy. Shiny.”

Those simple words sent a wave of euphoria washing over the ex-gnome, making her entire body shudder with delight. The deepest, most precious part of her had been seen and praised by someone who was truly able to appreciate its glory. She knew right away that this was a sensation that no faceless masses could ever offer her. To even think that a bunch of common plebeians were capable of truly comprehending the work of art that she had become was almost an insult.

No, the only gaze that mattered was that of Boxxy T. Morningwood.


Part Three

[Level up!]
[Congratulations, you are now a Level 50 Mimic! All Attributes +2.]

“YeSHAAAA!”

Boxxy cheered as the final statue crumbled within its spike-covered tentacles. It had at last reached its maximum Mimic Job Level at the end of the fourth day of stalking the crippled dungeon’s hedge maze. All that was left now was to raise Shapeshift to Level 10 and the Mimic would finally, at long last, be able to Rank Up.

“Congratulations, Master!”

“Yeah, way to go, boss!”

“Ahh, my darling is splendid as usual!”

“Nice one, Boxxy!”

The creature’s unlikely entourage, having been ordered to follow it once the Mimic had reached ninety percent XP, all congratulated it in their own way.

Valeria’s newly-created undead regiment was also skulking around the place. She had gone for a mix of Death Knights, Dullahans and a whole lot of Skeletal Archers, a configuration well suited to hunting wild beasts in the woods. Boxxy had also discovered, much to its disappointment, that the lich-created undead yielded no XP when slain. Which made sense, as they were beings made up of more mana than flesh, not dissimilar to the Mimic’s own familiars.

“What happens now?” Fizzy asked.

“Shapeshifting practice.”

Valeria and Xera’s faces lit up like dogs offered a treat, though the golem and the fiend had no interest in taking part.

“In that case,” Fizzy said, “I’m going to go and raise my Level a bit.”

Unlike Kora, who was only opposed because she didn’t get to be ‘on top,’ the Paladin was not even remotely interested in such things. While there was the matter of her traumatic experience, it was also that her steel body simply had no sex drive to speak of, similar to a certain animate chest. Even the pleasure she got from being ‘seen’ couldn’t be considered sexual. It was more akin to the feeling of satisfaction and giddiness one would experience after eating a sumptuous meal followed by a few glasses of wine. Therefore, she saw no reason to stick around.

Unfortunately, Boxxy had other plans.

“Fizzy, I need you for this one.”

The golem froze. Whatever thoughts she may have had were forgotten, replaced by a single troubling idea.

It couldn’t seriously mean that, right?

“W-why do you need m-me?” she asked stiffly.

Boxxy explained its problem. Simply put, it needed to keep trying out new things if it wanted to increase its Shapeshift Skill Level, which was only reason that it had engaged in the lewd ‘activities’ in the first place. The sheer amount of biomass, complexity and movement involved had provided it with lots of proficiency, resulting in a tasty net total of fifty-six percent progress towards Level 10.

But it would appear that that method had reached its limit, as the Mimic’s last few training sessions had been extremely disappointing. It had gained merely a single percent Proficiency after a whole two hours of practise. It seemed that there was little more that it could learn there, so what it needed right now was a brand-new direction towards which it could focus its shapeshifting. Unfortunately, it was somewhat lacking in imagination, which was why it had decided to ask its minions.

The golem and the fiend both breathed sighs of relief upon realising that they wouldn’t be roped into anything unpleasant again. The Slobbering Slut Squad, as Kora had taken to calling the other two, was understandably disappointed. Not only because there would be no happy fun times with Boxxy right now, but also because the implication was that there would be no happy fun times with Boxxy ever again.

“You can turn parts of your body into metal, right? Have you tried producing Artificer-made goods from it?” was Fizzy’s initial suggestion.

The Mimic responded by instantaneously covering its faux-wood shell in dozens of Bladeblossoms, demonstrating that it had not only tried, but mastered the skill. Fizzy was quite impressed with the sheer speed with which it could produce them, not to mention the number, but ultimately the things would be of little use in combat. The petal-shaped blades would return to soft flesh the instant that they were separated from the main body, meaning that setting them off would merely cover the area in strips of shapeless flesh-goo. Something that nobody present particularly wanted to see.

“What about imitating someone who isn’t that dimwitted succubus?” asked Valeria. “Or, more specifically, me!”

Boxxy’s lid flew open and a pure white replica of the lich’s upper body sprang out.

“Humanoids are all the same,” it commented. “There’s nothing more I can learn there.”

“What about skin colour, Master?” Xera chimed in.

“What about it?”

“Pigmentation is important for infiltrating a city. We talked about this before, remember.”

“Oh, right.”

It had nearly forgotten that particular lesson in blending in. Truthfully speaking, it mainly continued to create the chalk-white skin simply because colouring it was a tricky, annoyingly lengthy process. It wasn’t that the Mimic was lazy, it just found it unnecessary to put so much effort into something that it personally considered to be of trivial importance. It hadn’t even bothered with colouring the skin of its hybrid form back in Erosa because its height was already much too conspicuous anyway. But, as Xera had pointed out, getting the colouration of the skin, eyes and hair right was extremely important to inconspicuously blending in with civilised society.

The only time Boxxy had even attempted to fully colour itself in was when it had had to pretend to be Fizzy, and it had messed that up badly. Its skin had been slightly too tanned, the eyes an unnatural yellow and the hair had been closer to purple than pink. The only reason that it had managed to fool the one human that had seen it was because he’d been a random passerby with no idea of what the gnome had actually looked like.

So, Boxxy decided to give altering its pigmentation another try. Splotches of beige appeared on the imitation-Valeria’s body, expanding through the white skin like globs of ink spreading across paper. The twin-tail hairdo gradually turned black, looking much like Valeria’s original, human appearance.

“How’s this?” it asked once it was done.

“It could… use some work, Master.”

That was an understatement. Objectively speaking, Boxxy’s attempt at skin pigmentation had failed horribly. There were various differently-coloured patches of flesh, giving it the freakish appearance of skin sewn together from multiple corpses. Even the hair was noticeably darker on one side.

“Okay, I’ll practise this part later,” Boxxy decided.

Shapeshifting proficiency aside, it did need to master this if it wanted to be able to move freely within a city. It was quite pleased with Snack’s input, though. She really knew her stuff when it came to infiltration. As expected of a conniving, backstabbing and malicious demon.

As for Valeria, she was at a loss for words. Allowing Boxxy to use her physical appearance had been nowhere near the vaguely-romantic gesture she’d had in mind when she’d suggested it. In fact, she was understandably disturbed, but it was only natural that seeing a parody of her old human form would strike a nerve. Xera had been in the same boat back when Boxxy had first begun using her image to cast Spells, but she had since grown more or less accustomed to it.

“Oh! I know!” Kora shouted. “How about combining things?”

“Combining things?”

“You know, like a whatchamacallit! A chimichanga?”

“… Do you mean a chimera?” Xera corrected her.

“Yeah, that!”

“What’s that?” asked Boxxy.

“It’s a monster created by mortal Alchemists, Master,” the succubus explained, “usually by combining the traits of several existing creatures into one. For example, a beast with the head and forelegs of a janther, the body and hindlegs of a goat and a snake for a tail.”

“So, it can be other things?”

“Yes, Master.”

“Is it a shapeshifter?”

“Not exactly,” Xera pursed her lips. “It’s just that elves and humans like to do weird experiments and sometimes wind up producing different combinations. I think those griffins the Empire uses might be a type of chimera. I mean, they certainly weren’t around a few hundred years ago and new monster species don’t just pop out of the blue like that.”

“Oh, I see. So, a chimera might be something like this?”

Boxxy shifted its humanoid form into a ghastly creature with four spider-like limbs for arms, a quartet of giant crustacean claws for hands, a horse’s head with curved ram horns, a thick, scaly tail, and goblin legs for nipples. Short brown fur covered everything else.

“Okay. I was… not mentally prepared for that,” Fizzy mumbled.

“I don’t think any of us were,” Valeria echoed the sentiment.

The two demons nodded in agreement. The thing really couldn’t be called anything other than horrific. And this was coming from a bunch of monsters, so regular people would probably end up involuntarily evacuating their bowels if they were ever to lay eyes on it. In fact, Fizzy was silently thanking her new god that she no longer possessed such functions, else she might have seriously put that claim to the test.

At the very least, it seemed that she had her weird stripping habit under control. After all, Boxxy could see through both her plain clothes and sturdy steel hide. Her subconscious must have realised that removing her clothing was pretty pointless, given the circumstances. In fact, just knowing that she was within its passive perception range was enough to satisfy her borderline-exhibitionistic tendencies. She even had the strangest feeling that she could tell when the Mimic was focusing its attention on her.

That sensation wasn’t just her imagination. The miniscule waves of mana that Boxxy subconsciously used to keep track of its surroundings caused a very slight interference with the magic permeating the steel golem’s body. Her nucleus picked up the currents, relaying them to her conscious mind as the strangely-empowering feeling of being ‘watched,’ driving her to stick as close to Boxxy as she could. In fact, she’d started to feel irritable and tense whenever she was apart from the Mimic for too long, as though she were already addicted to its permeating gaze.

Fizzy was wondering whether this was a good or bad thing when another, much more pressing concern came to mind.

“Hey, Boxxy,” she spoke up. “Can I ask you something?”

“Ribbit?”

“Uh…”

Realizing that a horned horse head was less than ideal for communication, the Mimic undid its bizarre transformation and reverted back to a simple chest with Xera’s face on the front. It would revisit this chimera concept later. The idea definitely had potential, though it wasn’t sure whether it would be able to gain much Proficiency from it. The amalgamation of copied body parts wasn’t something that could be considered an ‘original work,’ for lack of a better term.

“What is it, Fizzy?”

“You won’t have a mimic’s body after you Rank Up, right?”

“Probably not.”

“Will you still be able to see things the same way you do now?”

She was wondering whether the monster’s magical perception ability would disappear, though it was mostly a selfish concern. She was worried that her perfectly-put-together body wouldn’t get the appreciation and attention that it deserved if the Mimic could no longer perceive it with the same invasive level of detail.

“… I don’t know,” the creature answered after a brief pause. “Maybe.”

Boxxy was gripped by a foreboding, almost melancholic feeling.

Its species would change with the Rank Up.

While it had known full well that that would happen, this time it wouldn’t turn into a better version of what it already was, but a completely different type of monster. It had been aware of this, yet it hadn’t truly considered the implications until Fizzy had brought it up.

What the former gnome had experienced hadn’t been too dissimilar to a Rank Up, after all. As a result, she had undergone a series of radical changes, both mentally and physically. In fact, she was still adapting to her new self. And while there were many things that she had gained from the change, there had been just as many she’d lost.

Her newfound numbness to pain came at the cost of her sense of touch, smell and taste, and while she no longer required food or water, she had lost the ability to ingest healing potions. She had gained a deeper understanding of metal through her Metallopathy Skill, but at the cost of her flexibility and dexterity. True, she’d regained those thanks to the Advanced Joints Skill, but she’d had to give up the chance at a different Skill in order to do so.

Looking at Fizzy’s rather unique case was causing Boxxy to have second thoughts about its impending Rank Up. Losing its magical perception ability would be a huge setback. It could not be understated how invaluable something like that was to a creature that primarily fought at close range, to say nothing of how convenient it was for practising its Artificer Job.

And yet, while those were all valid, practical concerns, the Mimic was equally concerned that it might be forced to give up its chesty disposition. Unlike a certain abused gnome, it didn’t feel comfortable letting go of its current form. It had overcome numerous near-death situations and agonising experiences in order to develop a sense of self and establish its individual identity. It loathed the idea of having to abandon either of those things.

“But you’ll still be a shapeshifter-type, right?”

Fizzy continued her line of questioning, completely oblivious to the Mimic’s inner turmoil. The distraction was hardly a bad thing, though, as it helped Boxxy to realise that it still had no idea what Rank Up options would be available, nor what effects they might have. It therefore decided that worrying before it had all the details would be a waste of effort. It certainly wasn’t going to put off a potentially life-changing decision just because it was afraid of the unknown.

Besides, the lump of metal was right. It wasn’t as though a mimic could suddenly become a harpy or a goblin, after all. No matter what, it should at least still be a shapeshifter of some kind. Just like Fizzy would undoubtedly still be a golem and Valeria would remain undead regardless of how many Rank Ups they experienced. The Paladin’s drastic transition from gnome to golem had been caused by a curse rather than the standard Rank Up process, so it couldn’t even be called an exception. It was an entirely different situation.

“Most probably,” Boxxy answered, after it had collected its thoughts.

“So then, can’t you just grow back the thing that gives you that magnificent sight?”

“What?”

“I mean, did you have any eyes when you were born?”

“No.”

“But you can make them with shapeshifting.”

“Yes.”

“So, it should be possible for you to recreate the ‘eye’ that lets you see all around you after you Rank Up, right? I mean, just in case you no longer have it.”

“… But I don’t know how to do that.”

“That’s why I’m suggesting you start practising now, while you still have the chance!”

“Oh, I see! That is a very tasty idea!”

“Hehehehe!” Fizzy giggled delightedly at the praise.

“Ack!” Valeria gasped. “When did the short one become a love rival?!”

The Paladin splendidly ignored the worthless whore of a wraith and continued to bask in the glow of the Mimic’s approval. It was one of the few genuine compliments Boxxy had ever given her, so she wasn’t going to allow such a ridiculous insinuation to ruin it. She most definitely did not ‘love’ the mass-murdering, man-eating monster. How did that even make sense? What she felt was respect for her superior and caretaker. Boxxy was Fizzy’s mentor as a monster, so its words would naturally carry extra weight. It was simply a matter of course that she would get excited whenever those words were even the tiniest bit flattering or affirmative.

… Yes, that must have been what the feeling was.

“Okay, I’ll give it a try right away.”

Boxxy had decided to make Fizzy’s suggestion top priority. It had a feeling that what it was about to attempt wouldn’t be easy, meaning that it would probably lead to a sizable increase in its Shapeshift proficiency. Assuming that it was able to succeed, of course, but first things first. It focused its gaze inwards, bringing its attention to the very core of its magical perception.

Mimics sensed their surroundings with an organ which scholars had named the Mana Locator Gland, or MLG for short. While surprisingly common amongst monsters, the curious thing about it was how wildly it varied between different species. Janther whiskers, griffin beaks, treant roots and dragon horns were all examples of this gland. They were all sensitive to changes in the ambient mana, but each worked in different ways. A janther’s whiskers, for example, could detect whether a Spell was being cast with them as the target and discern when illusions, invisibility and other magical trickery was afoot. A treant’s roots worked in much the same way, except that they sensed magic through vibrations in the soil, making them useless against flying threats.

However, none of the creatures’ sensory organs could compare to those of a naturally sightless monster, like a mimic, slime or primordial elemental. Those species typically had no other senses with which to navigate their surroundings, so it was only natural that their Mana Locator Glands would be far more advanced. And while, say, a dragon’s horn provided enough information to be called a second sight, it could only encompass a conical shape expanding backwards from its head. It allowed the mighty wyrms to protect their blind spots and verify their body’s condition without having to turn their long necks, yet certain Spells and materials were simply outside the scope of the horn’s detection.

In short, it could be said that Boxxy’s 360-degree all-scope MLG had top-of-the-line performance. Though it couldn’t cover huge distances, the sheer volume and accuracy of the sensory data it was able to pick up was second only to that of beholder demons. But no matter how excellent it was, it could not observe itself. Like an eye trying to look inwards or a nose trying to pick out its own scent, it was simply impossible for the Mimic to examine its own MLG. Although Boxxy knew where it was located, it had no idea what it even looked like, much less how it was put together.

But it refused to give up so easily. If it could make an organic wheel, then it could figure out how to observe the source of its magical perception by employing that very same sense. The obvious solution would be to find another mimic to use as an example, but would theirs even be the same? Boxxy was a Greater Mimic, so it was highly possible that a lesser variant of the species would have an inferior MLG. It was a moot point anyways, as Boxxy didn’t have the slightest clue where it could find others of its kin.

This was frustrating. If only it had a second gland somewhere, then it would already be-

Boxxy was struck by a flash of inspiration. It had gotten an idea that just might work. It went completely silent as it began to consider how to go about accomplishing its idea. A plan was slowly coming together. A dangerous, extreme, unquestionably painful plan, but a necessary one if Boxxy didn’t want to lose one of its most valuable assets when it Ranked Up.

It would be difficult, but the Mimic was certain that it could make it happen. This was far from the first time that it had researched its own body, after all. It just needed to put all of its limited knowledge to good use and it was bound to accomplish something. Even failure could be a useful learning experience. Like the first time that it had tried to grow a set of wheels, only to have them violently snap off. Or when it had nearly killed itself overloading its sensory capacity with a multitude of eyes. Then there had been the time it had fallen fifty metres off a cliff while it was learning to fly…

On second thought, perhaps, just this once, some moderation was in order.


Part Four

The Mimic opened its maw and extended two tongue-tentacles, each gripping one of its favourite mithril daggers. The blades flashed ominously as it thrust them unhesitatingly into the right side of its rectangular body, carving deeply into its own flesh. It stifled a pained hiss as viscous yellow blood splattered the ground. The Mend Flesh Skill kicked in immediately and began healing the wound with the daggers still inside. The pain was even more intense as its body tried and failed to close the wound around the metal blades.

The sudden, inexplicable violence sent its minions into a panic. From their perspective, the Mimic had been sitting calmly ever since it had said that it would give Fizzy’s idea a try about five minutes ago. They had assumed that it was simply busy doing its shapeshifting thing on the inside, so Boxxy suddenly stabbing itself had caught them all by surprise. Fizzy and Xera seemed most concerned, begging the wounded creature to tell them what was going on as they approached it cautiously.

“Be quiet and don’t touch me!” Boxxy howled, silencing all of their voices. “I’m working here!”

Once it had recovered about half of its lost HP, it disabled the Mend Flesh Skill, steeled its nerve and ripped its side open even more deeply. It turned Mend Flesh back on for only a second or two before gouging into its flesh for the third time, the others able to do nothing but watch in a mixture of shock and horror. The only one who wasn’t worried was Kora, who instead found herself impressed by her boss’s lack of mercy, even towards itself.

The fiend was no stranger to pain, after all. It wasn’t that she couldn’t feel it, but that she had simply grown accustomed to it. She’d be a failure as a fiend if she was afraid of something so mundane as being hurt. Not even losing a limb or being cut in half could stop her from trying to smash her target to bits. Even if she were reduced to nothing but a head, she’d still try to bite off her enemy’s ankles and rip out their throat. Seeing her own master fearlessly endure the pain of slicing out its own insides only increased her respect for it.

In Kora’s honest opinion, the wooden box was quite ballsy for a mortal, especially considering that it didn’t technically have those body parts to begin.

“So this is how it managed to escape those restraints…”

As for Fizzy, she was only just now realising how the Mimic had broken loose from the magic-sealing bindings that had been literally bolted into its flesh. She’d wondered about it more often than she cared to admit, but until now she’d never even considered that it could have actually gouged them out itself. The Paladin had to admit that, had she been in its place, she could never have been brave enough to do such a thing. And now, while she could no longer feel pain, the mere thought of besmirching her flawlessly perfect body felt like sacrilege.

She looked down at her shining steel hands and gripped her fists, silently chastising herself for still being so naive. If Boxxy wasn’t beyond mangling its own body in order to survive, then she would need to find the courage to do so as well, should it ever become necessary for either of their survival.

It was the bare minimum level of conviction that she would need if she truly wanted to stand by its side rather than grovel in its shadow.

“Ah, Master…” Xera whispered. “Why must you do this to yourself when I’m right here…”

The succubus had somehow been able to grasp what her master was trying to do, and she desperately wanted to help, to offer herself up in order to be of use to her beloved. Her past self would probably have mocked her mercilessly for wanting to support a heartless, unfeeling monster, especially one that could never hope to reciprocate her affection. Indeed, some of her best work had involved manipulating men into destroying themselves for her sake, even though they had nothing to gain from it. The Xera of the past had been a devious woman, seeking only pleasure and entertainment at the expense of others.

And while that part of her hadn’t exactly changed, she wished, for various reasons, that she could be the one her master was carving into right now.

Valeria watched in total silence, trying to process the ghastly sight. She’d been on good terms with the Mimic for only a few days, and thus hadn’t really had the chance to get a firm grasp on its personality. If anything, the creature’s intentions only proved more and more undecipherable with each passing day. The only thing that she could say for certain was that it was the best lay she’d ever had – which was really all she needed to know at the moment. She was sure that the two of them would be getting much better acquainted in the very near future.

“Nasty, come here!”

Something that might just wind up happening sooner rather than later.

“Of course, darling!” the lich cooed as she floated up to the Mimic. “What can your future bride do for you? Or… to you?”

Boxxy had stopped its self-mutilation once the huge, bleeding gash was roughly twenty centimetres deep and six centimetres wide. It had splendidly carved a hole into its flesh, using Mend Flesh to ensure that its HP didn’t suffer too much while also preventing the incision from closing up completely by continuing to pry it open with its daggers. And yet this was only the first part of Boxxy’s impromptu self-surgery.

“Frostbolt the wound!” it ordered.

“Wha?! Th-that’s not what I-”

“Now!”

Why on earth was the woman stalling?! Just because Boxxy was in no danger of dying didn’t mean that its little stunt wasn’t utterly agonising!

“F-Frostbolt!” chanted the flabbergasted Valeria.

Her bright blue projectile flew at the wound, freezing the Mimic’s insides in an instant. It felt a momentary sense of disorientation as its typically-always-on magical perception was disabled for the second time in its life. The daggers moved once more as Boxxy broke something off from its interior, then carefully coiled a free tentacle around the frozen, apple-sized MLG, dragging it into the open. It reactivated its Mend Flesh Skill and waited patiently for the massive, self-inflicted wound to heal. A brand new, fully functioning MLG grew where the old one had been a few seconds later as though it had never been gone to begin with.

That was the solution that Boxxy had come up with. Cutting away the organ in question and relying on Mend Flesh to grow a new one would allow it to, essentially, have two of them. There were some parts of the Mimic’s body that it was simply unable to shapeshift, and the area around the gland was unfortunately one of them. Otherwise it could just have willed it outside of its shell or grown an eye inside its body to observe it.

The Frostbolt had been necessary since a shapeshifter’s flesh was highly unstable, and any severed parts would turn to nondescript piles of mush the instant they lost contact with the main body. Boxxy wasn’t sure whether this applied to its unchangeable insides, but it wasn’t about to take any chances, as it really didn’t want to undergo the excruciating procedure more than once. That was where Valeria’s Permafrost magic came in. Freezing the organ solid meant that it would retain its shape even after it was technically dead.

And now that its ever-useful magical perception had kicked back in, Boxxy was able to gain all kinds of information regarding the frozen lump of flesh. The Mimic committed as much as it could to memory before the gland thawed and fell apart. It would appear that freezing it had indeed been the correct move, as it had provided the creature with a blueprint with which to work. Granted, it wasn’t exactly ideal, but it was a start, which was all Boxxy T. Morningwood ever needed to get down to business.

It immediately attempted to replicate its observations inside its mouth cavity. The Mana Locator Gland appeared to be in the shape of an hourglass, with two smallish lumps connected by a thin stretch of flesh. The bulbous parts actually seemed as though they were made up of dozens of layers of membranes upon muscles upon membranes upon muscles, all the way down to a dense nerve cluster at their center. Its knowledge of anatomy and living tissue helped the Mimic to determine that, based on its structure, the organ was meant to pulse continuously. Like a human heart, but at a much higher frequency.

Meanwhile, its minions had recovered somewhat from their earlier shock. Boxxy had healed its wound and gone silent, indicating that its sudden act of self-mutilation had served its purpose, and as a result the four of them had calmed down significantly. They silently agreed to give the Mimic some space, lest they distract it from… whatever it was doing, and moved to a spot some twenty metres away.

“Nnnnnk,” Valeria whimpered. “I hope my darling doesn’t hate me for this…”

“I wouldn’t worry about that,” Xera reassured her.

“Do you really mean that?!”

“Of course. Master has never liked you in the first place.”

“As if! You’re just jealous!”

“Sure, keep telling yourself that, Nasty.”

“Humpf! At least I’m not something meaningless like a Snack!”

“Indeed, woe is me,” the succubus chortled. “Forever destined to receive Master’s attention and provide it with joy. To be devoured over and over and, hmmm, over…”

“W-well, that’s only because of your supposed flavour,” Valeria insisted. “I’m sure my darling can easily overlook something so superficial!”

“I doubt it.”

“Ditto.”

Neither demon was under any illusion about that.

“Actually, Boxxy also cares about shiny things,” Fizzy said smugly.

“I suppose that’s true,” Xera mused. “Although you’re not nearly shiny enough to satisfy it.”

“I’m not?!”

“Of course not. Steel just doesn’t have the same lustre as gold or mithril.”

“Hmm… that’s a good point. Maybe I should look into finding some metal polish.”

“Could always try using vinegar,” Kora suggested. “I remember one of my brothers saying that it was a great way to get the blood and guts off his spear. Also, something about how it made stroking the shaft a lot of fun.”

Fizzy flashed the fiend a suspicious look.

“Was he talking about his weapon or his penis?”

“… Now that you mention it, I’m not really sure. Could be either, or both.”

“Ugh, should have known,” the golem groaned.

“Are all demons like this?”

Valeria couldn’t help but be curious since every other word from Kora’s mouth seemed to be a double entendre.

“Haah,” Xera sighed. “Please don’t judge the rest of us by this meathead’s standards. While it’s true that all she ever thinks about is fighting and/or fucking, that only applies to fiends.”

“But you don’t seem to be all that different.”

“Of course I am. Unlike dick-on-legs over there, I don’t let sex dominate my life. I only take part because I don’t see a reason to decline pleasure because of petty things like pride, honour, or dignity.”

“I see… Still, I feel like I’ve been missing out. I should’ve been a Warlock rather than a Necromancer.”

Having a fiend familiar sounded like something she would enjoy very much. If she’d known more about demons and Warlocks while she had still been alive, she likely would have made some radically different life choices.

“Hah,” Xera scoffed. “You wouldn’t last a week before your familiar got you killed.”

“As if I’d give them a chance. I’d only be using them for their dicks, anyway.”

“That’s exactly why you’d die, honey. A fiend would rip a little girl like you in half without even trying.”

“She’s right, you know,” Kora chimed in. “It hurts to say this, but mine’s actually on the small side by fiend standards, and even then, the only reason this bitch over here can take it is because she’s way bendier than mortals. Any one of my brothers would shatter your spine on the first thrust if you let them.”

“Oh my God!” Fizzy shrieked in frustration. “Are dicks all you meatbags ever think about?!”

“Kinda.”

“Pretty much.”

“More or less.”

The golem put her palms over her face as she walked away.

“Where you off to all of a sudden, squirt?”

“I’m going to sit next to Boxxy where I can be quietly appreciated.” 

“Hah! Now whose head is filled with lewd thoughts?!” Xera taunted.

“Bet she’s frustrated because she can’t feel anything down there,” Kora smirked.

“Bite my shiny metal ass!” Fizzy snarled. She gave them all the finger and headed back to the Mimic’s side.

“How rude!” Valeria sniffed.

“Indeed,” the succubus agreed, surprisingly. “I should speak to Master about disciplining her more thoroughly. It would not be good if her cocky attitude pissed off the wrong person and compromised its cover.”

The steel golem’s desire to publicly accompany Boxxy wherever it went was something of a potential issue, though it paled in comparison to the lich-sized red flag next to her.

“So anyway, tell me more about these brothers of yours, Red!” the obstacle in question changed the subject.

“Right, so get this. I have this older brother called Junfirpilak, right? But everyone just calls him Four-head.”

“Let me guess,” Xera rolled her eyes. “It’s because his physical form has two actual heads and two dicks, right?”

“What? No! I mean, my sister Sthrirniszath does, but she’s an archfiend. Anyway, we call him Four-head because he told us about this one time with a hydra-”

Several hours passed idly as Kora and Xera relayed the tales they’d heard from their kin during their time in the Beyond. Stories were one of a demon’s main venues of entertainment, so they often shared their interesting experiences amongst themselves. Kora herself had bragged incessantly about getting to take part in the Calamity during the few weeks of ‘vacation’ she’d had after her contract with Boxxy had been terminated. It had made her quite popular among her peers.

Fizzy, on the other hand, had seated herself next to Boxxy, basking in the knowledge that the Mimic was keeping its ‘eye’ on her. While her golem body didn’t need rest, exactly, her gnomish mind still accumulated stress and mental fatigue, so taking a break to relax like this every now and then was a good thing.

As for Boxxy, it had been silently working on replicating the MLG from memory. The two nerve clusters were proving tricky to duplicate, and actually hooking it up to its nervous system wasn’t particularly easy either. Once it had managed to reconstruct the organ, it then had to try actually turning it ‘on.’ This had proved to be immensely difficult, as the gland normally functioned autonomously. It briefly considered attempting to gouge out another one, but decided to keep trying as is. After all, painful things were painful, so it wouldn’t subject itself to them unless it was necessary.

And finally, after dozens, if not hundreds, of failed attempts, the hourglass-shaped mass of flesh finally started pulsating. It vibrated wildly, its frequency so high that the wrinkled flesh almost appeared fuzzy. Just as Boxxy had theorised, this mode of operation was the main reason it had so many layers of springy muscle – the MLG would have surely torn itself to pieces otherwise.

A second magical perception field started feeding information into the Mimic’s mind, nearly overloading its mental capacity. Thankfully, unlike the incident with the twenty eyes, it had well developed INT, WIS and MNT Attributes that helped it to remain conscious and in control, albeit severely disoriented. Now that both Mana Locator Glands were capable of seeing each other and Boxxy was able to get a sense of how the original worked in real time, it was able to fine tune its replica to correct some of its flaws.

When it was finally satisfied with its manufactured MLG, it dissolved the gland back into formless flesh and reconstructed it once more from scratch. When the sensory organ was once more up and running, it repeated the procedure time and time again, growing more and more accustomed to the process. The sun had already set by the time it finished making its fourth working MLG.

[Proficiency level increased. Shapeshift is now Level 10. END +2. DEX +1. AGI +1.]

“… Eh?”

Boxxy couldn’t help but be confused, as it hadn’t expected the Skill to Level up quite so quickly. Even if it had been at seventy-something percent Proficiency when it began its endeavour, it had assumed that it would need at least another few days to push its flesh-shaping ability to this point. Then again, the seemingly-innocuous bundle of muscles and nerves was the most intricately complex thing it had attempted to replicate thus far, so reaching Level 10 already actually made a good deal of sense.

Mild surprise aside, it wasn’t as though this was a bad thing. It needed Shapeshift at Level 10 in order to Rank Up, and now it was. That said, Boxxy uncharacteristically showed a bit of restraint and put off its Rank Up in order to practise making the MLG, until it was confident that it could make one at will.

It definitely wasn’t putting off its decision because it was worried what its Rank Up screen would say. That was not it at all.

Once it was done having doubts, it summoned its minions to its side to inform them that it would be undergoing the next stage of its evolution. The women were delighted at the news, as all of them were quite eager to see what would become of Boxxy once it Ranked Up. However, the Mimic certainly wasn’t about to do it right here and now. The last time it had gone through a Rank Up, the process had taken a number of days, during which it had been passed out and entirely defenceless.

A dungeon was no place to enter into such a vulnerable state, so it led its posse over to a small opening in a nearby cliff. It was more of a hole at the bottom of a rock wall than an actual cave, but it was a far more defendable resting spot than an open field or a golem-infested hedge maze. After instructing its minions to stand by, Boxxy finally spoke the two words that it had been simultaneously dreading and anticipating.

“Rank Up!”

[Rank Up – Mimic (Greater)]
Requirements: Level 50 Mimic Job, Level 10 Shapeshift, END 200

The Requirements have been met.
You may now Rank Up by using one of the following options:

[Doppelganger]
[Queen Metal Slime]
[Queen Shadow Slime]
[Cancel Rank Up]

… Well, choices were probably a good thing. Curiously enough, two of its options appeared to be queen slime variants. It knew about their lesser versions, as it had hunted them as part of its Quests for the Mercenary Guild. They were amorphous blobs of differently-coloured liquid with a small, black nucleus that served as their brain. As far as their shapeshifting abilities went, they were actually fairly impressive. They could bend their bodies into pretty much any shape and were generally much more flexible and free-form than a chest-bound mimic.

A queen slime would logically be a tougher, more advanced version, and if the name was any indication they would also be capable of reproduction. Not that Boxxy had any interest in that particular biological function, though. At least, not while it was still a mimic, but there was no telling what weird new instincts the metamorphosis might instill. That aside, it had very little idea what this ‘doppelganger’ thing even was.

Thankfully, a quick mental poke at each of its options showed a detailed list of what each path would entail.

[Doppelganger]
Additional Requirements: Biomass Level 5
[Effects]
Species will become Doppelganger (K̶̛4͏̕͏f̸̴̀i̢%̵l̵̛e͘̕͜>̕).
The Doppelganger Job will be awarded at Level 1 and will become the Main Job.
The Level Cap on the Biomass Skill will be increased by 5.
The Level Cap on the Shapeshift Skill will be increased by 5.
All Attributes +10.

[Queen Metal Slime]
Additional Requirements: Metal Mimicry Level 5
[Effects]
Species will become Queen Slime (Metal).
The Queen Slime Job will be awarded at Level 1 and will become the Main Job.
The Metal Mimicry Skill will no longer consume MP.
The Level Cap on the Metal Mimicry Skill will be increased by 5.
All Attributes +5. STR +10. END +10.

[Queen Shadow Slime]
Additional Requirements: Excessive exposure to darkness magic
[Effects]
Species will become Queen Slime (Shadow).
The Queen Slime Job will be awarded at Level 1 and will become the Main Job.
The Darkness Affinity Skill will be awarded at Level 1.
The Level Cap on the Ruin Mastery Skill will be increased by 5.
All Attributes +5. INT +10. WIS +10.

The two slime variants seemed obvious enough. Metallic slime bodies would most likely be some type of liquid metal and would undoubtedly be quite durable. Normal slimes were already highly resistant to physical attacks, so this specialised version should be practically invulnerable to everything but magic. The fact that its Metal Mimicry would be upgraded as well was also awfully enticing. Raising that all the way to Level 15 would likely allow Boxxy to morph its body into a wide range of weapons and armour, making it an even deadlier melee combatant.

Shadow slimes, on the other hand, appeared to be more proficient in magic than martial combat. It would appear this variant had been made available thanks to the Mimic’s experience as a Warlock. The listed Darkness Affinity Skill would render Boxxy completely invulnerable to harm from darkness-attuned Spells while also empowering its own shadow magic. This would not only increase both its offensive and defensive capabilities, but also allow for some interesting strategies. It could coil itself around an opponent and rip them to shreds with a point-blank barrage of Big Bang Balls while it itself remained unhurt. And even if there was some damage from the aftershock or whatever, it would be nothing that its Mend Flesh Skill couldn’t handle.

But would that regenerative ability even work on a body composed almost entirely of liquids? That was an extremely dubious point since a Monster Job and its related Skills were very closely tied to its corresponding species. Then again, Nasty was a lich and she could phase through solid objects, which Valeria had testified was a leftover from her previous species as a spectral banshee. She was still able to use the Skill, it just demanded a lot more MP in order to function.

If Boxxy took the lich’s case as an example, then it was highly likely that Mend Flesh would still work, but with some kind of penalty like increased MP cost or reduced healing speed. There was also a chance that it wouldn’t suffer any loss in effectiveness or efficiency at all, as the slime’s liquid body would technically be the monster’s flesh.

Yet even though the Mimic could make educated guesses about either slime variant, it knew next to nothing about its final option. It had never even heard of doppelgangers, though it had made a point of collecting as much information as it could regarding other monsters during its time in Erosa.

It attempted to inspect the species name to learn more about it, but its lack of knowledge on the matter meant that the listed traits appeared as incomprehensible gibberish. Like the time when it had first received its Acid Spray Skill, this was completely beyond the Mimic’s understanding. The Status screen was a handy thing, but even it couldn’t reveal information so completely foreign to the user that not even the doppelganger’s variant was legible in the Rank Up screen.

However, there were at least some things that it could deduce from the information said screen had already provided. For one thing, the doppelganger species seemed extremely proficient in both Biomass and Shapeshift, so they had to be a type of flesh-based monsters with a shapeshifting ability superior to that of mimics. The increase in maximum Shapeshift Level in particular would be extremely tasty, since advancing the Level of the Skill beyond 10 would greatly benefit Cadaver Absorption and Mend Flesh, two of Boxxy’s strongest Skills. The former would absorb additional Attributes or Levels whenever it succeeded, while the latter would gain a noticeable increase in MP efficiency.

Putting its thoughts in order, the Mimic considered each of its choices. Should it evolve into an even more versatile shapeshifter as a doppelganger? Or perhaps the close combat specialist of a queen metal slime? The magically-oriented shadow slime variant could not be easily dismissed, either.

Each option seemed as though it would reinforce a different strength, but it was wary of making a mistake based solely on educated guesses and assumptions. Its theories had been born from experience and knowledge, true, but they were still conjectures which could easily prove incorrect. And while it was in no particular rush right now, the threat of the man Edward still loomed over it like a dark cloud. Boxxy would need to choose, and soon.

The Mimic thought long and hard while its minions waited with bated breath for the Rank Up process to start. This was the most important decision it had ever had to make in its life, and it needed to consider it carefully. Ultimately however, a decision was made, and an option was picked.

“I will be Ranking Up now,” it declared. “You all are to defend me at all costs!”

“Yes, Master!”

“You got it, boss!”

“Of course, darling!”

“You can count on me, Boxxy!”

“Arms and Snack – I forbid you from having any sex,” it ordered.

“Whaaaat?!”

Kora let out a strange, high-pitched scream as her face contorted with shock. She had clearly been looking forward to tapping that tight succubus ass morning and night, yet had been banned from doing so before she’d even gotten started. It was as though the Mimic had stolen her sweet roll, eaten it, pooped it back out and then smeared the poop all over the new sweet roll she’d had to get when the first one had disappeared. And then it had stolen that one, too.

“Understood, Master.”

Xera was much less disappointed than the sex-hungry fiend, to say the least. While it was true that she would sometimes shirk her guard duty to ‘take it up the old dirt road,’ as it were, this was different. Her beloved master would be left completely defenceless for days on end, and she had a solemn duty to carry out. To say that she was brimming with motivation would be massively understating matters. After all, the succubus’s desire to protect her master went well beyond orders or contracts. It was personal.

Boxxy did a few final checks, making sure everything was in order, then said the last words that it would ever speak as a mimic.

“Then I leave Snack in charge. See you when I wake up.”

It at last finalised its choice, going completely and utterly still.

“Is… did it start?” Fizzy asked, staring curiously.

*SNAP*

“Gah!” she screamed.

A noise like a twig snapping in half came from the creature currently sitting in the shape of a perfectly unassuming wooden chest, catching her off guard.

“I would think so, yes,” Xera noted with a bemused expression. “Now then, to our posts! We have a master to defend!”

“Ah hah,” chuckled Valeria. “Good luck with that.”

The lich turned transparent, rushing directly at the unconscious mimic. Her ethereal body glowed bright green as she disappeared somewhere inside the wooden box before either the golem or the two demons could react.

“What… just happened?” Fizzy asked, puzzled.

“I do believe our resident dead girl,” the succubus said in a surprisingly calm tone, “is currently trying to possess Master.”


Part Five

Valeria found herself in a strange, grey-coloured space. The ground upon which she was standing was composed of countless varying cubic shapes. Some were as small as rice grains while others were the size of buildings, with the majority appearing to be about half a metre on all sides. They rose and fell into and out of the ground all on their own, a few flying off into the distance while others came down from nowhere to take their places, slotting themselves into the floor.

And yet, despite the size differences, everything always fit together perfectly. It was as though a gigantic block-based puzzle was busy undoing, solving, and rearranging itself all at the same time. Looking into the similarly grey sky and horizon in the distance, Valeria realised that it was all crawling and shifting. Although she couldn’t be certain, she suspected that the ‘sky’ and ‘horizon’ were actually a ceiling and a wall, both of which were currently undergoing the same odd process as the floor. Which would mean that she was actually in a chamber large enough to encompass a whole city.

“Can’t say that something like this was unexpected,” she mused out loud, her words echoing slightly, “but this thing’s mind really is bland, huh?”

Valeria had used her Possession Skill to invade Boxxy’s mindscape, a sort of inner realm that all beings capable of thought possessed. Her mental avatar had assumed a form much like the lich’s physical body, except slightly more transparent and significantly greener. Her appearance greatly resembled what she had looked like as a banshee, in fact, aside from the spectral shackles and chains rattling around her.

The undead woman mumbled something about ‘finding the ego’ as she looked around warily. In order to succeed in her possession, she had to locate and chain down the representation of Boxxy’s consciousness, its inner self. Doing so would give her control of both the monster’s mind and body alike. It was something she’d done several times before, though this was her first attempt at possessing a halfway intelligent creature. If experience had taught her anything, though, it was that a sleeping or otherwise unconscious mind was most vulnerable to manipulation.

“… Over there, huh?”

Valeria spotted an arch-roofed golden structure in the distance. It was the only thing of note in the endlessly boring space, so it was most likely the place where she would find her objective. She approached it at a brisk walk, although the ever-shifting terrain slowed her progress somewhat. She couldn’t understand why the place looked so bizarre, though. The other creatures that she had possessed had all had mindscapes related to something important to them. The elf she had briefly inhabited had had a mental realm composed of a cozy abode with a crackling fireplace, while the wolf-monster’s mind had appeared to be a very small cave – most likely its den – with some half-eaten carcasses strewn about.

And yet the mimic’s mind was nothing more than a shapeless, indeterminate mass of blocks. In some ways it made perfect sense, but in most aspects, it was completely illogical. Then again, the same could be said of Boxxy T. Morningwood as a whole. The general barrenness of its mindscape suggested that it held very little in high regard, other than the odd structure towards which Valeria was headed. She had already guessed that the massive, barn-like building must be where the Mimic had hidden away all of its precious thoughts, needs and desires. If its ego was anywhere to be found, it would be in there, probably represented by something inane like a small child or a stack of meat.

When Valeria reached the larger-than-life golden building, she realised that it had neither door nor windows. The lack of an obvious entrance was vexing, but it wouldn’t be enough to stop her. After all, what sort of hostile takeover would this be if she had come completely unprepared? She thrust her ectoplasmic hands forward, intending to phase through the gilded wall in front of her, but her fingertips had barely touched the shiny surface before Boxxy’s subconscious let out an overwhelming screech.

*SKREEEEEOOOOOOOK*

The earsplitting noise assaulted Valeria’s mental avatar, forcing her to recoil away from the golden lump of thoughts.

“The fuck was that?!” she cursed in shock.

The Mimic was supposed to be completely incapacitated! Its Rank Up should have left it in a completely defenceless state, both physically and mentally. And yet somehow it had still sensed her presence and lashed out.

“Heh, of course it wouldn’t be that easy.”

Really though, she should have expected at least some resistance. After all, the Mimic was a Warlock capable of wielding Domination magic. This meant that not only did it have the Mental Fortitude (MNT) Attribute, but that it also had a lot more of it than she did. And judging from the intensity of its subconscious reaction, Boxxy’s mind would have almost certainly been able to crush her attempted possession in an instant had it been awake. Its mental strength was… surprisingly intimidating, to say the least.

However, this was also Valeria’s best chance to gain back her freedom, so she couldn’t give up so easily.

Despite appearances, the lich had never loved, nor even remotely liked Boxxy. As if something as superfluous as sex could overturn the grudge she held towards her murderer. The mere thought was laughable. The tentacle orgy had done nothing more than sate her unnatural lust, allowing her calm, calculating nature to resurface. That had been the reason for her changed appearance, not the Agent of Chaos Skill, as Boxxy had mistakenly assumed.

But while Valeria still wanted revenge on her murderer, she’d been unable to take it while her target was in a position of power over her. The awful creature had stolen her phylactery, meaning that it could snuff out her existence in an instant if she showed the slightest sign of rebellion. That was why she had silently decided to act the part of the suddenly-infatuated, madly-in-love little girl in order to gain the Mimic’s trust.

As it turned out, that had been a bad move. She should have known that such a tactic would never work on an inhuman monster like Boxxy. But really, she couldn’t exactly fault her past self for making that mistake. After all, not only was the Mimic surrounded by beautiful, scantily clad women, but its sexual technique was unlike anything even the undead deviant had experienced. There had been no doubt in her mind that it had been putting it to all three of its minions, especially considering how eager that succubus had been. It was the only explanation for its pointlessly-exceptional skill at intercourse.

Valeria’s assumptions, however, had been completely off the mark. The only reason for Boxxy’s ridiculous sexual prowess was that it had, through no desire of its own, been made witness to countless sessions of its familiars going at it. Not to mention that it possessed excellent anatomical knowledge of the human body, which translated well enough to a lich’s physical form. To say that it had been a virgin at the time would technically be correct, but to claim that it was ignorant of sex would very definitely be a mistake.

But of course, Valeria couldn’t have known that. She had been entirely convinced that the Mimic was a lecherous, perverted creature looking to add yet another slut to its harem. Acting the part had seemed like a good idea at the time. How was she supposed to know that the only reason that it knew its way around a woman’s body so well was because ‘mimics gotta mimic?’

However, she’d already been too invested in the lie to back out by the time she’d realised her miscalculation. She couldn’t have abandoned her infatuated persona without arousing suspicion, so she’d had to grin and bear it.

But it wasn’t as though she hadn’t benefited from her brief un-life of servitude. Not only had the Mimic scratched Valeria’s itch, its guidance had resulted in her rapidly gaining quite a lot of Levels. She’d even gotten the benefit of that +10 to all Attributes from the Grand Theft Arcana Perk.

Yet while she was certainly thrilled at becoming even more powerful, none of the benefits of the agreement had been able to even slightly dissuade her from her true purpose. All undead wanted to take vengeance upon the living in one way or another, and Valeria was hardly different. The only way that she could have forgiven Boxxy for murdering her in cold blood was if it were to willingly allow her to return the favor. Of course, it would never agree to that, especially while it still held Valeria’s existence in the palm of its… hand? Or was that tentacle? Tongue? Pancreas?

Confusing anatomy aside, the bottom line was that the lich had had to resort to feigning obedience until a good opportunity to enact her vengeance had presented itself.

That, however, had been easier said than done. Just calling the hateful thing ‘darling’ in order to maintain her cover had disgusted her so much that she would have violently vomited out her insides if her body hadn’t been freed from those pesky biological functions. At the very least, the daily dose of ‘shapeshifting practise’ had done wonders to alleviate her stress. After all, just because she was in a shitty situation didn’t mean that she couldn’t enjoy the little things. It was ironic that those sessions had been the only reason she’d been able to keep her cool for as long as she had. The stupid box really was too skilled for its own good.

But the cracks in her façade had nevertheless occasionally showed. Valeria had never possessed an abundance of self-control, so she’d been bound to slip up eventually. Thankfully, her target had been preparing for a Rank Up and had managed to achieve it before she’d blown things and exposed her true intentions. She was personally familiar with the Rank Up process, having undergone one herself a few months before. That was why she’d been certain that it would incapacitate the Mimic, leaving it vulnerable and offering the perfect chance to strike.

That said, the monstrous box had still had those leashed guard dogs at its beck and call. The fiend was a meathead around whom Valeria could run mental circles, so she’d hardly considered her a threat. The real problem had lain with the other two – the fire-spewing succubus and the pint-sized Paladin with knowledge of holy magic. The undead were weak to both of those elements, making their wielders extremely dangerous to her and her kind. She’d been confident that she could have taken either one of them in single combat, but they were sure to have attacked her together if she’d tried anything.

However, that was only if she gave them a chance to retaliate at all. All she had to do was gain control of the Mimic, order its familiars to turn that stupid golem into scrap and then forcibly dismiss the two demons. Once the nuisances had been taken care of, she could force the monster to kill itself, retrieve her phylactery from its corpse and carry on with her un-life. Ideally, she’d want to permanently keep control of its body in order to pleasure herself as often as she wanted, but Boxxy was bound to force her out eventually. Which meant that when the time came to strike, she would have to do so quickly and decisively.

And now that time, her time, had finally come.

Valeria’s mental avatar again tried to thrust her hands into the gigantic golden wall before her. The violent screech rang out again, but this time around she was expecting it. The ghostly lich gritted her teeth and attempted to force herself inside, only for the shriek to grow more and more intense. It didn’t take long before it had become unbearable, causing her to recoil once again.

“Damned monster!” she spat after her second failure. “Just how badly do you not want anyone to see what’s inside there?!”

“You have no idea, honey.”

The smooth, oddly melodic voice echoed around Valeria. She looked about wildly, panicking, but failed utterly to locate the source amidst the sea of wriggling grey cubes.

“Up here, idiot.”

Her gaze snapped upward, her jaw dropping in shock. The mindscape’s ceiling had rearranged itself into a slightly blocky version of Xera’s face. From Valeria’s perspective, the demon’s smugly smiling visage appeared hundreds of metres long.

“You?! How?!” the lich screamed.

“You underestimated a cerulean succubus, honey,” the gigantic Xera said gleefully. “Peeking inside other people’s heads while they’re out cold is one of my specialties.”

“But- How are you able to invade this thing’s mind?! Weren’t you demons forbidden from taking hostile action against your master?!”

“Oh my, invading? I would never do such a tasteless thing. Simply looking around never hurt anybody!”

Xera’s cheerful tone turned deadly serious.

“Besides, I am currently following Master’s orders. Which is to say I am protecting it from an upstart little cunt who doesn’t know her rightful place.”

“Humpf,” scoffed Valeria. “You’re out of your element, bitch! I’m capable of suffocating your precious master’s will completely, whereas the only thing you can do is toy with dreams and memory. None of that is going to affect me!”

“See, you have a point there,” Xera smirked. “Normally magical mind-fuckery does not work on the undead. However, there are ways to mind-fuck someone by proxy. Allow me to demonstrate.”

The huge grey room suddenly sprang to life. Thousands of cubes flew from the walls, floor and ceiling like a swarm of giant insects. They expertly began combining into various complex shapes, cycling through a multitude of colours as they did. Valeria suddenly found herself standing on the floor of a basement. It was oddly similar to the one in the tower where she had hidden her phylactery, albeit with three major differences.

Firstly, this one was inhabited, if the well-stocked shelves and lit torches were any indication. Secondly, there were a total of three people on the scene – or at least, two people and a chest suspended inside a metal cage. And thirdly, her relatively tiny size made her feel like an ant, or maybe a mosquito. From her perspective, the cage, the chest, the grizzled old man and the woman with the black hair were all roughly the size of castles. The scene was so bizarre that the spectral lich didn’t even realise that the slightly misshapen building she’d been trying to break into had disappeared.

“Let’s get started, shall we?” Xera’s voice washed over her. “I’m sure this one will be a lot of fun. For me, that is.”

That was when the blocky scene around her began to move.

“Interesting,” said the titanic old man. “Blah blah blah blah. Blah blah blah bring it back to headquarters blah blah blah blah blah blah details blah. Blah blah blah blah blah Arcaneum blah blah.”

“What… is this?” Valeria mumbled, unable to comprehend what was happening.

The giant, man-shaped construct turned his attention to the woman standing next to him. Now that the lich was paying closer attention to the both of them, she noticed an odd discrepancy. The man’s face and body were perfectly constructed and entirely lifelike, yet the woman was… not. It was as though her body were composed of large bricks rather than skin and hair, making it difficult to determine her actual features.

“Blah blah blah, blah blah blah blah blah. Zone, get rid of blah blah Jobs.”

“Blah blah blah blah Warlock Job blah?”

“Blah blah. Blah blah blah memory blah. Do it blah.”

The cubic woman stepped inside the cage holding the suspended chest. Numerous tentacles sprang from the Mimic and attempted to accost the woman, but to no avail. She placed a rectangular appendage that Valeria assumed was her hand onto the chest’s lid and spoke three words.

“Job Removal: Warlock.”

The scene turned a violent red. The entire mindscape began to vibrate, shuffling wildly as a sharp screech filled Valeria’s consciousness. Next thing she knew, she was on her hands and knees, panting heavily. The room around her had returned to its neutral grey state, and the barn-sized gold building had reappeared in front of her.

“Haah, haah, haah!” she panted frantically. “What the shit was that?!”

“That was just one of my master’s memories,” Xera’s ceiling-bound visage informed her. “Seems the associated trauma caused this particular scene to become somewhat repressed and garbled, but Boxxy remembered the pain pretty well, wouldn’t you say?”

Her face turned positively melancholic as she continued to speak.

“Ah, that was a terrible moment for me as well. To be separated from Master so unjustly, it was truly a horrifying experience. That was hardly the first or the last time it had to experience such agony, though. In fact, I think I should share some more with you. Here, how about… this one!”

The lich was then forced through an extremely detailed recollection of Boxxy battling the fleshmaiden roughly two months ago. Intense pain reverberated through the room every time the yet-unnamed-mimic received a wound from the agile monster. The final Spell it threw at her using all of its MP carried such a feeling of exhaustion that it was impossible for Valeria’s projected self to even stand up.

“That was a good fight, wasn’t it?” the succubus asked, as if narrating. “A pity that I couldn’t do more, but I like to think that I helped in my own way. I was pretty instrumental to this next one though!”

Next came the memory of Boxxy holing up in the ground as the Calamity was going off in the distance. Xera perfectly relayed the feeling of the city-wide explosion washing over the creature right into Valeria, who could do little but gasp heavily under the strain. Even if it was merely remembered pain, it still felt all too real.

“Oh, I know! How about this one! It’s recent so it’s still fresh!”

The lich’s green face paled as she recognised the scene. It had taken place less than a day before – when Boxxy had carved out its own MLG. The pain that blasted through the unfortunate lich was so thorough, so devastating that she felt as though she were going to break apart.

“Had enough yet, honey? I can re-play that one over and over as much as I want. Then again, they do say variety is the spice of life, so let’s get spicy, shall we!”

The next painful memory was the one in which Boxxy had escaped from Edward’s grasp by cutting away at its own flesh to free itself from the restraints, forcing Valeria to once again experience its agony as though it were her own.

“You… Haah, haah… You won’t stop me so easily!” Valeria insisted. “It doesn’t matter how many times you do that, you won’t succeed! Torment me all you want, but you still can’t force me out without a Priest ritual, and you know it!”

“Force you out? That’s not what I’m doing here.”

“… Huh?”

“I’m merely having a bit of fun. You know what they say, torture exists solely for the torturer’s sake.”

The succubus gave the lich a lecherous smile.

“Besides, I get to feel Master’s painful memories too. Though not as intense as the real thing, they’re nevertheless quite… mmmmmm, exquisite!”

“So what? You plan to keep distracting me until your master wakes up? That’s a pretty pathetic strategy you have there.”

Xera’s indecent smirk became an unsettlingly evil grin.

“You know I can just crush your phylactery at any given moment, right?”

“As if! The thing is inside your master’s body! None of you lapdogs can dig it out without this fucking box’s permission! Not even that insufferable gnome-thing!”

Valeria had been there when Fizzy had made the Pledge of Arms, and she felt quite certain that ripping open Boxxy’s body to retrieve the item in question would warrant some kind of ‘divine retribution.’

“See, that’s where you’re wrong, honey,” Xera gloated. “Master doesn’t have your precious gilded egg. I do.”

“Yeah right! Nice bluff! You think I wouldn’t notice if you were carrying around something like that?!”

“I knew you would. Just like I knew you’d try something fishy during the Rank Up, which is why I made some arrangements. Here, let me show you.”

The Mimic’s mindscape warped once more, this time into a scene inside the ruined hedge maze within the Spire of the Jade King, with Boxxy and Xera standing opposite each other.

“Master, I think you should let me hang onto Nasty’s phylactery,” the latter stated.

“Why?” the Mimic inquired.

“It might break if you keep it inside your body while it’s undergoing such massive changes. We wouldn’t want that, right?”

“That’s a good point. Here, take it.”

Boxxy removed the gilded phylactery from its maw and handed it to Xera. However, she didn’t accept it, not right away.

“Master, I will need your assistance in order to hide it from her. She might get some weird ideas if she sees me carrying it around.”

“I see. Then the usual place?”

“Yes, please!”

Xera turned and knelt down on the ground, presenting her plump ass to the Mimic. Her versatile spaded tail shifted her lower garment aside to expose her nether regions and back door to the cool night air. Boxxy proceeded to roughly shove the phylactery into the succubus’s rear entrance. The demoness moaned and squealed with pleasure as her rectum distended to truly inhuman size in order to accommodate the egg-shaped object, which must have been at least ten centimetres wide.

Valeria watched in abject horror as her soul’s vessel was used as an oversized butt-plug. The memory’s viewpoint was positioned such a way that she had a front row seat to the show, too. Once the last of the priceless object had disappeared somewhere inside Xera’s bowels, the succubus looked over her shoulder, her face twisted in pleasure.

“Thanksh, Mashteeer!” she slurred. “You’re the beeeesht!”

The scene faded away into blank grey nothing a few seconds later.

“Do you understand now?” Xera spoke coldly. “Your ugly little soul is currently lodged firmly in my shit-chute. Right. Where. It. Be. Longs.”

“You… sick, twisted, evil, conniving bitch!” Valeria flew into a rage.

“Flattery will get you nowhere, honey. Or should I say, darling? Ah-hahahahaha!”

The lich fell to her knees in defeat. Her little rebellion had been over before it had even begun.

“In any event,” Xera continued, “I think I’ve had enough fun for now. I should really not disturb Master’s Rank Up any more. So, goodbye, Nasty thing. I’ll be sure to thoroughly wipe your pitiful existence from my memory.”

Her face disappeared from the ceiling. A second later, Valeria felt a sharp, yet remote pain wash over her, as though her heart were being squeezed all the way on the other side of the world. Her projected self dissipated like a puff of smoke, leaving nothing behind and finally putting an end to the existence of Valeria Vortena.

Boxxy’s mindscape remained entirely undisturbed by her passing. Its many cubes continued to idly slide in and out of the walls as though nothing had happened, their owner blissfully unaware of what had just transpired. Truthfully speaking, Valeria’s little coup had been doomed from the start, even without the succubus’s interference. The large golden building she had tried so hard to penetrate was in fact the very thing she had been looking for. If she had seen it from a distance, or maybe even a different angle, she might have understood how truly futile her efforts were.

Because the only noticeable thing in the vapid, empty mindscape was a gigantic gilded treasure chest – the representation of Boxxy’s own sense of self-worth.

Massive, solid, unflinching, pointlessly shiny and tightly closed off.

Exactly what one would expect from a juvenile monster that would always put its own greed above everything else.


Part Six

“I’m back,” Fizzy yelled while walking into the shallow cave.

“‘Sup squirt?” Kora greeted her. “Got a big one this time, huh?”

The golem was dragging the body of an exceptionally large twin-tailed wolf by its broken neck, leaving a trail of fresh blood behind her.

“Yeah. Think this one was the alpha of the pack or something,” she said. “What’s Snack doing?”

Boxxy’s other familiar was sitting next to the dormant chest several metres away at the rear of the cave. She stared intently at her slumbering master, keeping both hands on the chest’s lid.

“She’s checking on the boss’s brains since she’s worried that that undead bitch might’ve left something nasty behind,” the fiend explained.

“But she should be gone, right? We smashed the thing that held her rotten soul and everything.”

Xera had evacuated the bitch’s phylactery from her bowels the instant Valeria had begun her pitiful attempt at possessing Boxxy. A succubus laying a golden egg was something neither Fizzy nor Kora had ever expected to see, yet would likely never forget. Once that particular spectacle had been over with, though, she’d hurried to her master’s aid with her Dreamweaver Skill. It didn’t violate the contract since, as she had stated, she was only following Boxxy’s somewhat ambiguous command to protect it.

Still, the Mimic’s mindscape was completely different when it was fully unconscious as opposed to simply asleep. Xera hadn’t initially thought that there would be much going on inside, but even asleep the place was a turbulent, ever-changing maelstrom of fragmented thoughts and images. It was so disorienting that it had nearly made her ill, and she shuddered to think what it was like while Boxxy was awake. That was why the seemingly-unnatural calm she had seen when she’d rushed to her master’s aid had taken her by surprise, though it had made sense considering the Mimic’s condition.

Unconscious was not quite the same as asleep, though it still made the subject more susceptible to magical mental interference.

Xera was nevertheless thrilled to have had the opportunity to see her master’s inner self when it was completely at rest. Having toyed with countless people’s heads throughout her life, she couldn’t help but marvel at how impressively sturdy Boxxy’s chest-shaped ego was. Though at least some of that was due to its significant MNT score, the Attribute in question could merely amplify what was already there. Painful as they had been, the Mimic’s past experiences had tempered its force of will and sense of purpose to the point where its mental muscles were comparable to those of veteran adventurers.

It was almost laughable that a weak-willed brat like Valeria had thought that she had a chance of possessing Boxxy. While one could say that Xera was just as unstable as Valeria, the former was also an immortal demon with a natural aptitude for mind magic. Compared to her, the lich was essentially a petulant child, but the undead wench had been even more inferior compared to Boxxy. Even at its most vulnerable, Valeria’s attempts at dominating the Mimic’s inactive consciousness had been so pitiful that it had been like watching an ant try to topple a castle.

The would-be invader’s efforts had been so pathetically futile that Xera hadn’t been able to help toying with her. The fact that Valeria’s mental projection had been affected so strongly by the Mimic’s recollections had indicated that it was actually her will being dominated. All it had taken had been a gentle nudge on the succubus’s part to dredge up a few unpleasant memories and Boxxy’s subconscious had done the rest. And while Xera could have easily blocked those feelings out if she’d wanted, she just hadn’t wanted to.

Even if it was only second-hand, experiencing her master’s pain was, in essence, a form of masturbation. Not that she would outright admit to indulging in such – mostly for fear that Boxxy would forbid it. As for Valeria, she could have easily seen the lich destroyed without even bothering to interact with her, but she hadn’t been able to pass up the rare opportunity to share her perversion with someone else.

And eventually she’d grown bored, and had Kora smash Valeria’s phylactery to smithereens.

“I even used Consecrate on the pieces for good measure,” Fizzy added.

“I know, I was there,” Kora groaned in exasperation, “but the Slut-Tornado thinks a fragment of the bitch might have stuck to the boss’s mind and is interfering with the Rank Up. She’s just paranoid, if you ask me.”

“Well, it has been almost five days. That’s considerably more than the two or three days she said it originally took.”

“Just because the boss is taking a while doesn’t mean anything’s wrong. Maybe it’s totally normal.”

Even the thick-headed fiend could recognise that growing from a lesser mimic into a greater one wouldn’t be nearly the same as changing into a completely different type of monster.

“Hmm, maybe,” Fizzy conceded. “I guess we’ll just have to wait and see.”

The golem flexed her metallic muscles and tossed the dead wolf onto the pile of corpses near the entrance. This was Boxxy’s ‘breakfast,’ a tribute to the Hero of Chaos by its first loyal follower. Fizzy had heard that the Mimic had woken up absolutely ravenous the last time it had undergone a Rank Up, so she’d taken it upon herself to stockpile enough meat to satiate its needs.

She had gone into the nearby woods and started pummelling every living thing that looked as though it might make a good meal for a hungry ex-mimic. Something which she could afford to do because the fiend and the succubus were more than enough to ward off any random monsters that the Sawblade Mountains might have thrown at them.

That said, she had still made a point not to stray too far from ‘base’ just in case something serious went down, so her body count was not nearly as impressive as it could have been. Nevertheless, she might have gone a bit overboard dragging over thirty carcasses back to the cave… but she was getting Metal Golem Levels along the way, so there was really no reason to hold back.

Unfortunately, it would seem that Kora didn’t share her point of view.

“By the way, aren’t you gonna clean up some of the older bodies in there?” the fiend complained. “They’re starting to smell worse than a ghoul’s rotten asshole.”

“Whaaaat? When did that happen?!” Fizzy responded in mock surprise.

“It’s been three days! In the summer! Living things tend to rot under these conditions!”

“Ah, something like that. I see, I see, so that’s how it is. Sounds really bothersome.”

“Stop nodding to yourself and fucking do something about it!”

“Why should I?” Fizzy shrugged. “This is a meatbag problem, it has nothing to do with me.”

“Well, I’d love to do something but I can’t carry them far enough away from the cave because I have to stand by the boss’s side!”

“Still failing to see how this is any of my concern.”

“Why you little-!”

“Will you two stop flirting?!” Xera shouted.

“Who the fuck is flirting?!” the other two answered in unison.

“Just shut up and get over here! I think Master is waking up!”

Kora and Fizzy immediately stopped their bickering and dashed over to see what Xera was on about. Looking at the state of the wooden chest made the ex-gnome realise why the succubus had suddenly grown so worried. Though it had looked fine when she’d left for her hunting trip about an hour ago, the Mimic’s chest-shaped shell had become thoroughly… rotten, for lack of a better word. The polished wood-like surface had grown splintery and pitch-black, and looked as though it would crumble apart at the lightest touch. It was almost as if the creature had contracted some kind of flesh-eating disease even nastier than the Blight.

A series of loud snapping noises came from the frayed wooden chest. Xera jerked back in surprise, backing warily away from the monster. The rotting faux-wood surface suddenly fell apart and collapsed into a ring of formless, dead flesh.

Inside was a small blob of viscous, pitch-black jelly. A pair of round yellow eyes stared up from its surface, reflecting the sparse light pouring in from outside. The reflective amber orbs darted wildly between Xera, Kora and Fizzy, seemingly at random.

“… Master?”

The monster stared back at the succubus maliciously, like a predator sizing up its next meal. Its yellow eyes shifted again before it could pounce, this time settling on the corpse pile that Fizzy had prepared. A few tense moments later, the glob of slime exploded as something smaller than even Fizzy leapt out and buried itself into the mountain of decaying flesh.

*HROMP CRUMP HRUMF MUNCH SQUISH*

An orchestra of thoroughly disgusting noises came from the massive mound of flesh, bone and fur, which was rapidly decreasing in volume with each stomach-churning verse.

“Holy shit! Look at it go!”

Kora cheered at the carnage unfolding before her. Boxxy’s feeding frenzy had proven much more violent than she’d thought it would be. Then again, this was the first time that she’d seen her master turn borderline feral from hunger.

Fizzy, on the other hand, was struck speechless. She had honestly expected the meat she’d gathered to last a few days, at the very least, yet the rate at which it was disappearing made her doubt whether it would even be enough for ‘breakfast.’

“Masteeer! This is so not fair!” Xera whined. “You should’ve eaten me first!”

A trio of dark-coloured tendrils shot out from somewhere deep within the pile of mangled bodies, wrapped around the succubus and pulled her straight into the bloodied mess. Her screams lasted for only a few seconds before she went completely silent.

“Hey, Kora? Was that okay?” Fizzy asked.

“Well… I mean she got what she wanted… So, it’s probably fine?”

“I thought Boxxy couldn’t get nutrition from you guys.”

“Yeah, that’s right. Doesn’t mean it can’t use us as seasoning, though. I doubt that rotten meat tastes very good.”

“I see…”

“By the way, did you get a good look at what the boss looked like?”

Fizzy shook her head.

“Not really. It zoomed right past my head before I even realised. I couldn’t track it with my eyes at all.”

“Yeah, same here…”

The remaining two stared with a mixture of amazement and morbid curiosity as a veritable storm of gnashing, ripping and slurping swept up every last corpse that Fizzy had brought. Only trace amounts of blood were left on the floor by the time the ex-mimic had finished.

[Proficiency level increased. Biomass is now Level 10. All Attributes +1.]
[Your hunger has been sated. Automatic HP and MP recovery will return to normal.]

“Boxxy?” Fizzy called out.

The small humanoid figure stopped licking the floor, stood and turned to face her. It looked like a slightly malnourished child around eight or nine years old. Although it had appeared to be shorter than Fizzy when it had erupted from the black goop, it had rapidly grown to about one hundred and thirty centimetres in height. Its skin was a wrinkled mass of grey flesh that seemed to undulate all on its own, with gangly, fragile-looking arms and legs. The feet had three short toes in front and a fourth poking out of the heel, almost like a bird’s, while the hands had only three fingers each. Then again, the number of digits was probably irrelevant considering that a shapeshifter could have as many of those as it wanted.

The head was perhaps the most bizarre aspect of the creature. It was a bit longer and wider towards the top when compared to a human’s, with a pointy chin that made it look like an upside-down pear. The gaunt cheeks combined with the shape of the jaw gave the lower half of its face a distinctly triangular shape – assuming that it could even really be called a face. There was no nose, mouth, ears, nor any other discernible features other than those circular yellow eyes, but even those seemed as though they’d been glued atop a perfectly smooth mask.

“What is it, Fizzy?”

A voice with no apparent source emanated from the creature, so quiet that it was almost a whisper.

“You, uh, missed a spot.”

The golem pointed to the severed boar leg that had been ejected from the corpse pile during the feeding frenzy, which landed several metres from the carnage. Boxxy looked at it and its eyes lit up. Its featureless face split open vertically, almost like a book, revealing an enormous maw lined with countless needle-like teeth. A long red tongue shot out and wrapped itself around the last morsel like a whip, dragging the last of the meat pile into the seemingly-bottomless pit of Boxxy’s stomach.

Some loud chewing and an audible swallow later, the monster let out a satisfied burp at the filling, if not precisely satisfying, meal.

“So, boss,” Kora said awkwardly, “I take it you’re a dopplegangster now?”

“Doppelganger,” it corrected her.

[Rank up complete.]
[Congratulations! Your species has become Doppelganger (Juvenile).]
[All Attributes +10.]
[Level up!]
[Congratulations, you are now a Level 1 Doppelganger! All Attributes +2.]
[The Doppelganger Job is now your Main Job.]
[The maximum Level of your Shapeshift Skill has increased to 15.]
[The maximum Level of your Biomass Skill has increased to 15.]

The series of notifications had been the first thing that Boxxy had perceived upon waking up, but it had put off dealing with them due to the overpowering hunger. The former mimic and current doppelganger had never, ever felt such ravenous starvation before. It would have liked to express its gratitude towards Fizzy for preparing its massive breakfast ahead of time, but it wasn’t sure how to go about it. She took pride in her appearance, so perhaps offering her a spit-shine was the way to go?

“You know, I honestly thought you’d gone for one of the slimes,” the fiend admitted. “It certainly looked like it with all that gunk stuck to you.”

“Idiot,” Boxxy reprimanded her. “I already told you that that would ruin my plans.”

Number one priority on the monster’s to-do list was to integrate itself into enlightened society, which it wouldn’t be able to do unless it could mask its appearance. It was questionable whether a queen slime’s gelatinous body could be molded to appear like skin, and the possibility of losing its Mend Flesh was too big a risk to take. It had gone with the safest route and picked the option that looked to specialise in sculpting its own flesh. Granted, it had been an educated guess and something of a shot in the dark, but in the end, everything had worked out splendidly.

Unfortunately, while Boxxy had indubitably become exactly what it had wanted to, it was already feeling nostalgic for its old body for a number of immediately apparent reasons.

“How come you’re so tiny, though?” Kora asked, pointing out the most glaring problem.

“Because this body is still young,” Boxxy replied calmly. “I have to grow into it.”

“So, uh… what exactly did you do with all that damn meat? There must’ve been, like, ten tons of it!”

A gross exaggeration on the fiend’s part, but her curiosity was nevertheless perfectly valid.

“It’s all right here,” the shapeshifter replied, patting its chest.

“You packed all of that away inside that tiny body?”

“Yes.”

“How?!”

“Because I’m a doppelganger.”

“… Don’t take this the wrong way, boss, but your anatomy is making less sense by the day.”

Yet, as ridiculous as it seemed at first, in the grand scheme of things Boxxy’s answer was perfectly sensible.

[Doppelganger (Species)]

Extremely versatile and nearly extinct, doppelgangers are a breed of shapeshifting monsters that prefer humanoid shapes. Their flesh is incredibly dense when compared to that of most other creatures, allowing them to gain body mass several times heavier than their slender frames would suggest. This concentrated muscle and tissue can be expanded to adopt a shape much larger than the original, allowing them to easily pass as any member of another human-sized species. Their weak point is the spine, which holds their brain tissue, and, while flexible, remains the only part of them that cannot be shapeshifted.

Doppelgangers cannot breed amongst themselves and reproduce by hijacking the pregnancy of a female mammal, usually of an enlightened species. This is typically accomplished by masquerading as the female’s mate and infecting the unborn foetus with its parasitic larva. By the time the infant is born, it will have bonded with the larva to such a degree as to make removal impossible without killing the host. The child is unaware of the parasite’s presence, which will gradually replace the host’s body with its own over the next four to six years until nothing of the original is left.

Doppelgangers come in two main variants – Juvenile and Adult. Their natural strength, agility and shapeshifting prowess increase significantly as their bodies mature, though the flexible nature of their flesh makes them susceptible to unexpected mutation. Doppelgangers also possess above-average psychic potential, with all fully-fledged adults having access to some form of telekinesis.

That was the short essay Boxxy would have seen had it bothered to inspect its newly acquired species’ Status screen. It didn’t need to, though. The necessary knowledge of its new body had been bestowed upon it during the Rank Up process. Unlike Fizzy, who had become a monster due to a curse augmented by a Hero Skill, the shapeshifter had literally been reborn as a doppelganger. Its body already felt utterly its own, with none of the bizarre difficulties that the golem had faced. Valeria may have had a similar experience to the Paladin’s, though, considering that her transition from banshee to lich had been accomplished through similar means.

Speaking of…

“Hmm? Where’s Nasty?”

“She tried to betray you, so we broke her stupid egg and killed her,” Kora reported. “Or did we ‘re-kill’ her? Un-undead her? Yeah, we un-undeaded her.”

“I see. That’s too bad.”

“What, really?!” Fizzy was aghast. “You actually feel sorry for that contemptible whore?!”

“No. I just wanted to keep the shiny egg.”

“Oh.”

“Anything left of it?” Boxxy asked hopefully.

“No. The fragments were consecrated and burned to ash. Snack wanted to be extra careful, and I agreed, so we made sure to annihilate it as thoroughly as possible.”

“Arms, is this true?”

“Yeah, it is. Bubble-butt’s the one that told us to smash it in the first place.”

“I see. Can’t be helped then. Oh, that’s right!”

Boxxy had just realised: it had eaten Xera during its earlier feeding frenzy. While decaying flesh could still provide it with nutrients, it tasted horrible, so it had almost unthinkingly added a tasty Snack to its meal. Just to spice things up a bit, just as the fiend had guessed earlier. She hadn’t been as much as help as Boxxy would have liked, but it had still been better than nothing. Regardless, that was over now, so it proceeded to re-summon the succubus, who greeted the creature enthusiastically the moment she appeared.

“Congratulations on your Rank Up, Master,” she said, her smile wide and blissful.

Her beloved master was alive and healthy and she had gotten to enjoy servicing it in her capacity as a Snack. Therefore, she really had no complaints about the situation. Well, except one.

“Excuse me, Master, but are you well?”

“I am. Why?”

“Because you’re curled up on the floor…”

“Yeah,” Fizzy chimed in. “You remind me of my old, worthless self when you do that.”

“… I miss being a chest,” Boxxy admitted.

This was the real problem with its new species. The former mimic felt vulnerable and exposed now that its faux-wood shell was gone. Just because this was its own body didn’t automatically mean that it felt entirely comfortable in it. While it was now a completely different species, the four months and 50 Levels of its Mimic Job were still influencing its behaviour a good deal. Its desire to eat tasty things and hoard shinies hadn’t changed in the slightest, nor had the instincts telling it to hide patiently in the corner and wait for lunch to come to it.

In short, on every level except the physical, Boxxy still felt like a sentient treasure chest.

“But… you’re this master shapeshifter or something now, right?” Fizzy inquired.

“Yes.”

“So… can’t you like, I don’t know, become a chest if you wanted to?”

“… Ah!”

Of course, why hadn’t it thought of that sooner! It grew a thick slab of flesh from its back, which wrapped itself around the misshapen-headed child. It rapidly expanded, becoming an arch-lidded rectangle, and within seconds the Mimic’s original chesty visage had returned to its former glory. It hurriedly grew a new MLG, placing in the exact same spot the old had been, then opened its lid to reveal numerous dagger-like teeth and a long, fleshy tongue, ready to devour unwitting adventurers on the spot. Boxxy even sprouted the same set of eight spider legs and single cat-like eye at its front that it had grown accustomed to.

“Much better!”

The relief in its voice, which had reverted to its previous monstrous timbre, was unmistakable. If there was one thing in the world that Boxxy T. Morningwood could be said to love, it was being a large chest.

“A shame,” muttered Xera. “I thought Master’s childish form was adorable. Then again, being devoured by a grey-skinned child doesn’t have quite the same visceral impact as being ripped limb from limb by its massive teeth. Ah, but if only that part was eaten then maybe-”

Fizzy stared, wide-eyed, as the succubus kept mumbling about how much she was looking forward to being devoured in new, exciting ways.

“She really is fucked in the head, isn’t she?” she whispered to Kora.

It wasn’t as though the past week hadn’t left her well aware of the succubus’s perversions, but she’d had no idea just how deep the rotten rabbit hole went. It had gone way beyond a simple hobby at this point.

“Like you wouldn’t believe,” the fiend answered. “I mean, I’d tell you to watch out so you don’t become a hopeless pervert like her, but it’s probably too late for that.”

“Huh? What’s that supposed to mean?!”

“Fizzy.”

“Yes, Boxxy, what is it?”

The golem’s misgivings were forgotten instantly when she realised that Boxxy had come up next to her.

“You’re not shiny. Why is that?”

“Oh, right. About that…”

Her previously spotless steel frame was covered in dried blood and bile from all the monsters she had been killing, and her clothes hadn’t fared much better. The splatter was particularly gruesome on her shield-bearing side since she may have used Armoured Charge a bit too much. And how could she have known that deer would squirt so much blood at once? Then again, smashing their heads against the ground like rotten tomatoes had probably been unnecessary.

“I’ve been so busy hunting that I didn’t have the chance to wash off all the blood in between kills,” Fizzy explained sheepishly. “Next thing I knew I was completely covered in crusty stuff, but I didn’t have anything on hand to clean it off.”

“Shall I clean you as payback for the meal?”

“You can do that?! I mean, yes, please!”

The Mimic – or rather, the doppelganger pretending to be a mimic – opened its maw and coiled its tongue around the golem. She didn’t even have time to gasp before she was dragged into its mouth, despite her disproportionately heavy weight. The ease with which it manhandled the gnome-sized lump of steel spoke volumes to the capability of its new extra-dense muscles. Boxxy proceeded to roll Fizzy around inside its mouth for roughly thirty seconds, then opened its maw and placed her gently back on the ground.

The golem’s eyes widened in shock as she stared at her drool-covered palms, barely able to process what she had just experienced. Boxxy had caressed every nook and cranny of her body with dozens of tiny tongue-tentacles, scrubbing places and gaps that even she hadn’t been aware of. It had slobbered all over her fingers, inside her mouth, around her entirely decorative genitals and even between her butt cheeks. Not a single spot of her body had been left untouched.

And yet, she didn’t feel disgusted, violated or even appalled by the borderline-obscene act.

“Ohhh! I’m practically sparkling!”

She felt ecstatic.

“I look better than I did the day I was born! You even managed to scrub most of the blood out of my outfit! Thanks a bunch, Boxxy! I really needed that!”

“You’re welcome,” the monster replied in good humor.

Though rewarding Fizzy for her service had been the shapeshifter’s primary motivation, it had also wanted to see just how brightly it could make her steel frame shine. The results were still a bit lackluster, but her spotless skin was still reflective enough to be shiny in its own right. Besides, the dried filth on her body had turned out to be surprisingly tasty, so it had enjoyed the act quite a bit more than it had expected to.

“I rest my case.”

Kora couldn’t help but mumble to herself in exasperation. How was it that she, a literal demon rapist, was somehow the least sexually deviant of Boxxy’s minions?

“So, what now, Master?” Xera asked, once she had recovered from her fantasies.

“Now, we head north,” Boxxy answered. “We still have to complete Operation: TASTYCOCK.”



[General Information]
Boxxy T. Morningwood
Doppelganger (Juvenile), 5 months old
Level 1.00 Doppelganger
Level 50.00 Mimic (MAX)
Level 25.00 Warlock (MAX)
Level 12.88 Artificer
2401/2401 HP (+8.4/sec)
1715/1715 MP (+2.6/sec)

[Attributes]
STR 266, DEX 305, AGI 284, END 427, INT 343, WIS 267, LCK 142, MNT 211, CHR 121, PER 114

[Mimic Skills]
Assassination – Lvl 9.64
Storage – Lvl 9.41
Cadaver Absorption – Lvl 7.55
Biomass – Lvl 10.08
Natural Armor – Lvl 10.00 (MAX)
Metal Mimicry – Lvl 8.23
Mend Flesh – Lvl 7.64
Adaptive Defense – Lvl 3.31
[Absorbed Skills]
Acid Spray – Lvl 9.45
[Warlock Skills]
Summon Familiar – Lvl 9.72
Power Overwhelming – Lvl 8.46
Demonology – Lvl 6.38
Crystallise Magic – Lvl 7.28
[Artificer Skills]
Clockwork Expertise – Lvl 4.04
Explosives Handling – Lvl 2.10
[Hero Skills]
Chaotic Disposition – Lvl 1.00 (MAX)
Agent of Chaos – Lvl 1.00 (MAX)
Essence Concealment – Lvl 1.00 (MAX)
[Other Skills]
Shapeshift – Lvl 10.18
Stealth – Lvl 10.00 (MAX)
Lockpick – Lvl 1.25
Sword Mastery – Lvl 7.53
Projectile Mastery – Lvl 7.21
Dagger Mastery – Lvl 10.00 (MAX)
Ruin Mastery – Lvl 9.42
Domination Mastery – Lvl 6.88
Shield Mastery – Lvl 6.51
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Interlude
A Neighborly Chat

The Aether. A plane of reality that existed alongside the mortal world, although not exactly parallel to it. ‘Perpendicular’ would probably be closest if it were necessary to use a geometric relation. The Aether was the home of the gods and goddesses which presided over the physical realm of Terrania. However, rather than a single space housing every divine being in existence, it was actually closer to a collection of small worlds. Each deity had their own Divine Area, their own pocket of reality over which they had absolute authority. It would be more accurate to describe the Aether as a ‘divine neighbourhood’ rather than ‘the realm of the gods.’

It was one such Divine Area that belonged to the God of Chaos. The seemingly-infinite white space was currently occupied by two large objects of note. A large red sofa upon which the god himself was seated, and a gigantic wooden frame which floated in mid-air before the comfortably-cushioned couch. The frame relayed images and audio of one Boxxy T. Morningwood as the God of Chaos watched avidly, a box of popcorn in hand.

The god in question had chosen his Hero of Chaos entirely for its entertainment value, and indeed, observing the former Mimic had become his favorite pastime. He had analysed the creature to determine the innumerable ways by which its fragile existence could come to an end, and yet every other week new possibilities seemed to crop up.

To say that he found Boxxy interesting would be a gross understatement.

“-complete Operation: TASTYCOCK,” the monster’s voice blared from the screen.

“Hah!” the entity chuckled. “Gets me every time.”

He grabbed a wad of popcorn and stuffed it into his mouth, munching delightedly as he mulled over Boxxy’s current situation.

“Kind of a shame it went for doppelganger,” he mused aloud, “but I suppose I can’t expect it to do the unexpected every opportunity. Otherwise it wouldn’t be ‘unexpected,’ now, would it?”

The god had been hoping that its Hero would opt for one of the queen slime options for its Rank Up, unlikely though that had been. Looking at all the variables, there had been an overwhelming ninety-six percent chance that it would choose doppelganger, which was why the deity sounded a bit disapproving of that outcome. Still, he had high hopes for the future. Boxxy had already surprised the god numerous times, and he absolutely loved surprises.

He had especially enjoyed watching the gnome abandon her flesh to become a steel golem thanks entirely to the monster’s bumbling, unthinking actions. Most surprisingly of all was how, despite all the abuse and suffering that it had put her through, she had somehow ended up wholeheartedly supporting the creature that single-handedly ruined her life. That had been far more exciting than the mundane future in which she was eaten before the then-mimic had even made it back to civilisation.

The God of Chaos had to admit that his latest Hero was shaping up to be far more competent than that lizard guy he’d forced the title on last time.

*KA-KLINK*

A loud sound, like glass breaking, echoed through the Divine Area. A spiderweb of cracks appeared in the air directly in front of the God of Chaos, as though the fabric of reality itself had broken. The deity sighed dejectedly, devoured another helping of popcorn and heaved himself off the couch. Standing before the cracks, he snapped his fingers.

The fractured space expanded in an instant to form a rectangular hole in reality, a gateway into another God’s Divine Area. The ‘room’ beyond this doorway was a well-lit cavern so enormous that it was as though a mountain had been hollowed out and turned into a museum. A marvelous collection of countless statues, paintings, weapons, furniture, armour, vials of potions, and numerous other products and works of art had all been put on display. While some works lined the walls and still others stood on pedestals or inside glass display cases, the vast majority had simply been suspended in mid-air. All in all, the Divine Area exuded much more life and character than the sterile, endless white of the one to which it was connected.

Standing directly between the two dimensions was a collection of rocks and stones bound by some invisible force into the shape of a stocky man. As one might expect, the visitor inhabited the lavishly decorated space beyond the spatial doorway. He was the deity whose domain encompassed the act of creation by the skilled hands of artists and artisans, a being which valued honest, hard work and exquisite craftsmanship above all else.

“Ah, Goroth,” Jimmy said, casually. “I’d call this a pleasant surprise, but then I’d be lying.”

The God of Randomness looked down at what had once been a box of popcorn with a sour kettle on his glove. The tasty snack was now a cup of eels, which he had no desire to partake in. This sort of thing happened every time he had company, which was why he hated entertaining guests unless it was absolutely necessary. He irritably tossed the jar of crickets somewhere behind the sofa and turned his attention back to the other deity.

“So! To what do I owe the… pleasure?”

“I must have words with you, Deacon.”

The Earth God spoke in a dull, rumbling voice. It was so predictably fitting that it made Charlie just a little more annoyed every time he heard it.

“… Well?” asked the pile of rocks. “Aren’t you going to invite me in?”

“Ah, right. Do come in! Have a seat! Take a load off! Please, do tell me why you insisted on SLAMMING ON MY FUCKING DOORBELL on this fine day.”

“Easy there, Michael,” Goroth cautioned, stepping over the threshold. “That is no way to talk to your betters.”

Yeah, right, Jimmy scoffed internally. ‘Betters.’

It was a little-known fact that the world’s deities did not exactly get along with one another. Most of them were locked in an inter-religious competition, a celestial game of politics and intrigue to see which of them could obtain the most followers and thereby gain the most influence.

From Riddick’s point of view, it was more akin to a pointless faith-measuring contest than a power struggle, and either way he wanted no part in it. He found the whole concept mind-numbingly inane, so to the best of his ability he preferred to stay out of it. Which was why his followers were so disorganised, more like a cult than a proper religion. This left Cedric as the eternal rock bottom of the celestial scoreboard, by far the most obscure member of Terrania’s pantheon.

However, irksome though her fellow deities’ contempt may have been, Melanie tried her best not to let their holier-than-thou attitude get to her.

“Of course, do forgive me, old boy!” she said with mock politeness. “Honestly, where are my manners? Ah, probably all over the floor behind the sofa…”

She wasn’t very good at it.

“Anyway! Do come in and have a seat, won’t you?” Neal beckoned with a wave of his bucket and a bow of his anvil.

“Much obliged.”

The rock pile deposited itself onto the couch, which creaked dangerously under the weight. Kelly similarly sat his fingertips next to him, forcing a smile onto his fishbowl.

“Now then, what can I do you for, Goroth?”

“Funny thing, actually. I was watching over this cultural festival a bunch of dwarves were holding in my honor. Lots of dancing, mountains of good food, an unhealthy amount of alcohol, a general sense of nothing getting done… You know how it is.”

“No, I really don’t.”

Goroth magnanimously ignored the sarcastic comment and continued.

“So that’s been going on for a few weeks now. And when it ended I went to check on my stuff and noticed that one of my dungeons – the Spire of the Jade King – was effectively missing. Any idea what might’ve caused that?”

“Dunno,” Ralph shrugged his dinner plates. “These things just happen, I guess.”

“Really? They ‘just happen,’ do they?”

“That’s what I said, isn’t it?”

“Uh-huh. So, you’re telling me it had nothing to do with the fact that your new Hero ‘just happened’ to stride into my dungeon and ‘just happened’ to decimate it in a matter of hours? All while I ‘just happened’ to be otherwise occupied?”

“Pretty much, yeah.”

“Come off it, Martha!” Goroth raised his voice. “I know you’re somehow responsible for this!”

“I most certainly am not. I swear to you that I in no way told my new chosen one to wreck your Spire thingy just to spite you.”

“Maybe not explicitly, but I know you had a hand in it!”

Geneva sighed. That sort of mentality was part of the reason why the God of Probability had so few followers in the first place. Mortals had this bad habit of blaming him for every single bad thing that happened to them. Got mugged in an alley? His fault. Caught a debilitating flesh-eating disease that made their ears fall off? Her fault. Got stabbed in the face by their wife for cheating on her? Clearly Timothy’s fault!

And yet they never once thanked her for all the good things that happened to them. Like how they weren’t axed to death when they were mugged or managed to survive a stab wound to the face from their jealous spouse. Admittedly, those may have been examples of bad things not getting worse, but they were still favourable outcomes, from Billy’s perspective.

At least the Champion of Chaos he had created knew what was up and where she stood. No matter what, Fizzy had done her best to send a fervent prayer to him on a daily basis, expressing her sincere gratitude for his help. Whether it was for his having saved her from a life of dull obscurity or the fact that the sun hadn’t exploded and wiped out all life on the planet, the golem’s positively-charged thoughts were always most welcome.

Hers weren’t the only ones, either. Through one circumstance or another, most of the Paladins, Priests and Monks in Patrick’s service shared her devotion, sometimes to a fanatical degree. And Wilgarbanding always listened, paying special attention to each and every one of them. The personal touch would have been impossible with a massive following like Goroth’s, but the Goddess of Dice Rolls honestly preferred it this way.

Even if this quality-over-quantity approach didn’t exactly give him a whole lot of divine power with which to perform miracles and blessings, it nevertheless had its advantages. Such as the fact that his fragmented following allowed him to keep track of both major and minor events across Terrania on a scale that no other deity could hope to match. This information could then be used to predict future developments – from something as momentous as a racially-charged war to the seemingly-insignificant fate of one unfortunate gnome. Once armed with this knowledge he could, if he so wished, subtly influence said developments to nudge them towards one outcome or another.

One might say that Chip preferred to work smarter, not harder.

… Which was probably also why he couldn’t get along with the earnest, hard-worker types that the God of Earth embodied.

“Look, Goroth,” Rupert spoke sternly. “I will admit that I knew full well that there was a non-zero chance of my Hero doing what it did when I appointed it. However, that doesn’t mean that I forced, coerced, or otherwise engineered that to happen. Why are you so angry, anyway? Dungeons exist to be conquered, do they not?”

Testing mortals and rewarding them for their efforts was something of a hobby that most gods shared, so it wasn’t exactly uncommon for them to have a number of dungeons under their control. This was also why conquering a dungeon, while challenging, was not entirely impossible. While it was technically possible to construct an unbeatable dungeon, doing so would have defeated the whole purpose of its existence.

“Conquered, yes,” Goroth nodded. “Completely demolished is another thing entirely.”

“This is about the missing dungeon core, isn’t it?”

“Not exactly. In my opinion, if someone defeats my dungeon fair and square then they have earned the right to do with the core as they please. I can just channel my divine power and forge a new one in a day or two if I want, so getting angry over something like that is really just pointless.”

Mogren rolled her cabbages at the remark. The damned rockhead was obviously trying to rub his superiority in her pavement. Just because Kimberley didn’t have the power to directly influence the physical world to the degree that Goroth did didn’t mean that he had to be so damned smug about it.

“That is, if they beat it fair and square,” added the Earth God. “However, that thing and its… team defeated the entire thing in under four hours! At their Levels?! I really don’t see that happening without your bloody help! You know we’re not supposed to use our divine power in the mortal realm for petty things like that!”

“Ah, I see. Tell me, have you considered that maybe the conquest was easy because your dungeon was shit?”

“It was not shit! It was a work of art! You must have cheated!”

“Okay, look! Let’s stop the finger wagging and settle this like responsible deities. We both know that a dungeon’s logs hardly tell the whole picture.”

It was a fact that a dungeon’s records were generally rather bare bones. They didn’t so much describe what had happened as record the outcome of encounters. They showed the ‘when’ and ‘where’ of ‘who’ had done ‘what,’ but not the underlying ‘how’ and ‘why’. That was why the dungeon’s Surveillance Net module also recorded images and audio of intruders for future inspection. It was far more reliable than the backup logs, but it would appear that the record had been lost upon the removal of the dungeon’s core. Otherwise Goroth wouldn’t be jumping to conclusions and talking out of his ass like this.

“I recorded the entire expedition, you know,” Ricky revealed. “I can play it back to you right now to prove that I did not cheat, and that Boxxy’s gang cleared your so-called ‘work of art’ entirely through their own efforts and skills.”

“Hah! As if I would trust any footage you’ve been handling! How do I know you haven’t altered it in some way?!”

“Alright, then. Let’s call Looney in here to mediate. She’ll see right through any illusions or whatnot I might have set up, right?”

“Surely Teresa would-”

“That bitch is not setting foot in my house!” Calvin bellowed.

“Alright, alright, calm down,” Goroth conceded, his own anger quelled by Jerry’s outburst. “Lunar will do.”

“Ah, I do apologize for that, my dear chap. I just can’t stand it when she starts sneering at me with that self-righteous-”

“Yes, yes, I know. We are all very much aware of your recent… rivalry.”

The Goddess of Truth and Justice and Nathaniel didn’t exactly see eye to eye, mostly because he was known to be something of a schemer and she, well… wasn’t.

“Shall I call Lunar over now?” Goroth suggested.

“Yes, please, if you wouldn’t mind.”

There was a moment of silence as the God of Earth sent a short telepathic message to the Moon Goddess, she who presided over matters of magic, study and knowledge. It was a common means of communication between the various deities, usually referred to as god-mail, or G-mail for short. A fact that amused the God of Uncertainty to no end for reasons that only he could understand.

“She said she’ll be here shortly.”

“Very good. I hope she helps us clear this thing up, I sincerely don’t want any friction between us.”

“… I think it’s a bit late for that.”

“Ah, come off it. What did I ever do to you?”

“You corrupted my previous Hero, remember?”

Whenever Goroth picked a Hero of the Anvil, he expected them to raise the bar for artisans and artists everywhere. This usually involved pushing the limits of what could be expressed through artistic mediums or mastering one’s craft to the point of becoming world famous. In some ways, it was a much more challenging undertaking than simply slaying a terrible evil or unearthing some long-forgotten secret. The Hero of the Anvil had to move and inspire the world to be better entirely through the fruits of their labour.

“Oh, right, old Shitstain,” Leon remarked in a bemused tone. “Okay, I admit I may have had a hand in that, though some of the details got a little… out of control.”

“That’s putting it mildly, isn’t it?! You ruined a superbly talented painter for your own amusement!”

“Look Rocky, I did not intend for that guy to start using his poop as paint, okay? That part was completely unintentional!”

She was speaking truthfully. Even the Goddess of Chance could not perfectly control the flows of chaos. Really, all she’d wanted was for the artist in question to do something more interesting and Hero-like than live as a shut-in painting nothing but boring landscapes. Timothy honestly had had the guy’s best interests in mind, otherwise he wouldn’t have broken the pact between the gods that forbade direct interference with another’s Hero.

“Besides, I don’t think that’s any worse than what your current guy is doing. I mean, what the fuck is ‘interpretive dance’ supposed to be?”

“It’s art, you cretin!”

“You see a bloke that likes to hump the air for no good reason and call it art, but finger painting with faeces isn’t?”

“That isn’t-”

*KA-KLINK*

“Oh, Looney’s here!”

Chester snapped his fingers before the argument could devolve into further name calling, causing another doorway to appear from thin air.  This one opened into a massive library, its shelves stuffed so full with books that they were threatening to overflow.

The divine being presiding over the space had the appearance of a hunched-over granny wearing a pair of half-crescent glasses, a pointy, wide-brimmed hat and a long flowing robe. Her clothes appeared to be woven from the night sky itself, as they were thoroughly pitch-black and speckled with stars which twinkled as if from an unimaginable distance away. Looking at her from a different angle would have revealed an entirely different view of the cosmos, as though she were a window into the depths of space.

“Hey, Gorey, Twitchy,” she rasped.

“Hi, Looney,” Stuart replied, waving his flute.

“Good tidings, Lunar,” Goroth bowed his head-boulder.

“Heard you boys got some dispute you need help with?”

“Indeed. I’ll be showing rocks-for-brains here a recording I took about a week ago and we need you to confirm that it’s not been tampered with in any way.”

The goddess raised an eyebrow.

“I see. Though I must say, this is unusual for you, Twitchy. Oh, wait! This is about that amusing little box you keep talking about, isn’t it?”

“It is indeed!”

“Nice! I’ve been curious to see if it’s really as capable as you boasted over the G-mail!”

“That’s exactly what I want to see as well,” Goroth rumbled.

“Then let’s get this show on the road. Move over!”

The goddess shoved the pile of rocks roughly to the side, taking a seat on the couch. She seemed awfully excited considering she had very little to do with the dispute at hand. The God of Possibility snapped his pencils, and the floating screen began to project the recording, which he had titled ‘How to Wreck a Dungeon 101.’

It started with the scene of Boxxy fighting its way through the vast hedge maze alongside its team and their army of undead. The basic-yet-effective formation mowed down wave after wave of stone soldiers with little difficulty. They were also headed more or less straight for the goal, barring a few detours to loot the common tier of treasure chest sprinkled about the place. Something that would’ve been impossible without Xera’s aerial reconnaissance.

“Wait, you didn’t make your open-air dungeon a no-fly zone?” Lunar asked after a few minutes. “What was the purpose of that maze if you were going to allow that sort of thing?”

“… Okay, I admit, I should have taken flying invaders into account,” Goroth conceded. “What’s with that lich though? Where did she even come from? And why does she keep calling the chest with legs ‘darling?’”

“Ah, long story,” Joey waved his sunflower. “Let’s just say the two have a history and she’s not exactly right in the head.”

“Good thing Morty isn’t here to see this,” Lunar chimed in. “He’d flip his lid if he saw that thing.”

“You seem okay with it, though,” Jeffrey pointed out.

“Intelligent undead have contributed to the study of magic in their own way, you know.”

“Hoh-ho! I see! I guess you can get a lot of work done when you’re able to study day and night without food or sleep, huh?”

Indeed, many of the mortals who turned to lichdom did so with the intent to continue studying and mastering the arcane arts without fear of old age. And as Lunar had stated, quite a few had contributed to the development of magic as a result. Unfortunately, whether they were noble or selfish in origin, such pursuits did not stand the test of time. As the years and decades went by, liches would inevitably succumb to the spiteful, power-hungry nature of their undead species. Their conjured bodies would reflect this change in mentality, with each reincarnation looking less like a person and more like a skeleton held together by cloth and chains.

Valeria as well would have eventually turned into such a ghastly construct had her un-life not been ended so abruptly.

“Anyway, this part is a bit repetitive, so let me just skip ahead to the first boss fight.”

Linda snapped her trees once more and the images on the screen changed to display Boxxy’s troupe taking down the trio of gargoyles with relative ease.

“Wow, okay,” Goroth admitted. “That was impressive. The monster’s shapeshifting was accurate and quick. Good dose of creativity, too.”

The Earth God appreciated art in all forms. To him, sculpting one’s own flesh was no different to carving an image from wood or stone. The Mimic’s smooth transition from weaponising its tentacles to sprouting wings to glide through the air had had a certain kind of beauty to it. Although Goroth was far from Boxxy’s biggest fan, he couldn’t deny that its shapeshifting expertise was likely the result of intense practise and effort.

“Geh, that child used curse magic, didn’t she?” Lunar said sourly. “How many times do I have to tell people!? That sort of thing just gives birth to even more monsters!”

“But… they’re in a dungeon. There’d be monsters there anyway,” Sam pointed out.

“That’s not the point! If she’s using it in the dungeon, then she’ll use it outside of it, too!”

“Yeah, okay. You don’t need to worry about that, though. That lich is super dead now. Like, dead-dead.”

“Come on, Twitchy! Spoilers!”

“Oh… oops.”

“Well, whatever. At least I won’t need to send my hex-hunters after her.”

Hex-hunters were an order of Paladins in service to Lunar, whose Champion of Magic Skill gave them a frankly-unfair advantage when tracking and confronting wielders of cursed items or Hexcraft magic. Lunar tended to get so up in arms about it because curse magic was – in a way – anathema to holy magic. Something so vile that she deemed its use worthy of the same disdain as necromancy.

“Looney. Not cool.”

“I know, I know. Sorry about that.”

“What’s that… thing doing?” Goroth asked, disbelievingly.

The other two turned back to the screen. It was currently relaying the scene of the Mimic slobbering all over the solid-gold treasure chest.

“Kya! How lewd!”

“Don’t go ‘kya’ like that, you old hag! It’s not cute at all!” Augustus grumbled.

“No, but for real. What’s it doing?”

“It’s just appreciating the workmanship on the chest, it’s a mimic thing,” Kevin explained. “Come to think of it, what’s with the pointlessly-decorative item containers? I can understand the golden ones, but even the stone ones?”

“Well. Just because they only appear for a short time doesn’t mean that they can’t be superbly crafted.”

Kevin rolled his bacon. Of course this artsy-fartsy blockhead would do something unnecessary like that. But the sight had made the him laugh like a maniac for a good twenty minutes the first time he had seen it, so he withheld from chastising the Earth God. The vaguely-disturbing image soon moved on to the climbing of the Black Stairs and subsequent destruction of the entire swarm of crystalline insects with a single Sonic Scream.

Josefina elected to fast-forward through the boring bits up to the confrontation with the Jade King, which was ended in nearly an instant thanks to Boxxy unleashing all its mass-produced Spell Crystals on the golem at once. Goroth had fallen oddly silent by this point, watching absentmindedly as the dungeon core was violently dislodged, kicked unceremoniously down the steps and carried outside the dungeon’s sphere of influence. At that point, the recording cut off.

“Well,” Amanda spoke up. “Did you see any illusions or indications of tampering, Looney?”

“Nope,” the Goddess of Magic and Learning replied. “Seems legit to me.”

“Satisfied, Goroth?”

“… Yes. I apologize for raising such a fuss earlier.”

The Goddess of Chaos stared dubiously at the pile of rocks next to her.

“You’re usually more headstrong than this. What gives?”

“I just… Did you know I spent a good three years fine-tuning that Jade King encounter until I had it just right? It was supposed to be an absolutely epic battle with five phases and various different subordinates joining the fight, giving their lives to support and restore their regent. And yet…”

“And yet a single monster blew it all away before the guy even got a chance to show off.”

“Yeah.”

For a being who valued hard work, having his own efforts so thoroughly wasted was a strangely humbling experience. The fact that his ‘finely-crafted’ encounter had been blasted to smithereens by a four-month-old mimic was perhaps the biggest blow.

“I understand what you meant now. That dungeon was pretty shit, wasn’t it?”

“Nah, I wouldn’t say that,” Lunar butted in. “It’s just that they had the proper tools to deal with it. Compatibility trumps raw power, that’s just how it is with dungeons, you know?”

“I suppose. Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to go and review my other dungeon designs.”

The deity’s stone avatar stood from the couch, turning to face the God of Luck. Or at least, that’s what Thomas assumed, considering that the moving pile of rocks didn’t actually have a face.

“Goodbye, Victor. This has been… educational.”

Goroth flickered out of existence, presumably returning to his own Divine Area.

“… Those kids were a little too well prepared, weren’t they?” Lunar asked after a moment of silence. “The lich in particular seemed like she did most of the work.”

“Oh, not you too! I already said I had no hand in what happened to Blockhead’s dungeon!”

“Listen here, Twitchy, you might have been able to convince Goroth that it was all his fault, but please don’t try to pull that shit on me.”

The Goddess of Magic and Learning and the Goddess of Change had more in common than one might think. Though it wasn’t readily apparent at first, both deities placed a great deal of value on information. Admittedly, they used different methods and certainly had different goals, but the starting point was the same. That was why under normal circumstances they got along fairly well. Which was, in turn, why Lunar was so familiar with Darren’s personality.

“I know you far too well to believe that you didn’t orchestrate this entire thing just to knock Gorey down a peg,” the Moon Goddess stated confidently.

“Ahhh… found me out, did you?”

It was hardly a stretch. After all, Boxxy wouldn’t have been able to leave Goroth’s dungeon in ruins if it hadn’t managed to find it in the first place, and it couldn’t have done that if Valeria hadn’t been there to show it the way. And of course, the Mimic and the lich had only been reunited because of Lamar himself. Indeed, merely sending Boxxy and Fizzy on that Hero Quest had set off a chain of events that, factoring in all of the variables, had had a greater than ninety-nine percent probability of resulting in the Spire’s destruction.

Which, technically speaking, was still, as Thomas had told Goroth, a ‘non-zero chance.’

“Well… he has been getting awfully full of himself these past twenty years,” Amanda smirked. “A little humility will do him good.”

“Honestly, how are you still this rotten?” Lunar shook her head. “You shouldn’t toy with your fellow gods like that!”

“And where would be the fun in that? It’s far more entertaining to mess with these snot-nosed brats that think themselves superior just because they’re popular.”

“So you keep saying… Anyway, do send me a G-mail the next time that Hero of yours does something interesting, will you? I’ve become rather curious about it myself.”

“Sure. Just don’t get any funny ideas about making it the Hero of Magic. You know that won’t end well.”

“Don’t flatter yourself, I already have a capable youngster of my own. My interest is more curiosity as to what it’ll do next. And I honestly don’t see it inventing new Spells or anything like that.”

“Well, actually-”

“Twitchy! Spoilers!”

“Oops. Sorry, Looney.”

The goddess shook her head in fond exasperation.

“Whatever. I’ll be going now.”

“Sure thing. Thanks for dropping by.”

“Anytime, just please cut down on the pranks, alright? You’re the eldest of us, you really should act the part.”

With that, Lunar disappeared much like Goroth had, leaving Jason unobserved and allowing him to return to his true form. He sat back down on the couch, conjured another box of popcorn and resumed observing the doppelganger mimicking a mimic mimicking a chest. He was hoping for something exciting to liven his mood, as Lunar’s parting words had left him feeling slightly sour.

Did she not realise how thoroughly boring the world would be if the God of Chaos actually acted like he was the eldest? Did she expect him to suddenly start taking part in that prick-waving contest those upstarts were calling a power struggle? It was a thoroughly banal competition that was not only extremely dull, but also served absolutely no purpose in the grand scheme of things.

After all, when was the last time any of the other members of Terrania’s pantheon had done something as significant as creating the Beyond and filling it with demons? That’s right – never. It was an objective fact that, based on results, the God of Chaos was the hardest-working god in existence. Frankly speaking, the rest of his peers entirely misunderstood why it was he found their little game to be so utterly boring.

It was honestly simple: he’d mop the floor with them if he decided to really put his back into it. Teresa, Axel, Nyrie, Lunar – none of them would last more than a few decades if ‘Twitchy’ truly set out to make his religion the dominant one. In fact, he could probably cut that down to about eight or nine years if he wanted. He could kick their asses so hard that they’d literally cease to exist.

Just like the previous generation of gods.


Chapter Four
Death Comes in Many Shapes

Part One

The village of Carran was a remote settlement housing just under three hundred residents, although it would be a lie to call it a peaceful place. The village was located at the foot of the Sawblade Mountains, and as such often found itself under siege by packs of monsters overflowing from the treacherous peaks. Consequently, the people living there had erected high wooden walls around the village, as protecting themselves otherwise would simply have been impossible. Fortunately for them, they had more than just bare walls to rely on.

Common logic dictated that, wherever monsters cropped up, adventurers would soon appear. And wherever monster hunting professionals went, their guilds would surely follow. Even this isolated little hamlet wasn’t exempt from this unwritten law since as many as fifty adventurers from three separate guilds had made their homes here. The rest of the populace earned their livelihoods tending the fields just outside the walls or digging metals from the mine running underneath the village.

As a tiny settlement, they didn’t have guards, exactly, but instead relied on a local militia comprised of about two-thirds of its resident adventurers. These people had taken up the dangerous profession out of necessity, the desire to protect their friends and family trumping selfish pursuit of wealth or glory. The rest had fewer ties to the village and were simply drifting through or earning their livelihoods, but nevertheless they all contributed to the safety of the region in one way or another.

Even the outsiders would sometimes take night shifts watching the wall for no pay, thanks in part to Flanne, the local innkeeper’s daughter. She would often bring them a homemade breakfast first thing in the morning to reinvigorate their bodies, and her lovely smile was capable of melting even the coldest of hearts. Her kind demeanour, superb cooking and wholesome beauty had made her the most eligible bride in the village, despite her being a member of the village’s sole elven household. Even the local housewives looked favourably upon her. She was a central figure in the closely-knit community, a shining demonstration that humans and elves need not hate one another.

It was therefore a crying shame that, on this windy summer night, Flanne was about to pass away in her sleep of natural causes.

[Assassination Skill triggered. Your attack has dealt 500% more damage. Target HP -1,482.]
[You have slain your target in a single strike.]

Or at least, as natural as being stabbed through the heart could be. Statistically speaking, assassination by doppelganger was already the leading cause of death in the village, as the girl was Boxxy’s ninety-fourth victim of the night. The spider-chest withdrew its mithril dagger from her body, shaking the blood off and then moving methodically towards the next room to silently dispatch Flanne’s father, mother, younger brother and all seven of the inn’s guests.

Once everyone in the inn was dead, Boxxy made one more round in order to devour or absorb all of the corpses, then left the building and crept silently into the house next door. After murdering and ‘processing’ its residents, it moved on to the next dwelling, and then the next after that, each never taking more than a few minutes.

Fizzy and Kora had been instructed to stand by outside the village wall since they were ill-suited to sneaking around. One was a loudmouthed mountain of muscle and violence, the other a half-mad lump of steel. To say that subterfuge wasn’t exactly their strong point would be putting it mildly.

As for Xera, while she was adept at moving stealthily, she also lacked a means of silently executing her victims. She had therefore been relegated to scouting duty, keeping an eye on things from the sky to ensure that no nosey neighbours or night watch raised an alarm. While Boxxy was reasonably confident of its ability to take on the entire village, that didn’t mean that that was strictly necessary. Not when it could simply slaughter everyone in their sleep without suffering a single scratch.

Peaceful solutions really were for the best.

Besides, it was possible that one of the villagers or adventurers would escape in the confusion, which was something to be avoided at all costs. They would doubtless alert other settlements to Boxxy’s presence, the news of which would assuredly reach that terrifying Spymaster in no time flat. Granted, he was bound to eventually discover that Boxxy had been behind the massacre, but later was better than sooner.

When the sun finally rose, Carran village had become a ghost town. Every last one of its residents had been added to the writhing flesh-abyss of Boxxy’s body. The monster had gorged itself upon nearly a hundred bodies before it had felt truly full for the first time since its Rank Up. Even then, it had kept eating. While its hunger had technically been sated, that didn’t actually mean that it had eaten its fill, as it appeared that a doppelganger demanded significantly more sustenance than a mimic. Either that, or Boxxy was still suffering from post-Rank Up hunger pains. Only time would tell.

It hadn’t eaten all of the corpses, though. The fifty or so adventurers living in Carran it had used as fodder for its Cadaver Absorption, resulting in Attribute gains of +37 AGI, +28 INT and +31 STR, as well as an extra two Levels’ worth of Sword Mastery Proficiency. Several of the tastier-looking bodies had been stowed into its Storage for later, and the rest were gobbled up without a single hair left behind. Overeating like that had made Boxxy feel somewhat bloated, but the gluttonous box had never been one for moderation. It could have used Cadaver Absorption on the bodies of the villagers as well, but had decided that raising its Biomass Skill Level was more important, as that would be necessary for its next Rank Up.

Besides, it was every child’s duty to eat heartily in order to grow up big and strong – even if said child happened to be a juvenile doppelganger.

And grow it certainly had. Although outwardly it had chosen the same appearance that it had had prior to its Rank Up, its body was easily four, maybe even five times heavier than it had been. The dense tissue could be expanded outwards to roughly the size of a horse with little to no difficulty, though doing so would make the shapeshifter a bigger target.

That was why it preferred to stick to the relatively-compact shape of a spider-legged chest. It could theoretically have taken the smaller form of a nine or ten-year-old child, but Boxxy just didn’t feel right outside of a chest-based shape. It would have to break the habit eventually if it wanted to integrate itself into society, but at the moment there was no particular rush.

Once it was finished devouring the populace, Boxxy checked the village once more to make extra sure that there were no people left, living or otherwise. After confirming that Carran was indeed deserted, it returned to the settlement’s centre and rested next to the large stone well that had served as the village water source. It wasn’t that it was particularly tired, but taking a lazy nap in the warm sun after eating its fill just seemed appropriate.

It slept contently until around noon, its body as per usual becoming active several seconds before its mind, causing it to flail half-consciously. It would seem that Boxxy had yet to master the subtle art of waking up.

“Master?! What’s going on?”

Xera’s telepathically-transmitted thoughts broke the Mimic out of its half-sleeping stupor, allowing it to once again think clearly.

“Nothing, just woke up.”

“Then what was that loud crash just now?”

“Just knocked over the well, nothing to worry about,” Boxxy said while digging itself out of the rubble.

“No, that’s plenty to worry about! Master, we need to start working on these bad habits of yours,” Xera scolded it. “How are you supposed to fit in with the elves if you wreck something every time you wake up?”

She had hoped that the shapeshifter’s Rank Up would have allowed it to bring its morning tantrums under control, but they appeared to have only gotten worse.

“Never mind that now. Did you finish looking for all the shiny things?”

The succubus had been instructed to join the other two in search of anything of value once she had confirmed that there were no survivors making a run for it.

“I believe so, Master. We’ve found a total of 5,530 GP worth of coins and about 1,800 GP worth of jewelry.”

“That much?!” Boxxy asked with surprised delight. “I don’t remember seeing so many shiny things in the houses last night!”

“You would be correct, Master. A lot of this came from the guild buildings you so graciously left open for us.”

Of the three adventurer guilds with a presence in Carran, the most influential by far was the branch office of Griffin Heart. It was the biggest fighter-oriented organisation in the Empire, though its size could probably be attributed to its shockingly low enlistment standards. The other two included the Brotherhood of the Third Eye, a much smaller, independent local magic guild, and the Union of Excavators, which supported the village’s mining community.

“I see. Anything else in them?”

“They didn’t have any magic items worth a damn,” Xera continued, “but we did find a cache of alchemical supplies in the mystic one. It contained about two dozen healing potions, half as many mana potions, seven fortification elixirs and five different jars of weapon oils.”

Elixirs and oils were alchemical products intended to provide long-lasting effects. Drinking a vial of the former would strengthen the body, while the latter imbued the equipment to which it was applied with a temporary magical effect. Boxxy was pleased to have some extra insurance, although it suddenly spotted something worrying in the distance.

“Snack, are you sure that there were no survivors?”

“I am certain of it, Master.”

“Then why is there a column of smoke rising towards the east?”

“Ah, your pet golem decided that rummaging through all those houses was beneath her, so she disregarded her orders and went to the smithy. Something about forging components. I tried to stop her, but she wouldn’t listen. I think some sort of punishment is necessary, Master.”

“It’s fine, I was running low on parts anyway. Get Arms and meet me where the smoke is coming from. We’ll be leaving soon.”

“Understood, Master.”

Boxxy strode into the deathly-silent streets with a small spring in its step. Last night had proved even more profitable than it had initially assumed, though it wished that it had been able to raise its Level more. It had barely made it to Level 6 of its Doppelganger Job, despite murdering nearly three hundred people. Even if the vast majority of them had probably been fairly low-Level, it had still expected more. And that wasn’t simple greed or impatience speaking, it honestly felt that this slow progression was unusual for a Job still in the single-digit Levels.

One possible reason could be that the maxed-out Mimic Job was still absorbing a portion of the XP, essentially wasting it, but upon reflection this seemed unlikely. The Rank Up process had made Doppelganger into the shapeshifter’s main Job, which meant that it should receive priority on murder-based XP. It could simply be that the Doppelganger Job required a lot more XP to Level up than either Mimic or Warlock, so perhaps it would be better to think of it as starting from Level 51 rather than Level 1. Maybe not exactly like that, considering how long the last ten Levels of its Mimic Job had taken, but something along those lines.

Regardless, it was a fact that achieving its next Rank Up would be nowhere near as easy as Boxxy had expected. In addition to reaching Level 25 of its Doppelganger Job, it also required that it raise both Biomass and Shapeshift to Level 13. It was highly likely that the Rank Up beyond that would require that both Skills be at Level 15, in addition to the Doppelganger Job being Level 50.

The pattern wasn’t particularly complicated, so Boxxy felt reasonably confident in its assumption. It would take a lot of work, but it would be worth it in the end. Especially if the monster could obtain high-class Skills like the one it had gotten upon reaching Level 5.

[Mirror Image]
The doppelganger creates body doubles to confuse and befuddle its opponents.
Requirements: Doppelganger Job, 100 END, 100 INT, 100 WIS
Type: Active
Activation Time: Instant
Cost: 400 MP
Range: 5 Meters
[Effects]
Creates an autonomous replica of the user’s body.
Mirror Images will last for 15 seconds per Level of the Shapeshift Skill.
Mirror Images will inherit a portion of the original’s Attributes equal to 10% per Level of this Skill.
Mirror Images cannot activate any Skills, Spells or Martial Arts.

The Skill seemed similar to the Conjure Fleshling Skill that Boxxy could have unlocked from its Mimic Job, but with far more potential. As described, activating it caused an exact replica of the shapeshifter’s current form to quite literally leap from its original body. The relatively high MP cost had been a bit daunting, but made sense considering that the Skill activated instantly with no diminishment to its Biomass reserves.

These Mirror Images behaved much like living dolls – they had no sense of independent self and readily followed any orders Boxxy gave them. However, they weren’t completely brainless like Valeria’s undead had been. They possessed a small degree of autonomous judgement, making them excellent disposable pawns, and the shapeshifter had used them extensively to speed up the culling process last night. Their actual fighting ability may have been lacking due to the Skill’s low Level, but it was nonetheless more than adequate to deal with some sleeping villagers.

Still, the potential power and versatility of the ability was incredible, even considering that it had come from a high-class shapeshifting species. The only real downside was that the duplicates couldn’t use active Skills such as Mend Flesh or Acid Spray, but they could still make use of the passive ones, like Adaptive Defense or Natural Armour. And while they initially spawned with no weapons of their own, they could easily create equipment as necessary through their Metal Mimicry. They would even be able to fight with a certain degree of expertise due to the various Mastery Skills at their disposal.

Though that wasn’t to say that the copies didn’t come with a myriad of downsides in addition to the Spell, Skill and Arts restriction. They would never be as quick-witted or ferocious as their original, leaving them hopelessly outmatched against skilled opponents fighting intelligently. Their bodies were also fairly light, with very little to work with in the Biomass department, and their shapeshifting ability was bound to suffer for it.

But the most troublesome problem by far was communication. The body doubles lacked the convenient telepathic link that Boxxy shared with its familiars, meaning that words and gestures were the only way to convey its orders. Killing by proxy also likely meant that only a portion of the XP would be transferred to the original, if its experience with Summon Familiar was any indication. At least its Mirror Image Skill Proficiency had risen relatively rapidly, allowing the ex-Mimic to reach Level 4 of the Skill in a single night.

It had wondered if it wouldn’t it be possible to use the Mirror Images as a sort of workforce to mass-produce traps and gadgets, but quickly dismissed it as a stupid idea. For one thing, it was highly unlikely that its Artificer Job would grow if it were to relegate the work to others. Not to mention that there wasn’t much that they could realistically accomplish with a lifespan of only a few minutes. Besides, if it wanted help with an Artificer project, then it already had someone on hand that would gladly give her all to assist it.

Boxxy began to pick up the distinct noise of metal striking metal as it made its way closer to the source of the smoke it had seen earlier. The rhythmic ringing echoed through the now-deserted village, like a funeral bell marking the death of the settlement.

When the former mimic finally reached the open-air smithy, it was greeted with the peculiar sight of Fizzy hammering and shaping a piece of red-hot iron with her bare hands.

“Oh, hey Boxxy!” she called when she noticed it approach. “Give me a minute to finish this up, okay?”

“Okay.”

Her smiling face once more became focused as she resumed pounding the half-molten metal shard. Sparks flew as her tiny fist smashed into the strip of iron on the anvil, which was probably why she had removed her clothes and was currently smithing in the nude. After all, Boxxy reasoned, her outfit might catch fire if she wore it under those circumstances, and it was the only set of clothes that would fit her, even if loosely.

“Master, we are here.”

“Hey, boss! Have a nice nap?”

Xera and Kora arrived shortly thereafter, the latter carrying a wooden chest on one shoulder and a leather trunk on the other. The first was filled with coins, jewelry and other valuables of note while the other held the alchemical supplies that Xera had mentioned earlier. The fiend set them down in front of Boxxy, then turned her attention towards the golem.

“Hey squirt. Nice rack as always,” she said, flashing two thumbs up.

“Huh?” Fizzy replied dumbly. “What are you- Oh for Rusty’s sake! It happened again!”

She stomped towards the pile of clothes in the corner and pulled them on hastily, huffing in exasperation. It would seem that her stripping habit had resurfaced without her noticing, and just when she’d finally thought she had it under control. She immediately returned to applying her Component Forging Skill without saying another word. Kora watched as the golem pouted noticeably before her attention was caught by precisely how the Paladin was working.

“Don’t your hands hurt, doing it that way?” she asked curiously.

“Nope!” Fizzy said, smiling broadly. “Don’t feel anything but the impact!”

“That’s convenient,” Kora said doubtfully, “but won’t your hand melt if you keep doing that?”

“Hah! As if such weak flames could hope to damage my glorious frame!” the golem replied proudly. “You shouldn’t underestimate a golem’s steel!”

“Hoh-ho! Is that right?” Xera asked with a small grin.

“Oy, better watch yourself, pipsqueak,” Kora cautioned. “The Slutinator is getting that mad look in her eye.”

“I’ll be sure to ram the handle of my wrench up her ass if she tries anything.”

“That’s exactly what she wants you to do, though…”

Fizzy chose to ignore the demons to continue shaping the iron plate.

“Oh! I almost forgot,” the tiny Paladin exclaimed suddenly. “I found a thing inside the smithy’s storage room.”

She reached into her back pocket, pulling out a rough, uncut and unpolished gemstone. It was about three centimetres in diameter and coloured a deep red, so dark it bordered on black. She went over to Boxxy, who was currently engrossed in appraising the loot that the familiars had brought, and presented the stone to the shapeshifter with a huge smile on her face.

“Here you go, Boxxy!”

The former mimic stopped what it was doing to inspect the item carefully. The rough surface was distinctly lacking in shininess, making this object seem more like a pebble than a precious stone. And yet the monster’s MLG couldn’t help but notice the strange flow of mana that seemed to swirl around it, like a frigid lump of ice which condensed the water in the air into a fine mist.

“What is this?” it asked curiously.

“I’ve never seen one of these before, but it was labeled as ‘unrefined Midnight Ruby.’ I thought you’d-”

“It’s a what?!”

Boxxy’s tentacle shot out immediately, seizing the stone from Fizzy’s grasp. Xera and Kora were momentarily shocked that the creature would ignore the literal bag of gold in favour of the thoroughly un-shiny rock, but then the succubus remembered why her master would want the magical gemstone so badly.

Other than a night when all three of Terrania’s moons were visible, it was the last component Boxxy would need in order to perform the Ritual of Unholy Wealth.


Part Two

Boxxy’s group continued their trek north for four more days without anything of significance taking place. Although the monster was quite eager to perform the ritual said to call forth ‘Unholy Wealth,’ it had no idea when it would actually be able to do it. It didn’t even know what moons actually were, let alone anything about their orbits or phases. ‘Big glowing things that sometimes appeared in the sky’ was the extent of its astronomical knowledge on the matter.

Thinking back, the first and last time that it had seen all three celestial bodies at once was the night when it had first left the confines of its dungeon birthplace, which was so far in the past that it felt like a lifetime ago. Could it be that the moons aligning was a comparatively rare occurrence?

Then again, it may have simply not noticed since it wasn’t really in the habit of staring at the night sky. The glittering, jewel-like stars were forever out of its reach, like an unobtainable collection of shiny things that existed only to taunt the simple creature. As a consequence, Boxxy made a point of thoroughly ignoring the night sky – a decision which it was now regretting.

Any attempts to consult its minions on the matter proved equally futile, but of course, none of them could be expected to have any knowledge of astronomy. After all, the two demons were more interested in their genitals than the cosmos, and Fizzy had always been the early to bed, early to rise type. While her new steel body no longer demanded sleep, she nonetheless remained ignorant on the subject of celestial movements.

She wasn’t the only one whose Rank Up had altered their sleeping habits. Apparently, a doppelganger’s higher cognitive functions demanded substantially more upkeep than a mimic’s, which meant that it needed nearly twice as much sleep. Whereas before Boxxy had been able to maintain its vigilance for almost a full week, these days it was finding it difficult to remain awake after as little as two or three days. It was worth it, though, because the monster’s ability to recognise and understand patterns had increased significantly. It was able to apply Xera’s acting lessons with far greater ease, likely due to its new species’ predisposition towards infiltration and subterfuge.

All in all, Boxxy was relatively pleased with its choice of Rank Up. It had yet to realise, however, that queen slimes were actually far more dangerous in combat than doppelgangers. Their amorphous bodies held not one, but dozens or even hundreds of slime cores, all networking together to form what was essentially a self-contained hive-mind. As such, their growth potential when it came to intelligence and critical thinking skills was frankly enormous. In addition, their bodies were quite a bit more formidable than doppelgangers’, as the goop they controlled was supremely resistant to physical trauma in all forms. It could also be shifted about in a more free-form manner than doppelgangers, which would always need to maintain the integrity of their spinal column.

Queen slimes could also divide their bodies into smaller, fully-sentient blobs, though that was risky since it also meant splitting their Attributes and leaving parts of themselves more vulnerable. It was nonetheless a powerful survival tactic, as a queen slime could survive as long as at least a handful of its cores were left undamaged and would be able to make a full recovery if given enough time and food. At least physically, as losing too many of their ‘brains’ tended to result in permanent memory loss.

However, while a queen slime’s shapeshifting ability was a weapon in its own right, a doppelganger’s was clearly superior when it came to blending in with civilised society. Much like mimics, it was nigh-impossible to tell their false form apart from the genuine article. Body proportions, skin tone, hair, nails, internal organs, speech, mannerisms, gestures – every part of a person could be imitated to a near-ridiculous degree. They were so good at it that they had once been widespread enough to make up roughly five to ten percent of any given settlement’s population.

But that had been a long time ago. Once Scribes had become commonplace and Appraisal checks were the norm, it became harder and harder for them to live quiet, uninterrupted lives. The enlightened races of the world couldn’t just turn a blind eye to them, either, as a foetus had to be murdered in order for a doppelganger to be born. Additionally, they generally had no regard for sentient lives other than their own, gladly employing murder as a means of furthering their goals.

The tensions had eventually led to decades of open hostilities, a turbulent period that history now referred to as the Silent Rebellion. It had been one of the few times when the disparate races of Terrania had set aside their differences to purge the world of the shapeshifting menace. Though the specifics had since been lost to the ages, the fact that doppelgangers were now practically extinct made it clear which side had won.

Not to mention the various anti-shapeshifter practices that survived even into the modern day. While not as rigorous as they had once been, Appraisal checks to verify one’s identity were still widespread, and Scribes were heavily regulated, requiring thorough background checks and various magical safeguards before the Job could be passed onto new applicants.

For example, all Scribes were required to undergo a bi-annual shock-test, as lightning was the Bane of pretty much every shapeshifting monster in existence. A powerful electric current would not only cause them severe damage, but also paralyse and force them to revert to their base form. Boxxy had experienced firsthand electricity’s devastating effects, and personally felt that such a weakness was not only unfair but entirely unwarranted.

Its perspective was, of course, an entirely skewed and biased one, as civilisation would have been unable to flourish as well as it had if the world’s monsters had had no weaknesses to exploit. The beasts had greater strength, speed and endurance, meaning that the enlightened had to use their wits and intelligence above all. Information and knowledge were their greatest weapons, which was why the Silent Rebellion could only have ended one way. As cunning as doppelgangers were, they had ultimately been no match for the combined efforts of multiple civilisations.

Granted, people’s wariness of doppelgangers had diminished greatly since the days of the Silent Rebellion, but the threat was always at the back of people’s minds. Every now and then, tales of a shapeshifter being discovered would circulate, often resulting in city-wide Appraisal sweeps. The checks rarely turned up anything, as doppelgangers were rare and the few that remained would readily abandon their fake identities and run away in order to avoid being discovered. At any rate, they would never again be able to infiltrate civilisation in any meaningful way, as it would be impossible to avoid Appraisals forever.

Unless, of course, one happened to be Boxxy T. Morningwood. The former mimic was now a Hero, and its Essence Concealment Skill allowed it to deceive the mandatory examinations. It still had to be wary of electricity, but that would likely be a relatively uncommon problem. There was no danger in nature outside of thunderstorms, and only Wizards and Shamans were capable of conjuring lightning with magic. Very few magic items were electrically-imbued due to its unstable nature, and Arclight Artificers like Fizzy were a rarity outside of gnomish lands.

All things considered, as a weakness it was deadly but nonetheless manageable. Boxxy had therefore decided to seek out magic items that would either provide additional defense against that particular element, or just magic in general. Although it was impossible to completely neutralise a monster’s Bane, it was sure that at the very least there were ways to dampen its negative effects. And such equipment could be easily obtained so long as it was able to integrate itself into a large enough city.

And therein lay the biggest problem, for in order to successfully do so, it had to act and speak in a manner befitting an actual person. Social skills which Boxxy still needed to practise.

Thus, the former mimic had abandoned its preferred chesty shape in favour of a young elf just on the cusp of manhood. Its disguise appeared to be about sixteen or seventeen years old, with pale skin, short ginger hair and bright green eyes. To complete the look, it wore a long, dark red robe with a purple eye insignia on the shoulder and carried an engraved but otherwise plain wooden staff with a grey crystal serving as the head.

It had ‘borrowed’ its new form from one of the adventurers residing in the village of Carran, and had been wearing it ever since its party had happened upon the Imperial highway. Walking on two legs was uncomfortable and slightly irritating, but Boxxy couldn’t complain too much. If everything worked out, it would be spending the majority of its time in a humanoid shape anyway, so it was better to get used to it sooner rather than later.

As for why, precisely, it had chosen this particular body, that much was simple. Its instincts as both a doppelganger and a mimic had driven it to assume a plain visage that would slip easily from one’s memory. The appearance of a snot-nosed youngster, therefore, was more or less perfect for that goal. The forgettable presence would undoubtedly make others ignore the shapeshifter all on their own, allowing it to easily blend into a crowd. It helped that becoming a doppelganger had vastly improved its control over its pigmentation, otherwise it would never have been able to replicate its new form so completely.

Of course, it hadn’t relied solely on its own skewed judgment to determine the adequacy of its disguise. According to Snack, Boxxy’s new face was so bland and uninteresting that even she reflexively ignored it, while Arms had stated that it looked weak and easy to push around. Fizzy had simply offered a slightly disinterested ‘looks fine to me.’

Such mediocre reviews meant that it would certainly do very well in avoiding unwanted attention once they had crossed the border. Putting that assumption to the test was why it had continued travelling along the Imperial highway instead of skulking through the surrounding wilderness. Not only would it allow them to meet and greet fellow travellers, but the shapeshifter could easily eradicate the lot of them with no witnesses should things turn sour.

And lo and behold, the quartet of monsters had indeed run into a group of people on this fine afternoon. A fancy-looking horse-drawn carriage was traveling in the opposite direction, presumably headed for the Imperial capital to the southwest. It was large enough to accommodate its six passengers with room to spare, with a sizable pile of luggage strapped to the roof. The vehicle’s spotless white paint, gold-trimmed roof and windows and official griffin’s-head crest signified its passengers as people of importance to the Empire. Which would explain the twenty or so heavily-armed mounted knights escorting it.

Realising that these were definitely not people with whom it should be interacting, Boxxy employed the ‘smile and wave’ strategy as the carriage was passing by. According to Snack, this was a tried and true method for avoiding lingering attention, though she had mostly only said that because her master had yet to kick the habit of constant vapid smiling. As it seemed fixing that would still take some time, she had thought of a way to make it work to their advantage.

However, the plan apparently wasn’t foolproof. The armed guards, the passengers, the coach driver and even the horses all gawked, wide-eyed and slack-jawed, at the ginger elf waving merrily at them as they approached. They stared for a good ten seconds before one of the escorts signalled for the entire convoy to stop some fifteen metres from the disguised monster. The man in question had the shiniest helmet and the sharpest-looking spear, so it was safe to assume that he was in charge of the procession.

“Who goes there?!” he shouted, adjusting his grip on his weapon. “Identify yourselves at once!”

Boxxy wasn’t entirely sure what it had done to warrant this kind of aggressive reaction. Its first instinct was to rip the nasty human to shreds and feast on his delicious entrails, but it had to refrain. That would ruin the whole purpose of the training exercise, not to mention that it was wary of angering so many tough-looking opponents.

“Hello. My name is Bo-”

“Not you, twig!” the man interrupted. “I’m talking about those things over there!”

It was only when Boxxy looked over its shoulder that it realised its mistake. It wasn’t its disguise that was the problem, but the company it kept.

“What’s that, pencil dick?!” Kora snapped. “You want a piece of this? Huh?!”

“Ankles, spine, neck,” Fizzy mumbled, pondering the order in which she would dismantle this rude infidel. After all, Boxxy was her God’s chosen Hero – she could never sit idly by and allow such disrespect. “Oh, maybe shins, crotch then skull would be good too.”

Xera didn’t say anything, instead burying her face in her palms when she arrived at the same conclusion as her master. She felt like an idiot for not recognising such an obvious flaw in the plan. Looking at it objectively, travelling with a four-armed mountain of muscle, a walking steel statue and a practically naked buxom beauty would raise suspicion no matter how innocently unassuming her master made itself out to be. Even if she were to disguise herself, the other two simply stood out too much.

In her defence, however, she had been busy coming up with ways to get the box-brained buffoon to stuff various things inside her, so her goof was entirely understandable.

And anyway, it wasn’t as though the situation was entirely unsalvageable. She quickly relayed a few telepathic instructions to Boxxy on how best to disperse the tense atmosphere. It was obvious that the knight and the people behind him were nobles, which meant that they were likely self-righteous assholes who wouldn’t know left from right without someone to tell them which was which. All her master would have to do was appeal to their over-inflated sense of self-worth.

“I beg you to forgive my minions, Sir Knight,” Boxxy said respectfully. “They are rather rude.”

The man’s gaze returned to the figure before him, with all of his subordinates and passengers following suit.

“Your minions?! Is a twerp like you really capable of controlling these things?!”

[Your actions have altered the flows of chaos.]

The same cryptic notification that had heralded Fizzy’s unprecedented transformation into a golem flashed inside the shapeshifter’s mind. The unexpected and unknown element put the creature on edge, but it succeeded in concealing its unease and forced itself to focus on the conversation.

“Yes, milord. I may be incompetent, but I can do at least this much. Allow me to demonstrate.”

The knight raised an eyebrow questioningly as the apparent-elf turned to face the clearly-aggressive demon.

“Arms. Punch yourself in the face twenty-five times. No holding back.”

“Aw, man,” Kora whined dejectedly, before proceeding to viciously kick her own ass.

“The rest of you, bow before the brave knight.”

Xera and Fizzy prostrated themselves as instructed, and Boxxy itself took a knee in order to pander to the knight’s obvious ego.

“Humpf. At least you know your place, twig,” the knight admitted grudgingly. 

“It is so, milord. A lowly creature like me would never dare to presume itself equal to someone as great as yourself. Surely your heroic exploits are beyond anything my feeble self could ever dream of performing.”

These were not, of course, its own words, but the pointless flattery Xera was telepathically spoon-feeding it. And her efforts appeared to be working, if the soldier’s increasingly arrogant attitude was any indication. He was so full of himself that he didn’t even realise that the source of those goosebumps he was feeling weren’t coming from the demon currently pounding her own face but the ‘twig’ that he had so offhandedly dismissed. After all, while Boxxy’s present appearance was far less threatening than ‘Mister Morningwood’ had been, its Butcher of Humanity Perk still put people on edge. It chose to interpret the misunderstanding as a learning experience, as this sort of misdirection was bound to be useful in the future.

“Very well! Since you have shown humility then I, the gracious Sir Graham Brown, shall spare your worthless life!”

“I am grateful for such mercy, milord.”

The knight sneered.

“If you understand, then step aside, twig! We have more important things to do than entertain the likes of you!”

Boxxy stood and, without lifting its gaze, moved to the side of the road to give the carriage plenty of room to pass. The man called Brown signalled the stupefied coachman to resume their journey, while the other knights kept a close watch on the still-bowing trio and the fiend continuing to hit herself with enough force to send blood flying everywhere. The well-dressed passengers inside kept gawking at the curious entourage, exchanging unflattering comments in barely-hushed whispers.

There was also one small boy saying ‘I want one!’ as he pointed shamelessly at Fizzy. A dangerous request, as nobles were known to do exactly as they pleased. Normally, they would not hesitate to attempt to take the steel golem by force just to spoil their child, which would undoubtedly result in Boxxy ripping them apart to feast on their rotten heads. Thankfully for everyone involved, the monster’s unsettling presence appeared to be keeping any selfish inclinations in check.

Several minutes passed before the convoy was out of sight, and Boxxy silently resumed its trek.

“Uh, Boxxy?” Fizzy spoke up. “Are you sure you want to just let them go?”

“I am.”

“Why?”

“The humans on the horses would be tricky to kill. The armour stinks of magic and there were a lot of them.”

Even if it didn’t know their Levels, the enchanted gear alone would have made them difficult to bring down.

“We could always stalk them and smash their heads in their sleep,” the golem suggested.

“No need to risk it.”

“But… but! They disrespected you!”

“So?”

“So?! Aren’t you angry? I’m fuming over here!”

And that was putting it mildly. The pint-sized Paladin was practically raring to go on a one-woman crusade right about now.

“I’m sure we can crush those guys with ease!” she kept insisting.

“The soldiers, maybe. But that guy in the carriage was dangerous.”

“… Guy? What guy?”

“Master is probably referring to the man with the black beard and the pointy hat,” Xera chimed in. “He may have looked frail, but he was definitely someone well versed in magic. Likely a Warlock himself, given the scrutiny with which he was looking at me and the knuckle-head. That’s not an opponent we can ignore while trying to handle so many tin soldiers.”

“What she said,” Boxxy confirmed. “You should avoid fighting large groups of people if you can’t take out the magic users first. Like when we first faced Nasty in that tower.”

“I… see. I guess I shouldn’t just leap into things just because I have a steel body,” Fizzy lamented. “Going to need to work hard on controlling my violent side.”

Risk/reward assessment was a vital part of intelligent fighting, as some battles were simply not worth the effort and were better off avoided. Boxxy had no doubt that this was precisely such a case. The last thing it needed was to get on the bad side of yet another human who might turn out to be a monster in his own right. Which wasn’t to say that it didn’t have doubts regarding its decision. Those people had looked wealthy, and wealth meant shinies, which in turn meant happiness for Boxxy. However, it wouldn’t be able to enjoy any of that if it was dead, and therefore letting the carriage go had been both the right decision and an easy one.

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

Its Hero Skill had even ceased whatever it had been doing, reinforcing the shapeshifter’s theory that it had made the right call.

It was, however, still underestimating just how significant even the tiniest action could prove to be.


Part Three

A cheap carriage rattled along the cobblestone highway. Unlike the fancy gilded stagecoach that Boxxy had encountered the day before, this was a simple, unpainted wagon with a piece of canvas stretched over its contents. Pulling it along were two green-furred creatures resembling oversized anteaters, easily the size of donkeys, though the creatures known as limeticks were far more capable of hauling ass. The predominantly subterranean beasts were one of the few docile species of magical creatures, often employed as beasts of burden by both dwarves and gnomes since ages past.

It should have come as no surprise, therefore, that the driver of the old tent-on-wheels was a dwarf – a relatively young male whose brown beard was barely even stubble. He had a full head of bushy hair and small, narrow eyes that looked as though he could barely see beyond his thick, round nose. His build as a whole could be described as pudgy, if one were feeling generous, or a ‘ball with limbs’ if they weren’t.

The dwarf turned his head lazily to shout towards the interior of the wagon.

“We’re almost at Bootsplit, laddie!”

“Thanks for the heads up, Moron,” the ginger-haired ‘elf’ sitting inside answered.

“Oh, for the love of- it’s Mornon! More, none!” he enunciated.

“Not his fault your parents picked such a lousy name,” the steel golem sitting next to the monster-in-disguise pointed out.

“Yeah, tell me about it. Been thinking about having it changed, but I can’t think of anything good.”

“How about Moron?” Boxxy suggested. “It fits.”

“Come now, lad. Is that any way to talk to someone graciously giving you a ride?”

That’s exactly why it fits, Fizzy retorted internally.

After all, he had to be a special kind of idiot to just pick up random hitchhikers without asking any questions. He hadn’t even batted an eye at the fact that one of them was a self-aware golem and just said ‘Hop on!’ without a care in the world. He could’ve at least shown a tiny bit of interest towards her situation, Fizzy pouted to herself. What was the point of working so hard on practicing her cover story if people weren’t even going to bother asking her about it?

Then again, judging from the contents of the cart, the guy wasn’t exactly the sharpest tool in the shed. His luggage was strewn about haphazardly with no rhyme or reason. Crates of food, kegs of ale, several bundles of firewood and other useless meatbag accessories rattled loudly with every bump in the road. The least he could have done was tie them down so they wouldn’t make such a racket.

Fizzy wasn’t even sure why they had bothered to hitch a ride in the first place. If it was about getting from point A to point B, then they could just as easily have kept going on foot. She could swear that they had been walking faster than these damned limeticks were pulling the cart. Unfortunately, as slow and loud as it was, Boxxy had said that it wanted to ride in the cart, which meant that they were riding in the stupid cart, even if Fizzy had no idea what had caused its sudden desire for social interaction.

The actual reason was fairly simple. Although it also allowed it to practise its socialising, Boxxy had honestly just wanted to ride in a carriage. Not only was it a new experience, but being inside a giant box with wheels helped to alleviate the vague sense of agoraphobia it felt as a result of not having its chesty shell.

As for its familiars, Snack and Arms were following from a safe distance, keeping carefully out of sight. Boxxy didn’t particularly care for this arrangement, as it left it slightly more vulnerable, but sacrifices had to be made for the sake of camouflage.

“Alright, we’re here,” Mornon informed them as the carriage ground to a halt. “You two might wanna get off and let the guards sign you in.”

Boxxy and Fizzy did as he suggested and stepped out of the wagon. Around them was a hilly, untamed wilderness of wild shrubs and patches of tall grass, with the odd tree dotting the landscape. A few fenced-off farms and ranches were visible in the distance, and directly in front of the cart was the entrance to a small town called Bootsplit, a primarily dwarven settlement.

It may have seemed slightly out of place, considering this was the predominantly-human Lodrak Empire, but dwarven settlements like Bootsplit were actually not all that uncommon. Historically speaking, humans had always profited immensely from trade with the dwarven Kingdom of Horkensaft, which lay across the Oculus Sea to the northeast. The good relations meant that there were quite a few dwarven and gnomish immigrants living in the Empire.

The opposite was also true, although humans living abroad rarely established their own communities, generally preferring to mingle with the native peoples. The same could also be said about the elves, to a certain degree. The only reason ethnically uniform places like Bootsplit even existed was due to cultural differences, as dwarves and gnomes placed great importance on family and heritage, often stating that their loyalty was to their clan first and their country second. The two races were also believed to be closely related, as the slightly-taller and stouter dwarves and the nimbler, more quick-witted gnomes had lived together for millenia.

Granted, it hadn’t always been a peaceful coexistence, but it was inevitable that they would share certain traditions and beliefs.

All things considered, Bootsplit wasn’t really that odd. What was odd, however, was how utterly defenceless it appeared, despite its proximity to the Imperial highway. Its perimeter was marked not by a sturdy wall, but a collection of wooden stakes that had been driven into the ground and tied together. It seemed more like a fence intended to keep out troublesome wild animals than a fortification to safeguard the populace against danger.

The apparently-lackluster defences, however, were simply because they were all the town actually needed. Both the number and Levels of the monsters along the Imperial highway were typically extremely low, as the Empire made every effort to maintain a high level of security around its first-class road. The government often sent patrols to exterminate any monster nests or clear out bandits that may have posed a threat. Their security measures had intensified as of late, which lent credibility to the rumours that the Empire was gearing up for war with the elves to the north. After all, securing supply lines was the most basic of basics when it came to warfare.

Boxxy and Fizzy walked up to the guards – an intimidating pair of dwarves clad in extra-thick, pitch-black plate armour. Their helmets concealed their faces entirely, save for the braided beards that flowed from underneath their face plates like hairy waterfalls. They carried shields roughly a metre-and-a-half high – almost as tall as themselves – and each had a pair of short-handled war axes strapped to their waists.

“Who goes there?” the guard on the left called, his voice slightly muffled. “Oh, Moro- *ahem* Mornon, was it?”

“Yeah, I’m back from my trip to the capital. I picked these folks up on the way back.”

The guard glanced over at the stupidly-smiling elf and the frowning, gnome-shaped golem, but didn’t appear particularly surprised. Neither, after all, were particularly uncommon sights around Bootsplit. The elven border was relatively nearby, so they often had knife-ears passing through town, and both dwarves and gnomes often used golems for heavy lifting, though that was usually restricted to well-off merchants and nobles. The guards had therefore assumed that the sentient pile of steel was one of those, since she was simply standing quietly by her master’s side rather than running around trying to stab people. Admittedly, using golems was a bit out of character for the tree-huggers, but it was hardly worth raising a fuss over.

“I see, so that’s how it is,” the guard murmured as he turned around. “Hey Lenny! Get your ass out here, you got work to do!”

“Oh, you’re free to go in, Mornon,” said the other guard. “We’ll take care of your mates here.”

He was technically supposed to make the returnee go through an Appraisal along with the others, but he didn’t see the point since everyone knew everyone in the tightly-knit community.

“Thanks lads. I’ll be going ahead then!”

The dwarf gave the reins a tug, prompting his limeticks to head through the gap in the fence that appeared to serve as one of the city’s gates.

“Alright then. What’s your story, lad?” the first guard asked Boxxy.

“I’m headed north, past the border.”

“Ah, finally had enough of the humans, eh?”

“That’s one way of putting it.”

The guard grinned.

“Can’t blame you for wanting some time away. I don’t have a problem with ‘em myself, but I get why your folk might have some beef with ‘em. To be honest, I’d much rather live in the capital, but my family decided to move out here for some damned reason. Pops is the head of the household, so what he says goes, you know?”

“Ugh, tell me about it,” Fizzy rolled her eyes. “People need to listen to their kids more often.”

“Yeah, I honestly don’t- It can talk?!”

The guard practically shouted the last part, and his colleague seemed to share in his surprise.

“Holy fuck! I’ve never seen a golem talk before! This thing must be a really high-class model!”

“I’ll say! Now that I look at it, doesn’t the steel skin seem particularly sturdy? I mean, I’m no Blacksmith, but I know good metal when I see it!”

Rather than being distressed or suspicious, however, they actually seemed genuinely impressed.

“Oh? Well, I suppose even plebeians like you are capable of recognising my greatness.”

Fizzy was greatly enjoying the attention, so she allowed the guards to continue praising her to their hearts’ content.

The dwarves continued to remark on the beauty of her steel frame and apparent sturdy construction until a third arrived on the scene. This one was much older, much balder, and dressed in light, clean clothes rather than armour.

“Oy, Lenny! Check this out!” one of the guards pointed. “A talking golem!”

“Those exist?!” the newcomer exclaimed.

“I most certainly do,” Fizzy stated, more than a hint of pride in her voice.

“Fascinating!” he exclaimed, stroking his waist-length white beard. “I must say, the way your facial expression moves is extremely lifelike! And your torso is so natural and well-detailed it looks more like a wild golem’s than one produced in a workshop. The level of detail around the belly button and the nipples is particularly excellent.”

“N-nipples?”

Fizzy looked down at herself. As expected, her rude right hand had begun stripping without her notice yet again. However, she found herself hesitant to cover up. What she felt from their stares and incredulous words wasn’t embarrassment, but a sense of accomplished fulfillment. The golem genuinely felt like leaving her girls permanently exposed might not be such a bad idea. One couldn’t appreciate a work of art if it was covered up, right?

“Ack! No!” she blurted, hurriedly putting her clothes back on.

That was dangerous, she had almost become a shameless pervert like a certain succubus. Besides, running around naked would be an overall inconvenience to Boxxy. While unclothed personal golems weren’t exactly illegal in gnomish and dwarven society, they were generally frowned upon. Especially if they happened to be… anatomically correct.

“Say, laddie,” Lenny turned towards the elf. “How d’you keep her so shiny? That steel’s lustre makes it seem like she’s practically brand new! Do you use some special oil or cleaning fluid?!”

“No,” Boxxy answered. “I just lick her.”

“…”

The three dwarves stared in stunned silence, attempting to process that particular bit of information along with all of its implications.

“You… lick her?” Lenny asked.

“Yes.”

“Like, with your tongue?”

“Yes.”

“All of her?!”

“Yes.”

“Is it really that strange?” Fizzy asked. “Using spit to clean stains is a bit crude, but everyone does it now and then. Especially when access to running water is limited.”

“S-stains?”

“Oh yeah. I get covered in bodily fluids almost every day, so it’s best to get them off before they dry and get all crusty.”

All three dwarves silently reached the same conclusion – the elf was a total deviant. They had no idea that the ‘bodily fluids’ Fizzy was referring to were the brains, blood and bile that splattered all over her during a fight. Having her glorious steel frame covered in meatbag juices was not something she particularly enjoyed.

“Ahem!”

Lenny cleared his throat, clearly intending to get as far away from the topic as quickly as dwarvenly possible.

“Now then. I’ll be performing a Basic Appraisal to verify your identity. Any objections?”

“None,” Boxxy replied with a smile.

This sort of thing was common practise when entering a town or city for the first time, so it had prepared in advance. Still, this would be the first real test of the fake Status screen that it had created with its Essence Concealment Skill, so Boxxy couldn’t help but feel a bit on edge. It was ready to toss Fizzy into its Storage and make a run for it if something went wrong and its true identity was discovered.

“Alright, then hold out your right hand and- Wait, when’s the last time you washed it?”

“Uh… Been on the road so… I don’t know. Does that matter?”

“Ah… no, I guess not…”

Lenny somewhat hesitantly grasped the elf’s palm as though they were shaking hands, making a mental note to scrub it down with soap afterwards.

“Basic Appraisal,” he chanted.

Unlike a Full Appraisal, which could only be performed once a day, a Basic Appraisal could be done as often as the Scribe wished, although the information gathered was quite incomplete. It was unable to gauge Skills, Attributes or Perks, but that data wasn’t necessary to perform the mandatory security check.

“Name’s Chester Underwood,” Lenny recited the information scrolling through his head. “Male, elf, aged seventeen. Only Job is Warlock at Level 25. No guild affiliation.”

He pulled a ledger from the large bag strapped over his shoulder and began to leaf through the pages. After first confirming that ‘Chester Underwood’ was not on the list of wanted criminals, he proceeded to mechanically copy the details onto the paper. Once he was done, he purged the Basic Appraisal’s results from his mind and turned his attention back to the odd visitor.

“How long will you be staying in town, Mister Underwood?”

“A few days at most.”

“Just passing through on your way to the border?”

“Yes.”

Lenny wrote down the time and date of Chester’s visit, as well as the visitor’s responses to his questions.

“And what will you be doing while you’re in town?”

“Resting and buying supplies for the trip. Might do a few Quests at the Mercenary Guild.”

That comment caused the dwarf’s quill to come to an abrupt halt, and he stared sternly at the stranger.

“This is a peaceful and honourable community, son. Those vultures do not have a presence here.”

“Oh. Never mind then.”

Lenny scribbled in a few final notes before putting away his ledger.

“Alright, Mister Underwood, thank you for your cooperation. Enjoy your stay in Bootsplit.”

“… No Appraisal for the golem?” it couldn’t help but ask.

“This is your personal golem, right?”

“Yes.”

“Then there’s no problem.”

As far as the law was concerned, personal golems were classified as ‘equipment,’ so unless someone reported one stolen or gone rogue there was no reason to bother. Lenny was awfully curious as to where this youngster might have gotten such a fine piece of steel, but knew better than to pry into an adventurer’s personal background. It was bound to be some embellished, long-winded tale with any unflattering details removed in order to make the person telling it look good. Lenny had heard his fair share of such stories, so he opted to save everyone the trouble and pass on being subjected to another one.

Incidentally, the old dwarf’s intuition was spot on – the story Fizzy had prepared to explain her origins was nothing less than a steaming pile of utter bullshit.

“I have another question,” Boxxy continued. “Do you know of any Warlock guilds in town?”

The elderly dwarf blinked in surprise.

“I thought you were headed up north.”

“So?”

“You know all guilds in town are affiliated with the Empire, right? They don’t have branch offices across the border.”

Planning to join a guild just before leaving the country seemed awfully odd, to say the least. People rarely changed guilds after they’d joined, and the few who did were often treated like second-rate adventurers. After all, guilds invested in their members by offering training, specialised equipment and valuable information at very reasonable rates. One of their own jumping ship to take up with a competitor was more often than not considered a form of betrayal. Either that or they were incompetent and had needed to be kicked out, but neither option bode well for the person’s reputation.

“I just want to advance my Job,” Boxxy added. “I’m not interested in joining full-time. I hate politics.”

Xera had prepared this particular response for her master beforehand, as freelance adventurers often showed up requesting Job advancement, and the various guilds were more than happy to take their gold. Provided that the wanderers subjected themselves to a Full Appraisal, of course.

“Ah, so that’s how it is. Well, the Order of the Black Wand has an office on the west side of town, near the market plaza. Try there.”

“I see. Thank you.”

The young elf walked briskly into town, his pet golem following obediently behind.

“Hey Lenny,” one of the guards spoke up. “You said he had no guild affiliation, right?”

“Yeah, so?”

“The shoulder patch on that guy’s robes belongs to a guild called the Brotherhood of the Third Eye.”

“You’re sure of this?”

“Pretty sure, aye.”

“Maybe he got kicked out or something?” the second guard joined in. “He did say something about politics, and you know how rowdy disputes between adventurers can get.”

“I don’t know, that doesn’t seem right,” the first scratched his head. “The Brotherhood is a pretty small guild, bunch of local boys, you know? They don’t have the luxury of just kicking people out over trivial stuff like the big ones do.”

“You sure know a lot about an obscure organisation like that, huh?” Lenny couldn’t help but ask. “I mean, I’ve never even heard of them until just now.”

“Well, one of my drinking buddies used to be a member before he retired. He likes to ramble about his glory days, so a lot of the details stuck with me.”

“Want me to call that guy back so we can question him more thoroughly?” the second guard suggested.

“Don’t do anything unnecessary,” Lenny stopped him. “It’s not illegal to change guilds, just unusual. Besides, something tells me that lad has had it rough. You don’t become like that unless you’ve been through something terrible.”

The other two nodded. Anyone who willingly revealed that they liked to cover their golem with their ‘bodily fluids’ and then lick them off was undoubtedly not quite right in the head.

“Still, I think I’ll make a note of it, just in case.”

Lenny opened the ledger back up and flipped to the entry for ‘Chester Underwood,’ adding ‘Possible former member of Brotherhood of Third Eye’ in the space reserved for comments and observation.

“Oh damn,” muttered the Scribe. “I messed up when writing the guy’s details earlier. Guess I was a bit distracted.”

He crossed out a word in the ledger, scribbling an amendment in the margin above.

“You’re sure about that?” one of the guards asked doubtfully. “Shouldn’t you re-do the Appraisal if you messed up?”

“No, it’s fine. Just a slip of the hand, I suppose. Heh, that’s what I get for doing my job sober.”

He put the ledger away with a chuckle.

“After all, there’s no way the Appraisal actually said he was 17 fish old.”


Part Four

Boxxy headed into the branch office of the Order of the Black Wand. With three floors, it was one of the larger buildings in town, although the interior was still on the cramped side. Overall, it looked to have considerably less total floor space than the two-story Mercenary Guild back in Erosa. Though this was only natural, as the town had barely four-and-a-half thousand people living in it. An outlandishly large building in such a lowly-populated place would be pretty pointless, and the three guilds back in Carran had basically been operating out of old houses, so this was pretty extravagant by comparison.

It wasn’t just its size, either. The waiting area immediately beyond the entrance was lavishly decorated, with an air of dignity and class. Plush carpeting lined the entrance and led to the reception desks some eight metres away, while magical lights adorned the walls and ceiling, making the space just bright enough to not be unpleasant despite the lack of windows. The walls were hung with paintings and portraits, and a pair of banners hung like tapestries, bearing the white-on-black guild crest – a stylised fist gripping a wand, framed on either side by an arcane symbol.

Furniture-wise, the place was rather barren. There were a few benches lining the walls and two elevated desks with dwarven clerks sitting behind them, but that was really it. A Quest Board was visible on the far wall directly between the aforementioned desks, and a total of six people waited in line at the counters, each dressed in cloaks and robes of various dark colors.

The Order of the Black Wand was one of the largest Caster guilds in the country, so it made sense that most of their clientele would be of a mystical persuasion. The organisation was also known for handling magical matters of questionable repute, so they predominantly dealt with Warlocks and Necromancers. Not exclusively, though, as they also counted Wizards, Alchemists and Rogues alike among their specialists.

But Boxxy didn’t give much of a damn about any of that. All it wanted was to finally get its Warlock Job past Level 25.

However, it was having some difficulty determining which queue it needed to line up at. The one on the left had a brass signpost stamped with the image of a stack of coins, with a rather long word underneath. Looking more closely at the woman at the front of the line, she seemed to be trying to haggle with the clerk about a ‘member’s discount’ of some sort. Judging by what little Boxxy knew about guilds, it determined that that was the requisitions office – a fancy way of saying ‘guild shop.’ Not where one might inquire about less material services.

The queue on the right was far more promising. Its signpost was decorated with the image of a quill and parchment, implying that it was the administration desk. And what Boxxy needed right now was to have someone administer a Job Advancement, so it immediately got in line to the right.

Immediately in front of Boxxy was a male gnome draped in a black, hooded cloak who looked to be around Fizzy’s age. His face wasn’t visible from the back, but the former mimic’s magical perception told it that there were some nasty burn marks on his right cheek and temple.

But far more interesting than the gnome was the thing floating directly above him. It was a spherical creature about a metre in diameter, with bright red, almost pink, skin covered in considerable bumps and wrinkles. It had one massive purple eye in the middle of its face, underneath which was a large mouth filled with needle-like teeth. Ten tendril-like eyestalks waved from the top, sides and back of its head, almost like errant strands of hair, and each eyeball a different color.

Boxxy’s Demonology Skill identified the creature as a beholder, one most likely bound to the gnome. According to the lore, beholders were demons whose main purpose was not combat, but gathering information through observation. They loved hoarding secrets and knowledge, and typically avoided sharing what they knew.

That didn’t mean that they couldn’t fight, however. Their offensive capabilities may have been lacking, but the various types of eyebeams that they could fire were capable of weakening their target or making them vulnerable to specific elements. They could also erect magical barriers in order to protect their masters, although they generally had to be specifically ordered to do so. Beholders were, like all demons, fickle and selfish creatures that would have loved nothing more than to see their summoner perish so that they could roam the mortal plane freely.

Boxxy stared unabashedly at the beholder as it called up everything it knew about the species. This was only the second time the Mimic had seen a demon other than one of its familiars up close, the first being Punchy, of course. Overcome with curiosity, it probed at the creature’s insides with its magically-enhanced senses, eager to see how it was put together. As expected, there were barely any internal organs, as most of the body mass was just thick muscle and skull bones. The only things of note were a brain smaller than it would have imagined, a disc-shaped organ at the roof of its mouth and an odd body part that looked like three hourglasses joined at the middle.

Come to think of it, that seemed oddly familiar, especially the way those flesh nodules pulsed and spun. It took a few moments, but Boxxy eventually realised that the thing was the beholder’s own Mana Locator Gland, one far more advanced than even a mimic’s.

… And the fact that the shapeshifter could ‘see’ the gland meant that the demon could do the same. In fact, judging by the way the beholder silently turned in mid-air to stare at Boxxy with all eleven eyes, it had most definitely noticed something amiss.

“Well, well, well. What have we here?”

The demon spoke directly into Boxxy’s mind with the voice of an old man, hinting at centuries’ worth of wisdom. The shapeshifter could also feel a slight disturbance in the mana around it, probably the beholder analysing its body in some way. This was, to put it mildly, not a very tasty situation.

“How quaint!” the demon exclaimed telepathically. “A doppelganger!”

Correction – this was almost as un-tasty as the situation could get.

“I haven’t seen one of your kind in centuries! I do so miss the secrecy and conspiracies you lot used to inspire! A pity, really.”

Oddly enough, the demon actually sounded jovial and intrigued rather than suspicious. Shouldn’t he have alerted his master that there was a monster literally standing behind him?

“Do not fret, young one,” he reassured the ex-mimic. “I have no intention of ratting you out to that pathetic gnome. Just the opposite, in fact, I’m rather looking forward to seeing what you intend to do in here.”

And now Boxxy just felt silly. It had literally just been musing on the fact demons did not care anything for mortal lives, least of all their master’s. There had been no reason to think that this one would be any different. Forget warning the gnome, the beholder was far more likely to simply ask it to gut the fool and leave him unshackled.

“I’m sure you won’t mind if I just quietly observe, no?”

The fake elf shook its head lightly in response. If the demon was content to merely analyse its body for the sake of his own curiosity, then Boxxy really had no reason to decline. It did, however, have a very good reason not to decline, as it was likely that the beholder would rat it out if he wasn’t allowed to do as he wanted. Boxxy was confident that it could escape if it came to that, but it didn’t want to ruin its chance to finally further its Warlock Job by causing an unnecessary ruckus.

“That gland you have there,” the demon inquired. “It’s not something typically found in doppelgangers, yes?”

Boxxy shook its head.

“The shape and size look familiar… that’s a mimic’s Mana Locator Gland, is it not?”

The shapeshifter answered with a slight nod.

“Interesting. Are you perchance one of Tal-Saroth’s original creations?”

Boxxy had no idea who that was, but considering that it was just one of many mimics born within a low-Level dungeon, the answer to that was a firm ‘no.’

“Could it be… a Ranked Up mimic?”

The shapeshifter nodded once again, much to the beholder’s delight.

“How unusual! And you’re in this place, then that means- Oh, I see! So that’s how it is! Wah hah hah hah hah!”

The demon bared his fangs, smiling viciously at the elf. His head bobbed slightly as he laughed.

“Thruumitt!” the gnome whispered angrily. “I told you not to bother anyone in here!”

Though that had indeed been his instruction, Boxxy hadn’t been in the building when the order had been given. Meaning that there was technically nothing to prevent Thruumitt from alleviating his boredom by ‘bothering’ the creature.

“Face the front and close your mouth!”

The demon rolled his near-dozen eyes and turned to face the front.

“Sorry if he creeped you out,” the shorter man apologised. “These ancient ones, they’re a pain in the ass to keep in line sometimes.”

“No worries. It happens.”

Of course Boxxy didn’t mind. Quite the contrary, it was relieved that its cover seemed to still be intact for the moment. It had after all done nothing to earn the demon’s spite, and it wasn’t in Thruumitt’s nature to reveal a secret willingly. That aside, it was actually rather thankful to the demon, as the conversation had revealed a glaring flaw in its disguise. Namely, that it was only skin deep.

While Boxxy hadn’t been able to alter its internal organs as a simple chest mimic, doppelgangers had no such restrictions. They only needed to ensure that their spine remained intact and that they had lungs to breathe with, but other than that almost everything was fair game. There was nothing stopping Boxxy from looking like an elf both inside and out, other than its lack of experience creating internal anatomy. It was confident that it could put up a convincing facade with some practice, though. Elf bodies were almost identical to those of humans, after all, other than a few key differences such as their hearts being located on the right sides of their bodies instead of the left.

And if there was one thing Boxxy T. Morningwood knew, it was human anatomy.

Having made a mental note to work on internal organs later, the shapeshifter moved on to pondering the root cause of the issue. It had grown complacent, thanks to its ability to easily bypass Appraisals and the powerful-yet-flexible new body it had obtained. The events leading up to its capture had taught it the painful lesson that weeks of deception could easily come unravelled with a single slip-up. Plots months or even years in the making could be undone in an instant if it wasn’t careful. If it was planning to infiltrate enlightened society for any extended period of time, then the first thing that it needed to practice was not shapeshifting or social skills, but vigilance.

It started working on that right away, double-checking the fake Status that its Essence Concealment was currently broadcasting. Thanks to that, it finally realised that it had accidentally put its fake age as ‘17 fish,’ a leftover from when it had been trying out the limits and flexibility of the Skill. If it wasn’t for the gatekeeper’s robotic attitude while checking its Status, it was unlikely that it would have even gotten past the gates. Boxxy quickly corrected it to ‘17 years’ and turned its attention to the other problem it had spotted.

Specifically, the eye-shaped insignia on its right shoulder. It hadn’t thought much of it initially, but Boxxy now realised that most of the people here bore the Order’s crest on their clothes, which was distinctly different from its own. It wasn’t sure if this would be a problem, but it knew just who to ask.

“Snack!”

It had told its familiars to hide themselves somewhere beyond the town’s borders, just in case something happened and it needed backup.

“What is it, Master?” Xera replied. “Did something happen?”

“Everyone in this guild has the same thing on their shoulder. It doesn’t match mine.”

“You mean the guild crest?”

“I guess?”

“Not an issue. Just say you left your old guild due to personal reasons and you should be fine. Oh, and try to sound evasive when you say that.”

“Ah. What was that guild called, again?”

“Brotherhood of the Third Eye, Master.”

“That’s a strange name.”

“Is it?” Xera asked dubiously. “I think it’s a pretty good one, to be honest. Definitely better than ‘Order of the Black Wand,’ at least.”

The shapeshifter supposed that there was no accounting for taste. Although…

“But what about the other two?”

“… Other two what?”

“Isn’t there a Brotherhood of the First Eye Master? And one for the Second Eye Master? What if there’s a Fourth?”

The succubus sighed through the thought link.

“No, Master, that last part was me addressing you. The guild is called the Brotherhood of the Third Eye.”

“Oh… that makes even less sense.”

Humans, elves, and the like had only two eyes, so why would they need an organisation dedicated to a nonexistent third one? Were they trying to grow such a thing, perhaps? If that was the case, they should’ve been the Brotherhood of the Second Heart. That sounded much tastier.

“Next!”

The blonde clerk at the front shouted for the next in line, breaking the creature away from its fantasies. The gnome and its beholder familiar stepped up to the now-empty counter. They spoke briefly about making some kind of appointment, which caused the gnome to become rather irate when it became clear that the person he was looking for had left town the day before. He muttered a few unkind words before leaving in a huff, Thruumitt shooting Boxxy a final pleading look that seemed to say ‘please kill this idiot,’ as he floated by. The shapeshifter pretended not to notice.

“Next!”

“Hello!”

The not-elf took a few steps forward, greeting the elven clerk cheerfully. The monster was inwardly glad that the receptionist wasn’t human, otherwise its Butcher of Humanity Perk would have made things… difficult.

“Hello there, sir,” she replied with a bright smile to match Boxxy’s. “What can I help you with?”

“I need to see a Warlock trainer.”

“Of course. I will need to confirm a few things. Are you a member of the Order of the Black Wand?”

“No.”

“Do you have any current guild affiliations?”

“No.”

“What about past guild affiliations?”

“Yes.”

“… Which are?”

“Ah, the Brotherhood of the Third Eye,” Boxxy added, showing her its shoulder patch. “I had to leave due to… personal reasons.”

“I understand completely, sir,” she nodded. “Those humans can be quite insufferable sometimes, can’t they?”

“Indeed.”

As expected, Snack’s advice allowed things to go much more smoothly than they would have if it had tried to bumble its way through the interaction by itself.

“Would you be interested in joining our guild, instead?” the clerk offered. “I can’t vouch for other branch offices, but I personally guarantee that we do not tolerate discrimination here, be it racial, sexual or occupational.”

“No, thank you.”

“As you wish, sir. Moving on, I need to inform you that a Full Appraisal will be mandatory before we can perform any kind of Job training. Is that alright?”

“Yes.”

“Good. And lastly – what sort of Warlock training do you need?”

“I need to get past Level 25.”

“Well, you’re in luck, sir. We have a trainer available right now, but we need to discuss the 500 GP training fee before we can proceed.”

“…”

Boxxy hesitated. It hadn’t been stupid enough to think that the service was going to be free, but it hadn’t expected the fee to be quite so steep. Even if they did hike the price up for non-guild members, this felt like a bit much. The receptionist seemed to notice its dilemma and was quick to reassure the potential client.

“I understand that it seems a bit expensive, but please understand that finding a Level 50 Warlock who also has a Level 4 Mentor Skill is rather difficult around these parts. The individual I will be referring you to is also a Scribe, so he is perfectly capable of performing the Appraisal as well.”

She had a point, though not in the way she probably thought. Boxxy didn’t exactly have a lot of options at present, nor did it feel like hunting for them, so it decided to take the financial hit and get this over with.

“Okay, I’ll pay.”

It reached inside its robes and pulled out the heavy coin pouch it had prepared beforehand. Counting out exactly 500 GP worth of coins, it placed them on the counter in front of the goggle-eyed clerk. She had been about to suggest some sort of loan or payment plan, since she certainly hadn’t expected a young lad to be carrying that much gold. Her experienced eyes told her that there was at least four, maybe five times that amount remaining in the pouch. Not the sort of wealth one would expect a random youngster to have access to.

“One moment, please.”

Recovering from the mild shock, she scooped up the coins, storing them away in the strongbox behind the counter. She pulled out a small scrap of paper with a few markings on it and scribbled down some letters and numbers. When she was done, she stamped the parchment with the seal of the Order of the Black Wand and handed it to her client.

“Here you go, sir. Just head through the door on your right and enter the third office on the left. Show this ticket to the bearded gentleman inside and he’ll handle the rest.”

“I see,” Boxxy said, eyeing the door in question.

“Is there anything else you will be needing today?”

“This trainer is a Scribe?”

“He is indeed,” the clerk nodded once again.

“Could he appraise a magic item for me?”

Boxxy was eager to find out the exact properties of the fancy staff it had picked up in the Spire of the Jade King. That was why it had covertly brought it out from its Storage and was currently carrying it in a sturdy shoulder sling. It had wrapped the item in a white sheet so as to not draw too much attention to its clearly-demonic ornamental skull.

“Of course, although that will be a separate charge of 25 GP.”

At least that was more reasonable. Boxxy promptly paid and was given another scrap of paper covered with a bunch of numbers and letters that seemed like gibberish, much like the first one. It was probably some code or shorthand that only the guild’s employees knew. It thanked the woman and moved through the doorway she had pointed out.

The hallway beyond was far less extravagant than the lobby. The walls were bare save for a number of doors, ending in a decrepit-looking staircase. As Boxxy proceeded down the passage it noticed that there was a plaque with some kind of engraved lettering on each door. It couldn’t read what they said, but it could count well enough to know which door was the third on the left.

Having arrived at its destination, it placed a hand on the handle before remembering one of Snack’s basic lessons in etiquette. Mindful of its training, it therefore knocked first.

“Come in!”

A dignified – though slightly muffled – voice came from within, prompting Boxxy to enter the tiny-yet-tidy office. Its only occupant was a grey-bearded dwarf sitting behind a desk in the corner of the room. He wore crisp-looking black robes, and a sleek wooden staff tipped with a golden crystal rested against the wall behind him.

“G’day, laddie,” he offered in greeting. “Name’s Grimebeard, and no, it’s not contagious.”

The dwarf chuckled lightly, his voice oddly vigorous for someone so wrinkled. Boxxy momentarily wondered if it had stumbled onto another Edward, but the rough cough the man’s laughter devolved into said otherwise.

“Ah, sorry about that. So, what can I do fer ye?”

“Yes, hello,” the fake elf returned the greeting. “I’m Chester, and I’m here for some training and an item appraisal.”

It handed Grimebeard the slips of paper the receptionist had given it. The old Warlock looked them over, nodded firmly and put them away in one of his desk drawers. He stood, stepping closer to ‘Chester’ before gesturing at the empty chair in front of his desk.

“Have a seat and we’ll get started.”

Boxxy wasn’t quite sure why sitting was strictly necessary, but it did as instructed and parked its rump on the plain wooden stool, putting the two of them at equal eye level. Grimebeard moved a bit closer and placed a hand on the its forehead, which he certainly couldn’t have done comfortably if the taller ‘elf’ hadn’t taken a seat.

“Full Appraisal.”

Boxxy was expecting to feel the same skin-crawling sensation it had experienced when it had been in captivity, but nothing of the sort happened. It instead felt the odd sensation of something inside itching a bit, signifying that the invasive Full Appraisal had been safely redirected to the smokescreen set up by Essence Concealment.

The divine boon showed Grimebeard a Level 25 Warlock with a rather unbalanced but still perfectly reasonable set of Attributes and Skills. That said, the old Scribe couldn’t help but want to lecture the youngster. Summon Familiar, Power Overwhelming, Demonology and Crystallise Magic were not what he would personally call wise Skill choices, as none of them could protect their wielder from harm. One could argue that having up to three familiars for bodyguards would provide excellent protection, but Grimebeard was of the mind that demons caused more harm than good.

He would’ve gladly given the foolish youth a lecture on the matter, but Skill counselling wasn’t what the elf had come to his office for. Not to mention that he was a guild-less freelancer, and they rarely listened to what anyone else had to say.

“Right, good enough. Just gimme a sec here…”

The dwarf walked back to his desk and quickly jotted down the details of the Full Appraisal, including the Attributes and Skill composition and noting the apparent lack of Perks. He walked back to where Boxxy was sitting and lightly gripped its head once more, this time with both hands.

“Job Advancement: Warlock!”

A pale blue light engulfed the dwarf, flowing through his arms and pouring into the shapeshifter’s head.

[The maximum Level of your Warlock Job has increased to 50.]
[The maximum Level of your Ruin Mastery Skill has increased to 15.]
[The maximum Level of your Domination Mastery Skill has increased to 15.]

This was where Boxxy had expected the notifications to end, but its consciousness was suddenly flooded by a string ‘Level up!’ messages punctuated with a rather… interesting update.

[Congratulations, you are now a Level 34 Warlock! INT +18. MNT +18. END +18.]
[You have learned a new Spell: True Darkness]
[You have learned a new Spell: Massive Rejection]

“… What?” it said aloud.

“Hm? Something wrong, laddie?”

It was debatable whether ‘wrong’ was the correct word, but if anyone would know what this was about, it would be a Warlock teacher.

“I just gained a bunch of Job Levels out of nowhere. Is that normal?”

“Ah, yeah, that happens sometimes. Yer Job keeps gathering XP even if it’s capped out,” Grimebeard explained. “It’s not that strange to gain one or two Levels after the cap gets raised if ye’ve been putting it off fer a long while.”

“Oh! That’s pretty tas-, I mean, convenient!”

“Eh, not really. Even if it keeps accumulating, the XP ye get this way is hugely reduced. Ye’d probably have gained at two or three times the number of Levels by now if ye had advanced yer Job right away.”

The dwarf didn’t mind explaining for free since the information was directly related to the elf’s request. That, and he wouldn’t be able to call himself a teacher if he didn’t do something to alleviate the boy’s criminal cluelessness.

“I see. Thank you.”

“Yer welcome, laddie. So, let’s see this magic item ye brought.”

Boxxy stood, unwrapping the staff on its back to present it to the dwarf. Grimebeard stared wide-eyed, unable to contain his shock at what was clearly a staff of considerable power. He reached out a trembling hand and placed it on the handle.

“Identify, Appraise Item, Detect Enchant,” he chanted, his voice quivering.

The staff’s information flowed into his mind, a strange glint appearing in his eye as he smiled at the disguised shapeshifter. He opened his mouth, but the young ‘Mister Underwood’ spoke before he could.

“Bad things will happen if you lie to me, old man.”

The poorly-veiled threat immediately halted the dwarf’s train of thought. He bit back his words and admitted to himself that this dopey kid was sharper than he looked. The dwarf had been about to try to deceive him that this was merely a decorative walking stick, not even a Caster’s staff, and then offer to buy it for a ‘good price.’

But his little scheme had been foiled before he could even attempt the cheat. The guild was sure to have his ass on a platter if he was caught falsifying Appraisal results again and he couldn’t just attack a client in broad daylight and hope to get away with it. He decided to change his approach.

“I wouldn’t dream of it, laddie!” he exclaimed, taking his hand off the staff. “I was just shocked since it is quite the excellent item! Here, let me write the details down for ye!”

The dwarf hurriedly returned to his desk and pulled out a form of some kind, writing down the staff’s information. Boxxy carefully observed him as he did so, keeping watch for any more suspicious behavior. It may have been oblivious when it came to matters of social interaction, but it was an expert in the field of greed, and certainly hadn’t failed to notice the way the dwarf was blatantly coveting its fancy staff.

Even if it wasn’t particularly shiny, it was still the shapeshifter’s property, which meant that anyone who dared to lay a finger on it would have their face eaten. It was debating doing that anyway, but, much like his would-be victim, realised that this was neither the time nor the place for violence.

Once Grimebeard was done, he handed the sheet of paper to Boxxy, who glanced it over while nodding to itself.

Yup, can’t read a single word of it.

Its ability to read and write was still practically non-existent, so it simply rolled up the appraisal results and stowed them inside its robes. Snack or Fizzy should be able to tell it what the paper said, although its validity was obviously questionable. Boxxy hadn’t even been planning to have the staff appraised here, but it had seen the opportunity and taken it, much to its regret. Deciding it would be good to get a second opinion, it rewrapped the clearly-valuable item, slung it over its shoulder and proceeded to leave the building.

Grimebeard sat in silence for about a minute after the door to his office slammed shut. Once he had made sure that the elf was gone and that nobody was listening in, he reached under his desk, pulling out a crystalline blue cube about eight centimetres on all sides. He tapped the topmost side three times and it flashed in response. He brought it up to his face and started whispering into it.

“Iretta. Chosoros. Elemus. Crokara. Ronbus. Epiporia. Afurte. Mekon.”

Having received the correct keywords, the cube flashed again and its insides flickered to life. It kept blinking for several seconds before projecting a slightly-transparent three-dimensional image directly in front of Grimebeard’s face. It took a few moments for the hologram to stabilise, whereupon it took the form of a hooded head and shoulders.

“You’re contacting us way ahead of schedule.”

The words that came from the cube were slightly distorted, but nevertheless understandable.

“I know, but I have an urgent job for you. One that both of us are bound to profit from.”

After all, it wasn’t every day that an Artifact-grade item crossed Grimebeard’s desk, and he wasn’t about to let some snot-nosed runt run off with it so easily.


Part Five

Boxxy, still under the guise of Chester Underwood, strode through the heavy doors of the Bootsplit Craftsman’s Union. It was an artisan’s guild, the local ‘flavour’ of the organisation that Fizzy still technically belonged to. Most towns and cities within the Lodrak Empire had one of these Unions, but they weren’t structured in the same way as the Order of the Black Wand. Rather than a singular entity with multiple branch offices, they were instead a collection of fully autonomous guilds that worked closely together.

This was necessary because every region and settlement had its own specialty goods and products, not to mention the difference in available raw materials and trade routes. It was far easier to have each division regulate themselves and make their own guild policies than have a central authority handling administration for the entire country. Adventurer guilds like the Order or the Mercenary Guild could get away with it because their members tended to travel a lot and having a certain standard and sense of familiarity was important to them. Artisans, on the other hand, rarely moved shop once they had established themselves, so their only concerns were local connections and services.

None of that mattered to Boxxy, however. It was neither an adventurer nor an artisan. The most accurate term to sum up its occupation would be ‘murder hobo.’ However, it did have things that it wanted appraised, and this was the best place for it. The only reason that it had even attempted to do that at the Order was because the opportunity had presented itself. It was slightly regretting ignoring Fizzy’s warning that the Order of the Black Wand was full of shady and untrustworthy people, but, in Boxxy’s defence, it was fairly shady and untrustworthy itself.

Speaking of the golem, she was supposed to be here ordering supplies, and yet she was nowhere to be seen. In fairness, though, this place was a lot bigger than the Order’s office. About the size of an extra-large barn, to be precise. Fizzy might simply have gone into one of the several workshops on the premises. Deciding to ask around, Boxxy approached one of the unoccupied clerks, a middle-aged dwarf wearing half-moon spectacles and a clean white-and-grey striped shirt. He was busy scribbling at something behind his desk and didn’t seem to notice the ginger elf’s approach.

“Hello there,” the shapeshifter greeted the gentleman in an effort to get his attention.

“Oh! Hello, sir,” the man responded. “What can I help you with?”

“I’m looking for a steel golem. Looks like a female gnome, has a shield attached to her left hand?”

“Who’s asking?”

“I am.”

The man appeared supremely unamused.

“Don’t be a smart-arse, just gimme your name, lad.”

“Oh. Chester Underwood.”

“Ah, you’re the owner it mentioned. Fine piece of equipment you got there, if you don’t mind me saying.”

“Thanks, but can you tell me where she is?”

“Should be through those doors over there,” he pointed to the far left of the lobby. “Our smiths are currently fulfilling your order and it insisted on observing them. Should be a bit longer before they’re done.”

The ‘order’ in question was for Artificer parts, an entire crate’s worth. They were necessary for Boxxy’s tinkering practice, so it had told Fizzy to have plenty made as quickly as possible. Though it had told the gate guard that it would linger for a few days, it ideally wanted to be in and out as quickly as possible.

“I’ll leave that to her, then,” the false elf declared. “Meanwhile, I’d like to have some things appraised.”

“Oh? What kind?”

“Magic items. From a dungeon.”

“Really?” the dwarf raised an eyebrow. “Dungeon diving? At your age?”

“I had strong allies.”

“Fair enough. We actually have a few people available who can take care of that.”

“Any of them not human?”

The clerk sighed in exasperation. Though he certainly understood why racial tensions between elves and humans existed, that didn’t mean that he particularly liked it.

“Hold on, I’ll call them over.”

He pushed a button on his desk and a buzzing noise came from somewhere in the back. A few moments later a female elf in her late twenties came from the door behind the desk. She had dark green hair styled in a no-nonsense ponytail with eyes to match, and her slender, elegant figure was wrapped in an expensive-looking white and gold garment that looked more like an evening gown than a robe.

“Hi there,” she greeted Boxxy and the clerk. “What’s up, Holt? Who’s your friend?”

“Hey Alea, this is Chester,” Holt replied. “Lad here needed some magic items appraised.”

“I see. Follow me, please.”

“Shouldn’t I pay first?” Boxxy asked.

Alea shook her head.

“We’ll charge you for everything once we’re done.”

“Oh, alright.”

The elf woman led Boxxy through the same door she had exited just moments ago, guiding it through a series of corridors before they arrived at her office. It was much bigger than Grimebeard’s, presumably because it also doubled as a workshop of sorts. Various ingredients, materials and weapons were organised neatly atop a stone counter that almost resembled an altar – a notion reinforced by the glowing sigils and runes etched into it.

“That’s just my enchanting station,” the woman explained when she noticed her guest staring. “Forgive the mess, I was just taking a break from a bulk order.”

She sat down on the plush couch in the room’s open area and invited ‘Chester’ to sit in the armchair opposite her. Boxxy obliged, though it had to remove its staff from the sling over its shoulder in order to do so.

“I see you’re a magic user,” she said with a businesslike smile. “Let me guess, Warlock?”

“Yes,” the shapeshifter admitted, mildly surprised. “How’d you know?”

“Your type likes to wear red or purple robes like yours, I’ve noticed. Now, enough small talk. What would you like appraised?”

“This.”

Boxxy raised the staff in its arms, much to the surprise of the woman sitting opposite it.

“I got it recently from a dungeon,” it added. “I need to know what it does.”

“I understand. Then, if you’ll allow me.”

She held her hands out as if asking to be passed the staff. Boxxy hesitated a bit, but this place seemed a lot more reputable than the Order so it reluctantly handed it over.

*CLUNK*

Only to have the metal staff slip from her fingers and go crashing to the floor.

“Oh, darn it! I am so sorry,” she apologised immediately. “I didn’t think it would be so heavy after seeing you handle it so easily.”

The casual comment sent Boxxy’s internal thoughts into panic mode. Of course, a feeble magic user shouldn’t be able to carry this thing. Even Snack couldn’t lift it, and she was a demon. Granted, all other things being equal succubi were physically weaker than adult humans, but that didn’t change the fact that Boxxy had messed up.

“Guess you must be stronger than you look under those robes.”

Struck by a moment of inspiration at Alea’s comment, the doppelganger subtly shifted the flesh underneath its baggy clothing.

“Yes!” it nodded. “Want to see?”

“There’s no need to- oh, my!”

The elf had barely spoken before Boxxy opened its robes to reveal a set of rippling abs and bulging pecs. It was the kind of well-developed, nearly fiend-like musculature that would have benefitted greatly from even the tiniest bit of Strength (STR). Certainly not the sort of body one would expect to see on a stereotypical seventeen-year-old elven Spell-slinger, but Alea didn’t seem bothered at all. Quite the opposite, actually.

“Can I… touch them?”

‘Chester’ nodded, and she leaned forward, extending her arm hesitantly. She placed her slender fingers on its ripped body, slowly trailing them up and down the delightfully-firm muscles.

She found herself attracted to the masculine display not just because that was the sort of thing she was into. That was a big part of it, but it was also the fact that this beefcake’s three-digit Charisma (CHR) score was specifically designed to reel her in even deeper.

“Ack! I apologise!” she pulled her hand back suddenly. “I don’t know what came over me.”

“It’s no problem.”

“Then could you, uh, put those away now?”

Boxxy donned its clothes once more, satisfied that its brilliant ruse had worked. Alea, on the other hand, coughed into her clenched fist in an attempt to dispel what she perceived as an awkward atmosphere.

“In any event, could I ask you to hold that up for me?”

The shapeshifter did as she requested, allowing her to appraise the item without having to bear its weight. Much like the dwarf before her, her reaction was rather extraordinary.

“My word!” she exclaimed in awe. “You have yourself an Artifact there!”

“A what-now?”

“You don’t know what an Artifact is?!”

“I… had an unpleasant encounter with a demon recently and forgot some things.”

Boxxy had internally classified this response as ‘Ignorance Excuse B.’

“Oh, I see. No worries, I’ll explain everything. Let me just get a form.”

A short trip to her desk and a quick bout of scribbling later she returned to her seat on the couch. She patted the cushion next to her, inviting Chester to get a better look at the piece of paper in her hands, an offer it readily accepted.

Name: Voidcaller
Maker: Sthulmir Grarabraarm
Type: Staff
Quality: Artifact
Offense: C
Defense: E+
Durability: AA+
Magic Amplification: 10% All, 20% Dark
Enchantments: Greater Channelling, Greater Intelligence, Lesser Magic Resistance, Reduced Weight, Innate Ability

Estimated Value: Priceless

Notes:
An adamantite greatstaff containing the essence of a powerful demon, likely its creator. Strong connection to the Beyond; only those who have embraced such eldritch energies are capable of truly harnessing its potential. Heavier than other weapons of its type, requiring a good deal of physical strength to wield properly.

Unfortunately, it hadn’t learned to read in the past half hour, so none of that made any sense to it. It could, however, recognise the shapes well enough to tell that a lot of the letter and number combinations were the same as the ones that that Grimebeard fellow had given it. Barring the difference in handwriting, of course. That meant that the dwarf had actually been truthful, but that did little to help Boxxy comprehend the information it had been given.

“Can you explain everything from the top, just in case?”

“Of course,” Alea agreed. “So, the name of the item and its maker at the top are pretty straightforward. I have to say, though, this is the first time I’ve ever seen a name like this. I’m not sure I can even pronounce it.”

“Must be a demon’s name,” Boxxy remarked. “How did you know who made it, though?”

“Most magic items are imprinted with meta-magical data. Think of it as a label that any Scribe can read, but nobody else can see.”

“Ah. Handy. What’s next?”

She continued, pointing out the words as she moved down the page.

“That’s the item’s Type, its official classification. It tells you what Skills and Masteries best work with it, this one clearly being a staff.”

“Isn’t that kinda obvious? I mean I got Staff Mastery when I hit stuff with it.”

Which, in turn, had given the pretend-elf a small but not-unwelcome boost of STR and END.

“Sometimes it can be hard to tell right away,” Alea shrugged. “It doesn’t hurt to spell it out anyway, so we put it on all our appraisal result forms.”

“Makes sense.”

“Up next we have the item’s quality rating, in this case a staggeringly powerful Artifact-grade item.”

“Oh! You mean like Superior?”

She hummed lightly.

“Yes, and no. This one is much higher. Want me to go over them all?”

“I would appreciate it,” the shapeshifter nodded.

The elf touched briefly upon the nine tiers on which items were graded based on performance. At the bottom were Unusable and Poor quality, which were mostly trash, followed by Good, Fine and Superior. Boxxy was aware of these tiers, as it had hit all of them when creating items with its Artificer Job. Superior was also the highest quality items that most common adventurers could hope to get their hands on.

Masterwork-class items were one step above Superior, and were usually created through the cooperation of multiple skilled craftsmen. For instance, a master Blacksmith might make a brilliant war axe graded Superior, then find an Enchanter to imbue it with magical properties in order to upgrade it to a Masterwork. There were also extremely talented individuals out there who could create a Masterwork entirely by themselves, but this required true mastery of one’s craft and only the absolute finest raw materials.

It was also the highest ceiling that the vast majority of artisans could hope to hit, as it took exceptionally special circumstances to create Artifact-ranked gear. These were truly unique items that could never be replicated, let alone mass-produced, so it was safe to say that Boxxy’s staff, which Alea helpfully revealed was called ‘Voidcaller,’ was the only one of its kind.

Yet, extraordinary as that was, there were two tiers above even that, namely Phantasmal and Divine, each class significantly rarer and more powerful than its predecessor. If the Artifacts in circulation around the world numbered only a few hundred, then there were only twenty or thirty Phantasmal items. Boxxy really wanted to get its tentacles on one of those, but it would appear that their owners were insanely powerful individuals far above its current power level.

The ultimate in equipment, Divine items, were unfortunately nothing but a pipe dream. They were shrouded in myths and legends, said to have been forged by the gods themselves. It was speculated there were only nine in existence – one for each member of Terrania’s pantheon – but history suggested that even that was a generous estimate. According to Alea, only three of the nigh-mythical items had been recorded in the Lodrak Empire’s six and a half centuries of history.

“And two of them were so powerful that they sparked armed conflicts with other nations,” she concluded. “Then again, this is the Empire we’re talking about, so those wars could’ve been fought over anything.”

“Very interesting,” Boxxy commented. “You sure know a lot about stuff.”

“Well, I am a Scribe, after all,” the elf smiled, tucking her green hair behind a pointy ear. “I wouldn’t be able to accurately evaluate items if I didn’t know a fair bit of everything.”

Indeed, if the Scribe doing the appraisals wasn’t knowledgeable in a great number of fields, then the results of their analysis would be inconclusive at best, outright misleading at worst. That was why Boxxy couldn’t have just asked that guy at the gate to inspect its gear.

“So, what’s next on the list?” ‘Chester’ inquired.

“Right. Next, we have the offensive, defensive and durability ratings: how much damage the item can deal, prevent, or withstand, respectively. Voidcaller’s offense is at C, meaning that it’s about as damaging as an unenchanted steel war hammer, and defensively it’s at E+, which is pretty terrible. Not surprising, since you can’t block much with it and it has nothing to diffuse the impact of a blow.”

“So… it’s a terrible weapon?”

“Relatively, yes, but still better than the double-Fs most staves receive in that category. Oh, and I should mention that the offensive rating is purely in terms of physical damage. The staff’s ability to boost magic is not factored into it.”

“Alright. And what does the durability rating mean?”

“Double-A plus means that it’s practically indestructible. Like, a dragon could probably step on this thing and it would barely make a dent. I mean, it’s made of adamantite.”

Now there was a word Boxxy was familiar with. To its knowledge, adamantite was considered the ultimate metal in both hardiness and weight. It had assumed that the material would be shinier, though, not this thoroughly unappetising pitch-black.

“Next, we have magic amplification,” the elf continued. “Ten percent to all Spells and twenty percent to darkness-based Spells is extremely good, by the way. You don’t see these kinds of numbers on anything below Artifact. At least, not at the same time.”

“Is it just Spells? Does it amplify Skill damage, too?”

“Yes, assuming that they directly deal elemental damage,” she nodded.

This was good to know, as damaging Skills didn’t scale with INT in the same way that Spells did. That meant that they would likely only fall behind its other means of killing as Boxxy’s Level continued to climb. Admittedly, at present that applied only to Acid Spray, but it was nonetheless good information to have when considering future Skill choices.

“Next, you have your passive enchantments,” Alea stated, beginning to list them off. “Greater Channelling cuts ten percent off your Spell costs. Greater Intelligence is a passive boost of twenty-five INT points. Lesser Magic Resistance reduces all magic damage taken by five percent. Reduced Weight makes the item three times lighter, which is kind of necessary for adamantite gear. I doubt even your… powerful arms… could lift this thing without that.”

Feeling a bit daring, she decided to test the waters by throwing an arm around Chester’s shoulder. Boxxy was at first rather confused by her action, but it quickly remembered one of Snack’s lessons. Handshakes, salutes, waves and other hand-based gestures were meant to be reciprocated, firmly whenever possible. As such, it returned the gesture and held Alea tightly, causing her to blush.

“Th-the, um, the Innate Ability,” she tried to continue, “it’s like an item-based Skill, something unique to Artifacts and higher, but not all have one.”

“Oh? What’s mine do?”

“I’m not sure, but you can find out by activating it.”

“How do I do that?”

“Typically, you grab the item and start channeling your mana into it until it’s fully charged, at which point it should activate and- What are you doing?”

Before Alea could stop it, Boxxy had stood from the couch, gripping Voidcaller with both hands. Fizzy had already taught it how to channel its mana when she had showed it how to use a mana-fuelled welding torch, but it hadn’t even considered trying to use it with the un-shiny thing. And now that it tried, it discovered that the staff was thirsty.

“C-could you not do anything unnecessary?!”

Boxxy ignored her complaints and channelled precisely 666 MP into the weapon. The ornamental skull’s jawbone rattled as though it were trying to come alive, its four jeweled eye sockets glowing intensely. At first, nothing seemed to happen, but it was suddenly struck by the strangest urge to summon something. Deciding to see the experiment through, it dismissed Snack, then activated Summon Familiar to bring her back.

But what transpired next differed vastly from the usual spinning concentric circles of light. Instead, a number of things happened at almost exactly the same time, starting with the appearance of an oval-shaped portal of bright red energy directly in front of Boxxy. A gust of wind followed, strong enough to scatter most of Alea’s paperwork and belongings around her office workshop. A blue-skinned succubus fell through the person-sized interdimensional doorway, landing in confused disorientation on the nearby coffee table.

The arcane energy and erratic air currents faded a few moments later, less than a second after the whole thing had begun.

“What! The fuck! Are you doing!” Alea finally managed to shriek.

“Uh… testing?” the not-an-elf replied dumbly.

“You don’t just do that in someone’s workplace!” she continued shouting. “Especially not-”

“Ugh… Master?” Xera grumbled, rising to her feet.

“Is that a succubus?! Really?!”

“She’s my familiar. She burns things real good.”

“I don’t care! I want you to-!”

“Sleep.”

Xera did what she did best and pacified the situation through underhanded means, putting the woman under her Spell. Alea collapsed on the couch, and Xera busily began altering her short-term memories with her Dreamweaver Skill. She didn’t even have to ask what was going on, as she knew her master well enough to understand the gist of it.

“Snack. Tell me what this says.”

Boxxy shoved the appraisal report in front of her face and she read the whole thing out for it as she continued to mess with the elf woman’s brain. She was a skilled multitasker though, so she was able to give it the information it wanted without any issue. Once everything was settled, she was sent back to the Beyond so that her box-brained master could resume its meeting a few seconds prior to everything going to shit.

… Business as usual, in other words.

“C-could you not do anything unnecessary?” the elf repeated herself after abruptly waking up.

“I apologise, I got a bit excited,” Boxxy bowed its head, then sat back down.

“It’s not as though I don’t understand, but please keep your surroundings in mind.”

“Of course. I’ll test this later in a safer space.”

And when it did, it would realise that Voidcaller had the ability to summon either of its familiars instantly and at only a fraction of the MP cost. And despite spending significantly less MP on conjuring their bodies, both Snack and Arms would still arrive at full strength with no apparent negative side effects, other than a brief moment of disorientation. It was an ability best used in emergency situations, in which one or both of its familiars died in combat. However, it would have to be used sparingly, as Voidcaller’s summoning empowerment could only be activated once every two hours.

Once it had finished testing the Artifact’s limits, Boxxy would finally start to question how, exactly, it had come into possession of the staff. It was so perfect for the shapeshifter’s peculiar take on the Warlock Job that it almost felt as though it had been custom made just for it. If this had happened earlier, it would have attributed its acquisition to good fortune and that would have been the end of it. However, it was currently beholden to a Goddess of Chance, so it couldn’t help but ponder the possibility of interference on her part. Indeed, it would be impossible not to at least suspect Willy’s involvement in the matter, considering that it was his recruitment that had set the whole thing into motion.

Then again, as the god himself had said, a prediction was not the same as a prophecy. There existed in all things an element of randomness and uncertainty, and no outcome was truly one hundred percent certain. He had also mentioned that he despised having to interfere directly, since that would make things boring, and the entertainment value had been her only reason for making Boxxy her Hero in the first place. Therefore, it was also plausible that the ‘ganger acquiring the first of hopefully many Artifacts was nothing more than blind luck.

The fact was, it was ultimately pointless to question whether something had happened by pure chance or due to some divine plan devised by Boxxy’s patron deity. And honestly, the two things were completely indistinguishable whenever Ernesto was involved, anyway. It was impossible to come to a definite conclusion one way or the other, and Boxxy would eventually just accept the magic stick and move on with its life.

Such mental gymnastics were for the future, however. Right now, the shapeshifter had a far more pressing question.

“So, the estimated value says ‘priceless.’ Does that mean that I can sell it for infinite money?”

“… Hah! Hahaha! Ahh, that was a good one,” the elf forced a laugh. “No, silly. It just means that you literally can’t put a price on something like this. You’d have to auction it off if you ever wanted to sell it, but I wouldn’t if I were you. Even if you receive enough money to set yourself up for life, you’d never get another like it.”

Boxxy wasn’t entirely sure what to think about that.

“… Can you appraise another item for me?”

“Of course, Chester. I’d be delighted to.”

“Hold on, let me go get it.”

It left the office in a bit of a hurry, leaving Alea alone with her thoughts. Now that she was no longer distracted by the strangely-hunky youngster, she couldn’t help but notice that things seemed a little off. Although Snack and Boxxy had done their best to put everything back to where it had been while she’d been asleep, they had failed to do a very good job of it. Thankfully, the false elf returned before the Scribe could put two and two together, dragging a ridiculous-looking thing along by the shoulder.

“Hi, I’m back,” it said casually.

“I can see that. And what, uh, have you got there?”

“This is Fizzy. She’s my golem. She talks.”

“Hi,” the steel Paladin said dully, giving the woman a lazy wave.

“Oh, that’s the one everyone’s been losing their marbles over, huh?” Alea stood to take a closer look. “She does look extremely lifelike. Wait, is this the item you wanted appraised?”

“No, just the shield,” Boxxy clarified.

“Look, can we get this over with?” Fizzy demanded. “Those idiots down there don’t know a bi-directional spark-plug from a Hopperback connector circuit, and I do not trust them to handle that order by themselves.”

“Sure, I’ll be just a moment. Care to show me the- ooooooookay! That’s a cursed item, isn’t it?”

She had barely even had to look at the article to guess what was wrong with it.

“It is. That’s why I’m having the gnome use it. Golem!” Boxxy quickly corrected itself. “I meant golem. Not gnome.”

“Ugh, whatever. Just… let me see it.”

Alea seemed unwilling to touch the profane object for even the few seconds necessary to complete the evaluation, but she forced herself to do it. Once the examination was complete, she headed to the sink next to her enchanter’s station to scrub her hands thoroughly while Fizzy returned to the smithy. The elf took another appraisal form and filled it out before presenting it to Boxxy.

Name: Left Hand of the Forsaken Sentinel
Maker: Unknown
Type: Plate Armour
Quality: Artifact
Offense: D
Defense: B+
Durability: A
Magic Amplification: None
Enchantments: Enhanced Durability, Self-Repair, Well Fitted, Lesser Lightning Resistance, Curse of the Steelshaper

Estimated Value: Priceless

Notes:
An ancient gauntlet from an age long past, forged from mithril-enriched steel alloy and fortified with magic. Supremely well-crafted, has survived the passage of time as well as numerous battles with no permanent damage. A terrible power dwells within, for it still bears the grudge of its former wielder.

The creature was only slightly less clueless this time around, as it already knew what each field said, as well as the shape of at least some of the words. It was able to recognise that there was no ‘Innate Ability’ to the gauntlet, which was unfortunate, though it was still ‘Priceless,’ at the very least. As far as the enchantments went, Alea was kind enough to explain each of them, as she had done with the staff.

“Enhanced Durability and Self Repair do exactly what they say. They’re a common combination for armour pieces since they improve their effectiveness, longevity, and reduce maintenance. Well Fitted allows it to adjust its size to fit the wearer – within reason, of course. Lesser Lightning Resistance is also self-explanatory, but this Curse of the Steelshaper… I’ve never seen anything like it before. Do you know anything about it?”

“Not really,” Chester shrugged. “Just that it’s what makes Fizzy so… lifelike.”

“Hmm, I see. You may want to have her control rod examined, just in case. Wouldn’t want a rogue golem stabbing you in the back.”

“Noted.”

“Will that be everything, then?” the elf asked with a coy smile.

“Actually, there is one more item I’d like you to take a look at. Two, actually.”

Boxxy pretended to reach under its cloak and stealthily retrieved its trusty mithril daggers from its Storage. Alea was both disappointed and relieved that her bizarre client had produced a reasonable item for once. The appraisal results showed no surprises, either.

Name: Mithril Dirk, SN 22-15
Maker: Hurak Halfbelt
Type: Dagger
Quality: Superior
Offense: B
Defense: D+
Durability: A
Magic Amplification: 3% All
Enchantments: None

Estimated Value: 550 GP

Notes:
A long thrusting dagger forged from pure mithril by the dwarven smiths of Einharvel. It boasts superior sharpness and durability.

“As you can see,” the elf stated, scooting closer to Chester, “it’s a very basic, but reliable weapon. The other one’s pretty much identical, so I didn’t bother writing both of them up.”

“What about these numbers up here?” Boxxy pointed to the page.

“Oh, that’s just a serial number. Mass-produced weapons don’t get fancy names like ‘Voidcaller’ or ‘Left Hand of the Forsaken Sentinel,’ just an identifier that can be tracked in case it was stolen or used to commit crimes.”

That would hardly be a concern for Boxxy, since the daggers’ previous owner wasn’t in any position to report them stolen. That said, there was no telling what might happen if their original wielder did come looking for them, so it was probably best that the former mimic not flaunt them overmuch in public.

“You know, I could enchant those for you,” Alea offered. “I’m quite good at it, if I do say so myself.”

That certainly sounded enticing, but there was one problem. An enchantment could not be removed once bound to an item, and the process carried the risk of breaking the item completely if too much mana were poured into it. That was why durable or magic-conductive materials like adamantite or mithril were necessary for top-tier enchanted equipment. Regardless, Boxxy was wary of letting this random stranger do unpredictable things to its shiny knives, so it politely declined.

“No.”

Or at least, as polite as a four-month-old monster could be under the circumstances.

“A pity,” the elf said lazily, brushing her hair back. “Then is there anything else I can do for you? Some… special service?”

“I already said I don’t want enchantments.”

“What about something more… physical?”

Boxxy was honestly baffled.

“What, like training?”

“Hmmm… you could call it that. I certainly have a lot to teach a young stud like you,” she cooed while stroking Chester’s inner thigh. “Things only an experienced woman would know.”

Did she mean Spells? Was she offering to teach it magic? Or maybe some kind of little-known trick?

“Could you be more specific?”

Alea smiled and leaned into the false elf’s ear, whispering a number of naughty things that finally helped the dense creature to realise what she was getting at. It naturally had no intention of taking part in any promiscuous activities, nor had it been consciously broadcasting any such inclinations, so it had no idea how things had come to this.

Now that the situation had arisen, however, its cunning wit spied an opportunity. If succubi like Snack could use lust as a tool, then what was stopping it from doing the same? ‘Chester’ had something Alea wanted, which meant that this was an opportunity to secure some profit.

“What’s in it for me?” it asked bluntly.

After all, give-and-take was one of the fundamental building blocks of society.

“Oh, a shrewd one, are you? Tell you what, you help me scratch my itch and take my mind off my troubles, and I’ll waive your Appraisal fees.”

Was that a good deal? Come to think of it, Boxxy had neglected to inquire as to price in the first place. If it was 25 GP as per the Order’s branch, then the total would come to an even hundred. However, it was likely that this establishment charged more, considering that everything in the place looked markedly expensive. Even then, this probably wouldn’t be worth its time unless it took Alea’s offer of ‘tutelage’ seriously instead of interpreting it as her being coy.

“Alright, let’s do it.”

Which was precisely the sort of misunderstanding had taken place.

Once the deed was done, ‘Chester Underwood’ returned to the lobby to find Fizzy waiting for it. The steel golem was sitting cross-legged on the floor next to a sealed wooden crate big enough to fit at least three of her. Her statuesque stillness ended abruptly when she noticed Boxxy’s approach, prompting her to stand and throw her arms into the air in exasperation.

“Finally!” she exclaimed. “What took you so long?”

The golem’s attitude was entirely justified, as she had been told that they were in a hurry and had rushed things as a result. If she had known that she’d have some extra time on her hands, she would have put it into making sure her work order was completed to a slightly higher standard.

“I was learning about stuff,” the ‘elf’ replied curtly.

“Oh. Well, at least it was productive.”

Truth be told, Boxxy would probably still be going if Alea hadn’t passed out from exhaustion. She’d kept screaming ‘More! Do me more!’ so often that her voice had started to go hoarse. It was a miracle that nobody had come to check on her with all that yelling, but the elf had likely soundproofed her office.

Still, as promised, Boxxy had indeed learned something from the encounter. The elf had taught it a number of interesting techniques that would no doubt come in useful if something like this were to happen again. It would just need to keep in mind that, looking back, two hours of non-stop pounding was probably overdoing it.

“Whatever, can we please get a move on? It’s already evening.”

“Sure.”

“Can you help me carry this, though? It’s not all that heavy, but it’s awfully unwieldy.”

The golem grabbed the crate by one end and Boxxy took the other as the two of them proceeded to head out of the Union building and into the street.

“By the way, did you find out if you can get your Paladin Job advanced?” the shapeshifter asked matter-of-factly.

That was one of the things that the golem had been supposed to accomplish, along with procuring its Artificer supplies. She had been given a bag of gold to that end and told to not cause any trouble with the trainers, then to wait at the Bootsplit Craftsman’s Union until Boxxy returned.

“I did better than that!” Fizzy exclaimed. “I’m now a Level 28 Paladin!”

“Wait, you got past the Full Appraisal already?”

“Yep!”

“How?!”

There were more than a few out-of-place things on her Status, so Boxxy had been certain that she would be denied outright. It had at least been unlikely that anyone would have attacked her, since these people seemed far more accepting of a talking golem than it had honestly anticipated. Which was the only reason that it had allowed her to roam around by herself in the first place.

“I told the Paladin trainer how my life was saved by the obscure God of Probability, which is why I champion his name in return,” she explained. “I also fed him and his mates a line about how ‘bearing this horrible curse is penance for my past sins’ or whatever.”

“And that worked?”

“Oh yeah, they ate that shit up! I just listened to Snack’s advice about how those righteous types were suckers for self-sacrifice and repaying debts, and it was spot-on. Oh, right! Here’s the leftover money you gave me! Thanks ever so much!”

Fizzy pulled a coin pouch from her trousers and handed it to Boxxy with a wide smile.

“… There’s more gold left over than I would have thought,” it noted.

“Yeah, I got a good price for the parts since I’m technically still a member of Erosa’s Craftsman’s Union. They even offered me a position as Artificer instructor, but I had to turn them down.”

“I see. What about the Paladin training fee?”

“Well, that did cost quite a bit, but the people over there were super-impressed by my sob story and glorious steel frame, so I got it discounted from 230 to 200 GP.”

“GEH!”

Boxxy nearly spat with rage. What was with this unfair treatment?! Why was Paladin training less than half the price of Warlock training? Such blatant favouritism and discrimination surely had to be against the rules!

But, on the other hand, that did mean that Boxxy hadn’t had to shell out a whole 1,000 GP for training. The cost reduction on both the Job advancement and the Artificer components was definitely a good thing, especially since it had accepted those only begrudgingly as necessary expenses for getting stronger. Honestly, if gold coins hadn’t been so wonderfully shiny it wouldn’t have batted an eye at spending so many, though most of the time it didn’t have much choice. One typically had to use the power of money if they wanted to obtain something in civilised society, and money just happened to be shiny.

And, speaking of society, the immediate populace was currently taking a healthy amount of interest in the newcomer and its pet golem. There was a plethora of people staring at the odd duo as they walked down the street, which was the exact opposite of the ‘blending in.’ The massive crate rattling with their every step wasn’t exactly helping matters, so they ducked inside a small, quiet alley, away from prying eyes.

After making sure that nobody was peeping or eavesdropping, Boxxy quickly stuffed the parts inside the crate into its Storage. It also took the opportunity to re-summon Xera, though the succubus seemed strangely displeased about something. Neither the golem nor the ‘ganger cared enough to ask her about it, however. She was told instead to suck it up and conceal her demonic identity, which she did by assuming the guise of a nondescript elven adventurer eerily similar to Alea. Boxxy wanted her available should a fight break out, and while Warlocks walking around with their familiars may not have been illegal, it was still heavily frowned upon. Not to mention that it wasn’t particularly subtle.

The ex-mimic had decided that it would leave town ahead of schedule. After all, it had already accomplished everything it had wanted to do here, and lingering was pointless. Dangerous, even. Fizzy’s Full Appraisal would have left a record of her name, serving as undeniable proof that she had passed through the town. Even if Appraisal results were supposed to be strictly confidential, someone with an important-sounding title like ‘Spymaster’ was sure to get ahold of them eventually.

But it appeared that plans to leave would have to be slightly delayed. First, it would have to deal with the strangers blocking the alley’s exit. There were five male dwarves, all clad in matching light armour with strange tattoos around their eyes and on their cheeks, not to mention that they were quite well-armed. The two identical fellows on the left held compact crossbows that were already loaded, and the one on the far right was unhooking a pair of axes from his hip. Meanwhile, his friend immediately next to him was licking the blade of his dagger, which he probably thought looked intimidating, but the only thing the gesture did was make Boxxy wonder if the steel knife was tasty.

The dwarf in the middle – the one carrying a large, two-handed axe on his shoulder, likely the leader of this little posse – took a few steps forward.

“Pardon me a moment, sir,” he called with mock politeness, “but would you be willing to donate to the Bootsplit Charity Drive for Starving Orphans?”

The false elf stared dumbly at the odd little man, unable to comprehend what he was talking about.

“… I don’t follow,” it eventually responded.

The thug-in-chief flashed an evil grin, showing a few gilded teeth.

“It’s no big deal. We’re just going relieve you of your excess baggage in order to help those in need. Namely, myself and my compatriots.”

The other four chuckled grimly, but their leader’s roundabout way of speaking had only served to confuse Boxxy further.

“Excuse me, Master,” Xera spoke through the telepathic link, “but I do believe that these people are trying to take your shinies.”

“You’re trying to rob me?” Boxxy asked the would-be-thieves incredulously.

“That’s such a nasty way of putting it,” the leader shook his head. “‘Mandatory donation’ sounds so much better, in my opinion.”

“Oh, how nice!” exclaimed Boxxy, to the surprise of everyone present.

“Really?” Fizzy couldn’t help but ask. “How is any of this ‘nice?’”

“I’ve never been mugged before,” was the cheerful reply. “I always wondered what it would be like.”

The thug’s attitude turned sour when he saw his mark’s carefree attitude. The information he had been given had said that the guy was a clueless Warlock with more money than brains, so he’d wanted to toy with the boy a little. However, he had underestimated just how idiotic the elf truly was. The whelp clearly had no idea how deep the shit he was currently in truly ran.

“You two,” he murmured to the dwarves on his right. “Fire a couple warning shots. Into his face.”

The crossbow-wielding twins didn’t hesitate, firing a bolt each at the smiling elf’s head. One of them hit the guy in the eye while the other pierced his forehead, striking with enough force to knock the young man over backwards. The thug-in-chief scoffed at how easy it had been. Now all they had to do was get rid of its incognito familiar and the metal golem, and they’d be practically rolling in it.

“Weak.”

What should have been a corpse suddenly spoke, putting the five criminals on high alert.

“Level 25. 30 at most. Way too weak. Only good as a light snack.”

The ginger elf stood slowly, his words ominously monotone. The wooden bolts fell from its skull one after the other as the should-have-been-fatal wounds closed in a matter of moments. The thugs felt chills down their spines when they recognised the clearly unnatural creature before them. Nothing in the briefing had said anything about this.

“That’s okay,” the not-an-elf reassured them, its face twisted into a sweet, terrifyingly calm smile. “You’re just in time for dinner.”

The thieves’ nervousness turned to fear and then panic as they watched what should have been an easy mark transform into a whirlwind of steel, teeth and flesh, which descended upon them like Death incarnate.

Suffice to say, the town of Bootsplit was about to experience a dramatic spike in murders, followed by a period of unnaturally low crime.


Part Six

A dwarf napped pleasantly in his simple wooden chair, his soft snores echoing slightly through the narrow stone hallway he was supposed to be keeping an eye on.  Although this behaviour was certainly not befitting an official guard, none of his peers would be able to fault him for it. The actual ‘guarding’ consisted solely of waiting for someone on the other side of the circular steel door next to him to speak the password so that he could open it from the inside. He was more akin to a doorman than an actual guard.

After all, the door in question was not only cleverly concealed as one of the many wine casks inside a large restaurant’s cellar, but it was also impossible to open from the outside. Granted, this wasn’t the only way in or out of the hidden complex, but it was the most commonly used passage of the grunts and enforcers of the Honeydew Cartel. They had a separate entrance at the opposite end that was mostly used for ferrying goods in and out of the hideout, but they only used that for huge shipments that wouldn’t have fit otherwise. Just because their organisation wasn’t particularly big didn’t mean that they shouldn’t take a few extra precautions, so as not to be discovered.

Especially considering that their main source of income wasn’t extortion or armed robbery. That was for brainless bandits who lived in the woods and slept in the dirt. Admittedly, the cartel would still do those things on the side when a good opportunity presented itself, but their specialty was smuggling. The town’s proximity to the northern border and the Imperial highway meant that all manner of cargo, illegal or otherwise, had to pass through Bootsplit in one way or another. As such, it was inevitable that smuggling rings would take root in the settlement.

The Honeydew Cartel in particular worked mainly with narcotic substances of a highly addictive nature, such as Fairy Dust or the Honeydew they had named themselves for. The drugs were produced en-masse in the Ishigar Republic to the north, where their use and sale wasn’t illegal like it was in the Empire, though it was still strictly regulated. They were smuggled across the border and resold to other organisations looking to peddle them to any commoners looking for a fix. Overall, the setup ensured a steady stream of profit for everyone involved. Except, of course, the users.

As a secondary source of income, the cartel also dabbled in arms trafficking, which involved selling Fine and Superior Empire-forged weapons and armour to the elves across the border. This wasn’t strictly illegal, but skirting the strict regulations and heavy taxation involved meant that the payoff was worth the minimal risk.

All things said and done, the organisation was doing quite well for itself, although its members didn’t even number in the triple digits. Unfortunately, they were rather lacking in the information department. Most traders and merchants simply passed through Bootsplit without lingering, at most stopping only to rest for the night before moving on towards the capital. One could hardly blame them, considering the shady elements that dwelled here, but it made gathering sensitive intel quite the challenge.

That didn’t mean that they didn’t try, however. The cartel had an informant in pretty much every guild in town, offering them a bounty of gold for any juicy information from the Empire’s heartland. One such mole was a Warlock going by the rather unsavoury name of Grimebeard. In fact, he had alerted them earlier today of a young and relatively low-Levelled elf with an Artifact-grade item in his possession. It had been clear that he’d wanted the item for himself, but the cartel had had other ideas.

A single one of those ancient treasures could fetch tens of thousands of GP if sold to the right bidder, far more than anything the old Warlock could possibly offer them. He had been told in no uncertain terms that the cartel would be taking charge of the Artifact to sell to their contacts across the border.

The old dwarf had momentarily forgotten that – no matter how amicable they seemed – the Honeydew Cartel was still a criminal gang that would always put their own profits first. He had had to begrudgingly give up on getting his hands on the staff, though he’d been somewhat placated by the extra-large finder’s fee. It wasn’t exactly what he had wanted, but it would still be quite a bit more than the big fat nothing he would have gotten otherwise.

After agreeing to the cartel’s terms, he’d told them everything he knew about the mark, a young man by the name of Chester Underwood. Everything from his appearance right down to the confidential information Grimebeard had gleaned from his Full Appraisal. The cartel had quickly realised that this was the same ginger-haired elf with the personal steel golem whom one of their own had identified as a potential person of interest earlier in the day. The chance to get their hands not on only the Artifact, but also the golem’s control rod had simply been too good to pass up.

So, the boss had decided that they would just gobble up the unsuspecting elf. It would hardly be the first time that they had made someone disappear, and the job would be easy enough as long as they could take him out quickly and quietly. Six of their enforcers had immediately been dispatched to track down ‘Mister Underwood’ and relieve him of both his valuables and his life. Although a few of them had thought that sending so many was perhaps overkill, none of them particularly minded ganging up on a single kid if it meant that they’d get paid without losing any of their fellows.

That had been over five hours ago.

*BAM BAM BAM*

“Frozen pickles!”

The slumbering doorman was rudely woken by an aggressive knock at the door. After taking a few seconds to wake up and a few more wondering just what he had just said, he finally realised that he had a visitor.

“Fifteen!” a panicked voice called from outside. “Twenty-two! Sixty-four! Uh, th-thirty? Yeah, thirty!”

The dwarf rubbed the sleep from his eyes, double checking the note on the wall to confirm that the numbers were indeed that week’s password. He stood from his chair and walked to the circular metal door next to his station, kicking it once to show that he had heard. He placed a hand on the valve-like locking mechanism and was about to turn it when the voice on the other side started yelling again.

“Hurry it up!”

“Hold yer horses, arsehole!” he shouted back.

Everyone knew that the door was too heavy to just magically swing open all on its own. Not that that wasn’t possible, it was just far cheaper to have a low-ranking grunt do the heavy lifting. The large valve turned two full revolutions before the heavy locks finally disengaged. The guard pulled the door ajar with a bit of effort, allowing a draft of fresh air to rush in as the main entrance opened slowly.

The gatekeeper peered through the doorway to see a thin, tattooed dwarf, his gear drenched in sweat, standing in the middle of the cellar. He lunged through the opening, shoving the guard roughly out of the way, then hurriedly shoved the door closed and spun the lock. Once the entrance had been firmly sealed, he slid to the ground with his back against the door, panting heavily from both exertion and fear.

“Tubbs? What the blast are you doing?” the shocked doorman asked. “Wait, where are the others?”

The ironically-nicknamed ‘Tubbs’ had been one of the six that had left earlier that day. The fact that he was returning alone and in such a dire state was distressing, to say the least.

“Th- They’re dead!” he blurted between gasps for air.

“Dead? What you mean dead?! I thought you guys were just going to nab some scrawny twig!”

It had supposedly been a sure thing, so how had-

“That was no fucking elf!” Tubbs screamed, his voice and body quivering. “I don’t know what that… thing was, but it was nothing like we were told!”

“Then the others-”

“It ate them, man! It fucking gobbled them up like it was nothing! There was nothing I could do, it would’ve gotten me too if I hadn’t run!”

“Teresa’s tits… Did- Did that guy follow you here?”

“I-I-I don’t know, I don’t think so- But we can’t take any chances! If that bastard Grimebeard set us up, then he might have sold out our hideout as well! We gotta warn the boss!”

“Fuck, you’re right! Wait, why ‘we?’”

“I- I need your help… I can barely walk…”

The gatekeeper examined the sweat-drenched Tubbs. He looked half-dead. The slender dwarf must have run clear across town at full speed for him to be this worn out, plus it was readily apparent that not all of the sweat was due to physical exertion. Clearly this was an emergency, so his bosses would hardly berate him for abandoning his post. Manning the front door at the moment would be pointless anyway, as Tubbs’ group had been the only ones scheduled to return tonight.

Informing the boss what had happened to her boys, on the other hand, was of paramount importance. While she was ruthless to outsiders, she took good care of the boys under her wing, which had fostered an odd sense of camaraderie one wouldn’t have expected from a gang of criminals. The Honeydew Cartel treated one another like family, and none of the men would be satisfied unless this treachery was dealt with swiftly and decisively.

“Alright, take my shoulder!” the doorman said, propping up the exhausted Rogue.

They moved hurriedly down the hallway, making their way out of the passage and into a cavern dug into the side of a hill near the edge of the town.

The dome-shaped structure had been created by magic and served as the hub of the Honeydew Cartel’s operations. The main chamber was a shared living space dotted with tables and chairs, a large kitchen on one side. The centre was dominated by a small arena where organised fistfights and other entertainment often took place. A number of doors lined the walls, each leading to a small room used for either storage or sleeping areas.

Tubbs and his escort circled the edge of the chamber towards the wall opposite the one they’d come in, drawing curious and worried glances from the roughly two dozen dwarves milling about the area. All had similar facial tattoos, marking them as members of the Honeydew Cartel and serving as a warning to people in the area not to dare lay a finger on any of the blokes. ‘Don’t mess with the cartel and they won’t mess with you’ was the unspoken rule in this neighbourhood.

The pair quickly reached a pair of heavy wooden doors, beyond which lay the boss’s chambers.

“Hey Jammy, what’s up with Tubbs?” one of the two dwarves guarding the room asked.

“Got bad news, Rocker!” the doorman panted. “Tubbs here says Hammerhead’s group got wiped out!”

“Holy sh- Here, let me help!”

The muscular dwarf quickly opened the heavy doors and helped to support Tubbs from the other side. The three of them stepped into a simple, sparsely-decorated room. Old wooden furniture, including three armchairs, a large bed and a pair of bookshelves lined the walls while three lanterns illuminated the windowless space. A tiny, wrinkled woman was sitting idly in a rocking chair off to the side, entertaining herself with the thick book in her hands. She lifted her bespectacled gaze from the tome and stared inquisitively at the trio before her.

“What’s the matter, dearie?” she asked in a soft, worried voice.

This was Granny Helga. Everything, from her demeanour to her simple clothes, gave the impression of a kindly old grandmother – a far cry from the cold, calculating criminal that lay beneath the facade.

“Tubbs said his group got wiped out, Gran!” Jammy reported.

The woman’s soft expression disappeared instantly, replaced by the stern countenance of a gang boss. The change was so drastic that it was as though she had become a different person in the blink of an eye. She motioned for Rocker to leave and close the door behind him, which he did immediately. She needed to handle the ugly situation undisturbed.

“Tell me what happened, Tubbs.”

The dwarf in question had been supposed to serve as the group’s lookout, watching over them and keeping an eye out for any witnesses or authorities that might interfere with their work. Should a fight break out, he could drop down from the rooftop to support his teammates. Or, if he judged that his colleagues were in a hopeless situation, the unpleasant task of reporting their failure would fall to him. The fact that he had returned alone was therefore quite troubling, to say the least.

However, Tubbs didn’t answer right away. He stared blankly at his feet, mumbling something too low to make out. If Granny Helga hadn’t known better, it would almost have sounded like he was chanting a Spell. But that was certainly impossible. Tubbs was a Rogue, and a damn good one at that. He was quick on his feet and skilled with his hands, but he definitely did not have a head suited for anything so complicated as magic.

Unfortunately for Granny Helga, this wasn’t the Tubbs she knew.

“True Darkness!”

At the dwarf’s words, the entire room was instantly engulfed in shadow, as if light itself was not permitted to exist within the confined space. There were some surprised gasps, a few muffled yells and the noise of something wet hitting the ground, followed by silence. When the darkness cleared, the only thing left of the dwarves was two puddles of blood and one chest-shaped doppelganger savoring its meal.

Tubbs had been long dead. Boxxy had noticed him while the dwarf had been trying to get a good angle to kill what he had thought was a Warlock while his five compatriots provided a distraction. An endeavour he had abandoned as soon as ‘Chester’ had showed its true colors. Once the shapeshifter had cleaned up the dwarves in the alley, it had quickly scaled the walls to restrain the last survivor skulking on the rooftop. Xera had then flexed her Dreamweaver Skill to probe the unwilling dwarf’s recent memory, which was how Boxxy had learned of this neat little hideout.

The plan from that point forward was simple – pose as the dwarf, infiltrate the base, meet with the leader and take her out before she could organise a defence. It had managed to pull off its little masquerade surprisingly well, mostly because the box-brained shapeshifter had played the part of someone overcome with fear. The monster had already had plenty of experience watching people flee from it in terror, so it had been able to replicate a state of screaming panic without much difficulty. This little scenario had been good training so far, but it was far from over.

The next step after removing the head was to devour the body.

Boxxy opened its Storage and brought Fizzy out, much to her relief. It was a good thing that the former gnome no longer needed to breathe, otherwise she would definitely have suffocated by now. Still, the dark confines were extremely unsettling, so she preferred not to have to spend any more time in there than strictly necessary.

Pulling out Voidcaller, the shapeshifter activated the staff’s Innate Ability, the demonic skull once again laughing silently as an interdimensional doorway appeared and a slightly disgruntled Kora stepped out.

“Ugh,” she grunted, clutching her head. “Bubble-butt was right, doing it this way is super weird.”

The forced summoning didn’t quite allow a demon’s consciousness to fully bond with its hastily created body. Although not dangerous to either their soul or their conjured flesh, it nonetheless left them dizzy and disoriented for a few seconds while the former settled into the latter.

“At least you weren’t treated like luggage,” Fizzy frowned slightly.

“Hey, Gran!” came a muffled shout from outside the room. “You alright in there?”

It would appear that Rocker had heard the unfamiliar voices and was about to barge in to see what was the matter.

“What’s the word, boss?” Kora cracked her knuckles in anticipation.

“At least twenty-seven targets, ten of them armed,” Boxxy explained. “Likely more in the other rooms or outside, but this should be their main force. Snack is keeping watch on the exit in case any of them try to break out.”

The spider-chest stowed Voidcaller back into its Storage, exchanging the staff for its favorite mithril daggers.

“I need three or four of them alive. Get rid of the rest,” it commanded.

“Gran, I’m coming in!” Rocker yelled.

Before he could open the door, however, Kora’s armoured boot sent the heavy wooden object flying off its hinges – along with the dwarf on the wrong side of it. It smashed into a nearby table, pinning Rocker and another befuddled cartel member under its weight.

The loud crash gathered the attention of everyone present, all of whom stared in shock as a gigantic wall of muscle almost twice any of their heights stepped through the relatively tiny doorway. Then came a flash of something shiny and the sound of steel scraping against stone as the golem activated her Armoured Charge Skill. She closed the gap between herself and the nearest unfortunate meatbag in an instant, slamming into the poor sod with enough force to break multiple bones and send him crashing into a group of his friends.

“Alarm! Enemy attack!” someone shouted, sending all the dwarves into high gear.

The ones who weren’t armed headed quickly to retrieve their weapons, while the ones that were engaged the strange duo. They wanted to confirm Granny Helga’s condition, but most of them had already reached the grim conclusion that she was most likely done for. The monsters had emerged from her private chambers, after all, which meant that the only thing they could do right now was try to avenge her. Arrows, throwing knives and Spells flew at the bigger target while a trio of dwarves armed with maces, axes and shields engaged the smaller one.

Kora activated her Demonic Carapace, which covered her skin with tough metal scales. She took the barrage head on as she charged forward, intent on stomping the dwarves into paste. After a few running steps, she leapt through the air, landing right in the middle of a group of four crossbow-wielding thugs, who rolled away and scattered in a panic. The fiend’s powerful legs easily caught up to them as she kicked at the terrified fighters. Having to fight this way was a bit irksome, but these guys were way too short for her to throw any good punches.

Fizzy, on the other hand, was struggling. Her wrench flew at the heads and bodies of her opponents with deadly force, but the experienced combatants were able to either deflect the strikes or evade them completely. It seemed that she simply couldn’t measure up to the gang when it came to melee combat proficiency. After all, she hadn’t even been in a real fight until about a month ago, and even then she had only fought monsters.

The dwarves, though, had had ample experience fighting other enlightened due to the nature of their occupation, so they were managing to fend off her amateur attacks despite being weaker. The pint-sized Paladin’s Champion of Chaos Skill may have given her glimpses into the future, but it wasn’t particularly useful when dealing with reactions rather than actions.

However, the other side had their own share of troubles. The golem’s thick steel hide and cursed shield was repelling all attacks aimed at her, and while she still suffered minor damage, it wasn’t nearly enough for her to be worried about. Plus, if things got bad she could always heal herself in the middle of combat without worrying about random attacks interrupting her chants. And if it turned into a contest of endurance, her near-tireless body would win without question.

Not that the scuffle would ever get the chance to reach that stage, though.

Boxxy had, while doing its best spider-chest impression, quietly and stealthily skittered out of the boss’s room while the dwarves were preoccupied with its minions. It crawled along the chamber’s dome-shaped ceiling, looking for the perfect chance to strike. Once it was in position, it dropped a Mirror Image of itself onto the dwarves giving Fizzy trouble. Its copy landed directly behind them, using its downward momentum to pierce their scalps with a trio of iron sickles it had forged from its own flesh. It proceeded to follow its initial orders, providing backup for the inexperienced golem as she charged towards the next group of combatants.

Kora, on the other hand, was faring better than Boxxy had been expecting. The fiend had already stomped three of her assailants flat and was currently chasing down the last. Her body was riddled with wounds from all the hits she had taken, but she appeared to still be going strong. She hadn’t even used her Second Wind Skill yet, which would provide her with an instantaneous burst of HP should the need arise. Still, it created another Mirror Image to watch her back all the same.

[Chaotic energies swirl around you. Your MP has been depleted.]

“HUCK!”

The ceiling-bound monster nearly fell to the ground when its Chaotic Disposition triggered dangerously. Even though it had mountains of HP, its MP was arguably just as vital a resource. Thankfully, it wasn’t in any immediate danger as the dwarves on the ground were far too busy dealing with its copies and its minions. After several seconds, it had recovered enough to open its Storage and take out a few mana potions, which it immediately consumed to restore 600 of its MP.

Just in time, too, as Boxxy spotted a troop of ten or so fully armed and armoured dwarves pouring in from one of the side chambers. It re-opened its pocket dimension and withdrew two of the Big Bang Balls it had prepared in advance, triggering the Spell Crystals and tossing them into the pack of dwarves. The resulting high-powered magical explosions turned the Honeydew Cartel’s reinforcements into a fine red paste before they could even react.

[Level up!]
[Congratulations, you are now a Level 35 Warlock! INT +2. MNT +2. END +2.]

Wasting no time, Boxxy dropped to the ground and skittered through the same door from which the apparent reinforcements had come. This appeared to be a sort of armoury, the walls lined with weapons and armour sets. Several of the slower dwarves were still gearing up, but it had no intention of allowing them to finish. It dashed through the room, slitting throats and severing spines with every movement of its dagger-wielding tentacles. Once they had all been dealt with, it quickly gobbled up the corpses and returned to the main chamber, where the battle had already ended.

On the whole, it was another relatively easy victory, just as Boxxy had anticipated. Except for that speed bump where it had lost nearly all of its MP due to an unlucky Chaotic Disposition. It wondered if one of these days it might not just hit a ‘Your HP has been depleted’ notification and simply die on the spot.

… No, that probably wouldn’t happen. Surely even the whimsical God of Happenstance wouldn’t give his Hero a Skill that would outright kill it. On second thought, that was exactly the kind of thing that Wilberforce would do. Knowing him, there was probably an incredibly tiny chance that would bring him no small measure of entertainment should it actually happen. Then again, Chaotic Disposition’s effects were always temporary, so maybe instant suicide couldn’t be part of the deal.

Boxxy hastily decided that the latter possibility was more probable and that there was really nothing to worry about, though it would look into ways to control or stifle the ability.

Just in case…

It shifted its attention to the remnants of the criminal organisation that  it had just dismantled. Three of the dwarves were still alive and were currently being restrained by Kora, just as her master had instructed. Thirty or so corpses were strewn about the area, and a quick check-in with Xera revealed that only two of the dwarves had tried to run and been summarily burned to ash. The other entrance appeared to still be sealed shut, so it didn’t seem as though any witnesses had escaped.

In short, the underground compound was now under its complete control. Boxxy instructed Kora and Fizzy to keep an eye on the three captives to make sure that they didn’t die just yet, then quickly searched all the rooms at the edge of the large chamber for noteworthy loot. Other than the armoury, there was a warehouse containing a number of unmarked crates, a well-stocked pantry brimming with fresh food and good drink, and several sleeping commons that held beds for at least eighty people.

That last one was a bit worrying, as it likely meant that there were still quite a few of the cartel people on the outside doing drug runs, or whatever it was they did. Boxxy didn’t fret too much, though. It was planning to leave town once it was done with this place anyway, so a few rats still scurrying about were of no real concern. It had tracked down and assassinated Grimebeard before commencing its attack, so it really had no reason to stick around once it had wrapped things up here.

And thus, the warehouse was looted, the food in the pantry devoured, the corpses diligently absorbed or eaten and anything else of value stolen. Overall, the haul was a rather disappointing 2,400 GP worth of coins and valuables, much lower than the haul it had gotten from the Carran massacre. Still, Boxxy had been able to get in a lot of infiltration practice and its Storage was filled with a number of interesting substances, so it was hardly a bad day.

Actually, wasn’t its day going almost too smoothly? The last time it had had so much good fortune in a single day, it had been captured, imprisoned, and had its Warlock Job taken by force. Fearing a backswing of bad luck, Boxxy stopped wasting time and moved on to the last thing it would need to do in the Lodrak Empire.

Right here, on the edge of town, it would perform a certain demonic ritual. That was why it had been so adamant about keeping a few of the dwarves alive – the ritual demanded a sacrifice of three lives. The ceremony itself was a bit complicated since it involved a bunch of dancing in addition to the weird chanting and squiggly blood sigils, but Boxxy was confident that it could pull it off. This would hardly be its first time performing this sort of ritual, after all.

The tricky part was making sure that it had a clear escape route before performing the Offering to Liusolra.


Part Seven

The door leading onto the roof of the restaurant known as The Cracked Flagon flung open and a figure stepped out into the night. Boxxy surveyed the town from its reasonably high vantage point, noting that it had gone almost entirely dark. Unsurprising, considering that the sun had already set hours ago.

Dealing with the Honeydew Cartel to a satisfyingly thorough degree had taken longer than expected. Not only infiltrating and exterminating them, but also ransacking their hideout beneath the dining establishment. There were a lot of crates and boxes to rummage through – too many to fit into even the monster’s house-sized Storage. It therefore had had to decide on the shiniest bits to bring along, which was what had taken most of the time.

In the end, Boxxy had decided to load up on all the decent arms and armour that it could find. The intel Xera had gotten from the dwarf called Tubbs had indicated that they could be sold for a good price across the border, unlike the shipments of illicit narcotics. The shapeshifter had taken two crates’ worth of Honeydew-filled glass jars, however. Not because it wanted to sell or eat them, but simply because they were shiny. The thick liquid had a radiant golden colour that glittered dazzlingly when bathed in light, so the creature had happily added the four dozen jars to its ever-expanding collection.

It had still had some room left in its Storage, so it had taken the opportunity to raid the cartel’s food supplies. Most of them had been eaten, with the rest stored for later. Dried meats, grain crackers and preserved fruits weren’t all that tasty, but they were more than capable of sating its hunger. Not to mention that, if the shapeshifter wanted to disguise itself as a person, it would need to get used to eating the same foods that they did.

Boxxy had also made a point of taking six kegs of ale in accordance with Fizzy’s input. According to her, the alchemically-brewed dwarven beer was so valuable that it wasn’t an exaggeration to call it ‘liquid gold.’ A purely metaphorical statement, of course, as Honeydew was significantly closer to the literal interpretation of that shiny-sounding comparison.

And now that the looting was over, the shapeshifter looked hopefully up at the night sky, but wasn’t particularly surprised to see that there weren’t enough moons. Boxxy had asked around and discovered that all three of the giant glowing things would only appear simultaneously once every few months. The event, known as the Lunar Convergence, would last for only about five or six hours at most, and its next occurrence would take place in about a month.

It looked as though Boxxy would be unable to attempt the Unholy Wealth ritual for quite some time, which was disappointing. Gathering and preparing all the necessary components and tools for the ritual in order to perform the ceremony at a moment’s notice had ultimately been pointless. At the very least, the ritual required a material sacrifice rather than a living one, so it wouldn’t have to concern itself with live captives when the time came.

That thought was for later, however, as tonight it would be performing the Offering to Liusolra. The ceremony, much like the Offering to Nagnamor, would allow one of the four demonic Overlords to manifest in the physical realm, albeit only for a few minutes. It wanted to do it right on the edge of a populated settlement as, prior to its capture, it had deduced that in order to raise its Demonology Skill Level, it needed to do more than simply perform the rituals. It had to utilise them fully, which in the context of the Offerings meant forcing, persuading, or otherwise goading the Overlord into doing what the Warlock wanted.

So long as that included something more… impactful than simply demanding that the demon punch themselves in the face over and over again.

In other words, as long as it could coerce Liusolra into running wild through the town, it was sure to gain a significant amount of Demonology Proficiency. Of course, it also had to make sure that it wouldn’t be stomped flat by an irate Overlord, which was why the rooftop would serve as the ideal ritual site. Not only was it flat and large enough to house the demonic markings, but it also meant that Boxxy would be able to make a run for it by jumping off and using the buildings for cover. That, and summoning an Overlord underground seemed awfully counterproductive when the goal was for the demon to rampage through the town.

Come to think of it, would Liusolra even be like that? True, Punchy had tried to squash the little box into goop almost immediately, but that could have been because he was the most powerful archfiend in the Beyond. That alone was enough to make him the avatar of irritability, aggression and violence. It was unlikely that all the Overlords were so destructive, right?

… Actually, if it wanted insider information on the inner workings of the Beyond’s hierarchy, didn’t it already have not one, but two familiars that it could ask?

With that in mind, Boxxy turned to face its minions, who had followed it onto the roof.

“What’s Liusolra actually like?” it asked curiously.

Kora, who was carrying a bound and gagged dwarf under three of her four arms, shrugged in ignorance.

“Dunno. I’ve heard of the name, but nothing about what they’re like.”

“How can you not know about Liusolra?” Xera asked incredulously. “Did you have your head up your ass the whole time you were in the Beyond?”

“Funny thing about that, actually-”

“It was a rhetorical question, you idiot,” the succubus interrupted, shaking her head. “I don’t actually want to know.”

“Snack, do you know this guy?”

“Not personally, Master, but I have heard of her. Liusolra is the eldest of the Overlords and the most reclusive. Very few demons have actually spoken to her, even among her peers or kin.”

“And what type of demon is she?”

“I don’t know her exact species, but she’s said to be the first stalker.”

“Oh, one of those, huh?”

Stalkers were an arachnid species of anti-magic specialists. The lore gleaned from Demonology had informed Boxxy that they were cold and calculating, wanting nothing more than to devour anything in their path for their own enjoyment. They also enjoyed skulking around dark places and didn’t appreciate being seen, so it made sense that Liusolra would live a hermit-like existence despite her station.

“Think I can reason with her?” Boxxy moved on to the meat of the matter.

“I would advise against it, Master,” Xera shook her head. “Her kin can be just as violent and selfish as any other demon.”

“I see… So, summon and run would be best, huh?”

“Indeed.”

“What are you two nodding about over there?” Fizzy broke in.

Not being privy to their telepathic communications, she had been left ignorant of the somewhat ominous conversation that had just transpired.

“Nothing important,” Boxxy shook its head. “Just be sure that the prisoners don’t die until I need to sacrifice them.”

The only conscious dwarf groaned and began to struggle against his bindings.

“Yo, Titty McTitface!” the fiend raised her voice. “One of these guys woke up!”

The succubus calmly turned around and placed a hand on the unfortunate dwarf’s cheek, knocking him out with her Sleep Spell. Pacifying them wasn’t to prevent their escape, as they certainly weren’t strong enough to escape both their bindings and Kora’s grip. However, it was possible that they would hurt themselves in their confusion or do something unhelpful like biting out their own tongues if they realised what Boxxy had in store for them. Xera couldn’t allow them to throw their lives away like that, not when her master had a better use for them.

“By the way, boss, why don’t you just make an appo?” Kora suggested.

“A what?”

“An appointment. For a summoning.”

“You can do that?” Xera asked in confusion.

“Now who has her head up her ass?” Kora sneered. “That’s how things are normally done, aren’t they? You know, I heard the main reason uncle Naggy was so mad that one time was because you pulled him away from the bi-annual Five-Dimensional Tic Tac Toe Tournament. Probably would’ve gone down better if you’d scheduled it beforehand.”

“Wait, isn’t that the one Queen Shridiaphrial managed to win a while back?”

Shridiaphrial, the most powerful among the succubus-type demons as well as their self-proclaimed Queen, was also one of the four demonic Overlords. Boxxy recognised the name, as the Offering to Shridiaphrial was also one of the rituals it was aware of, but it had no intention whatsoever of performing that particular ceremony. A massive orgy demanding a literal cartload of semen to be prepared in advance was just too much work when compared to any of the others.

“That’s the one,” Kora nodded. “Losing to the Queen Bitch herself was bad enough, but I’m told the way she won’t stop bragging about it is the worst part. As if finally breaking Uncle Naggy’s streak of three hundred and sixty two consecutive victories by winning on a fucking technicality is something to be proud of!”

The two Overlords apparently had some sort of rivalry going on, and although Boxxy had no idea what ‘Five-Dimensional Tic Tac Toe’ was, the name alone sounded much too complicated for its mortal mind to comprehend. The fact that Punchy was good enough to beat the ultimate succubus in a battle of wits was quite impressive. But then, his performance always had been top-of-the-line.

Plus, this provided some rather interesting insight into the inner workings of the Beyond. It made sense that Nagnamor would be pissed if he’d been pulled away from something fun. Then again, he’d probably rampage all on his own regardless of when, where or by whom he was summoned, so Boxxy didn’t particularly feel like fretting over it.

“How do I make an appointment?” it asked.

“Uh, good question,” Kora furrowed her brow in thought. “I only heard about it from one of my brothers, so I dunno how it actually works… Why not give Carl a call, have him figure it out?”

“Oh! Great idea, Arms!”

Now those were three words that Xera had never expected to hear in the same sentence. Then again, the two simpletons always seemed to be on a similar wavelength. One of violence, instant gratification and not thinking things through properly, but similar nonetheless.

“Okay, I’ll be busy talking to Carl, so don’t bother me unless it’s an emergency,” Boxxy said out loud for Fizzy’s benefit. “Keep watch on those three, especially the one on the left. He’s awake and pretending to be asleep.”

Its minions kept a watchful eye on the prisoners as Boxxy mind-dialed Demons ‘R’ Us.

1-800-7355-9687-7685

*Ring-ring*

*Ring-ring*

*Click*

“Hello, you’ve reached Demons ‘R’ Us. My name is Carl and I’ll be- Oh, hey Boxxy!”

“You knew it was me?”

“Yeah, I asked the boss to install Caller ID so that I know when it’s you on the line.”

“What’s a Caller ID? Is it tasty?”

“Kind of, yeah,” Carl responded, having grown fairly fluent in Mimicanese as of late. “So, what can I help you with today, buddy?”

“I want to make an appointment.”

“What? What are you talking about?”

“I’m about to summon an unbound demon with a ritual. Arms said that appointments could be made ahead of time?”

“Ohhh! Right, those, of course. Sorry about that, it was an unusual request so it caught me a bit off guard.”

“Really? Arms said that this was normal.”

“Well, ‘normal’ isn’t the word I’d use. It’s proper procedure, yes, but it’s hardly common practice,” he explained. “Mortals rarely call us to ask about anything other than their contracts, you see. We don’t even hear from most after their first familiar’s been bound to them, either because they’re lazy or seem to think that we’ll suck their soul out through the connection or something.”

“… Can you actually do that?”

“We wouldn’t have a lot of clients if we did, you know.”

“I see…”

It made sense, in a way. Not only would dead Warlocks make for poor customers, but nobody would be willing to work with Demons ‘R’ Us if they gained a reputation for doing that. Boxxy didn’t fail to notice, however, that Carl had evaded the question of whether he could do that, but decided not to press the issue.

“Alrighty then, who is it you want to make an appointment with?” the devil asked matter-of-factly.

“Liusolra.”

“Oh, another Overlord, huh?”

*Tak taktak tak takatak*

“And how will you be performing the summoning?”

Boxxy briefly pondered the question. Were there other ways to call forth the demonic Overlords? That did seem to be the case, now that it thought back to the deal it had made to never summon Punchy again.

“I’ll be doing the Offering.”

“… You’re not using your familiars as collateral, right?” Carl asked sternly.

“No.”

“Okay, good. Just checking to make sure you didn’t forget.”

*Tak tak taka-ta-tatak*

“And when will you be planning on performing this Offering?”

“As soon as possible.”

“Hmmm, the short notice might be a problem… Hold on, let me check her schedule real quick.”

*Takatatak taktak tak-tatatak taka-tak*

“Ah, you’re in luck. Overlord Liusolra is available for the next six hours. If you miss that window, then the next opening is four days from now.”

“… What is it that you guys actually do over there?”

Boxxy couldn’t help but notice that these Overlords sounded surprisingly busy considering that they spent every waking moment inside a realm of thoughts and dreams. It had been under the impression that demons were perpetually bored and mostly just lazed around telling stories when they were in the Beyond.

“Afraid I can’t tell you,” answered Carl. “It’s classified. Plus, you seem like you wouldn’t understand even if I told you.”

“Yeah, probably not,” it agreed.

The shapeshifter was still having trouble grasping concepts through words alone, though it was good at learning by watching and doing. That was why it had needed so much hands-on practise with its infiltration skills in the first place.

“So then, you said you wanted to perform the ritual right away?”

“Yes.”

*Takaktak taktak tak*

“M’kay, you’re all set. Just have to wait for her or her assistant to respond to the D-mail I sent and- Oh, nevermind. She’s already agreed to the summoning. You have a knack for getting instant replies to stuff, don’t you?”

That was it? It seemed almost too easy.

“So… I can just carry on with the ritual?”

“Sure, go right ahead.”

“She won’t try to eat me when she comes out, right?”

“That is something I do not know. Nor would I be at liberty to say even if I did. The only thing I can state for certain is that she’s expecting you to summon her.”

Along with the unspoken addendum that if Boxxy valued its existence, it would not keep the Overlord waiting.

“I see. Thanks, Carl.”

“Anytime, buddy. Will that be all for today?”

“Yes.”

“Alright then. I’m looking forward to seeing how this one turns out! Buh-bye!”

*Click*

“Wait! What did- Oh.”

Carl had hung up before Boxxy could ask what he had meant by that last comment. Come to think of it, he had mentioned something about observing the creature the last time they had spoken, too. Perhaps Demons ‘R’ Us was keeping an eye on it to ensure that it didn’t violate its amended contract? That certainly seemed plausible, though Boxxy somehow felt that that wasn’t the case. For the moment, though, it seemed to have a good working relationship with Demons ‘R’ Us, so it didn’t worry too much as it began its preparations.

Boxxy opened its Storage, bringing out everything necessary for the ritual: a wooden bucket, a wide painter’s brush, four vials of blue-tinted mana potion and a bottle of clear alcohol called vodka. That last hadn’t been looted from the cartel’s pantry but swiped from the restaurant the organisation had used as a front. Boxxy had little interest in alcohol as it found the taste rather disgusting, but it wasn’t planning to drink the bottle anyway. The ritual didn’t call for vodka specifically, but ‘a clear and hefty bottle of spirits.’ This stuff just happened to fit the bill.

It poured the vodka and mana potions into the bucket, then used the brush to stir them together. It then held its human-looking hand over the substance, morphed one of its fingers into a razor and slit its wrist open. The ritual demanded ‘the lifeblood of the summoner,’ so it allowed the blood to spill in thick globs into the mixture below. Unlike the viscous yellow blood of a mimic, however, this stuff was dark red, bordering on black. The shapeshifter found that it could dilute the blood to look more like that of real people, but this was how doppelganger blood looked in its natural form.

Once Boxxy was sure the mixture was equal parts alcohol, blood and mana potion, it reactivated its Mend Flesh Skill to replenish its vitality and continued stirring. The various fluids formed some sort of alchemical reaction, the mixture adopting a rich purple color and becoming rather sticky and goopy in consistency.

With the ‘paint’ now ready, Boxxy set about preparing the actual ritual site. First, it made a large circle about five metres in diameter, then drew an equal-sided triangle inside with each point touching the edge of the circle. It added another circle inside the triangle, making sure that the edges touched each of the triangle’s three sides.

Satisfied with the concentric geometric shapes, it proceeded to draw three complicated demonic sigils in the spaces between the triangle and the outer circle. Boxxy wondered why this ritual was so much more complicated than the previous one had been, but it made sense if this Liusolra really was the eldest of the Overlords. Not to mention that it expected her to have a much more reasonable personality than that living mass of flames and hate, though that could be said of just about anyone.

After finishing the sigils, it ordered Kora to place the sleeping dwarves inside the circle, warning her to be extra careful not to step on the still-wet markings. She placed a sacrifice in each space between the triangle and the inner circle. Their unconscious bodies were made to sit upright, although their upper bodies naturally lurched forward. It was an awkward posture, but it was good enough so long as their heads were within arm’s reach of the middle of the formation. A precaution that the shapeshifter immediately realised was moot considering that it could easily extend its limbs should need be.

Making sure everything was in order, Boxxy thought back to what it had learned regarding Liusolra’s race. Some subspecies of stalkers were rumoured to quite literally feast on mana, so there was a chance that she might try to suck the magic from any powerful enchanted gear she came across. The creature naturally wanted to avoid losing the things that it had gained from its most recent dungeon expedition, so it took measures to safeguard its belongings. A private pocket dimension seemed like a good enough hiding spot, so it opened its Storage to stow Voidcaller inside for safekeeping. It then removed a few sets of armour in order to make room for Fizzy.

While the Left Hand of the Forsaken Sentinel was technically part of her body, it was still an Artifact-grade magic item, and as such might tickle Liusolra’s fancy. And since it couldn’t be removed, that meant that the golem herself had to go inside its Storage, much to her disappointment. She was loath to return to the claustrophobic space, plus she was curious as to what the actual ritual would look like. Still, spending some time in Boxxy’s Storage was infinitely preferable to having her left arm eaten, so she begrudgingly crawled inside the swirling portal.

Its preparations complete, the elf-shaped monster stood in the center of the formation, gripping an iron dagger in each hand. It cleared its throat as it got ready to perform the actual ceremony.

It rested its arms against its sides and reversed the grip on its weapons so that they were pointing backwards, then began to bounce lightly in place using only its ankles and knees, causing its entire body to move up and down to some unheard rhythm.

Once it was moving at about two or three bounces per second, it began to shake its hips in an exaggerated manner. They swayed left and right in time with its bounces, much to Kora’s amusement. Boxxy lifted its arms over its head, pressing the hilts of its daggers against the top of its skull so that the blades pointed upwards. Its twisted its wrists slightly to tilt the weapons forward and back, like sharp rabbit ears that bobbed and swayed in time with its movements.

The shapeshifter opened its mouth and began to chant.

“Morbi aliquet eu dolor amet. Nulla auctor enim non foncet. Rhoncus el. Portus cora fore alet!”

The strange words took on an oddly melodic tone, almost like singing. A strangely upbeat and energetic song too, entirely mismatched with its grim purpose.

“Nectum felis magna, wah-ah-ah! Ovika era helftum, lah-lah-lah! Yo sol mi, til deu la melodi!”

Crouching smoothly, Boxxy leaned forward and stretched its arms out. Its iron daggers easily pierced the top of the first dwarf’s skull, relieving him of his life in an instant. The weapons were immediately withdrawn as the shapeshifter elf spun with a little pirouette, turning to face the sigil opposite the first sacrifice before resuming its bounce-assisted hip swaying.

“Dans sal melous, klappar ena handen. Yors, onleyors, tooorah sindel dansden. Misslao lye, meesa inda clansen, leek nari haradi caramelltansen!”

The purplish paint on the ground pulsed with a soft pink light that flashed for a split second every time Boxxy finished a downward motion. A strange mist gathered over the arcane sigil, the intensifying flashes from below casting a vaguely humanoid shadow within the off-white vapor cloud.

“Det blir ensensat yon verfelt stoss. Puester komm erala slip alloss. Kom igen, nu tar vi stegen om igen!”

A steady thumping noise came from below, as if accompanying the strange song and dance. The figure in the mist became more and more defined into a solid, feminine shape, which mirrored the creature’s bizarre movements.

“Nectum felis magna, wah-ah-ah! Ovika era helftum, lah-lah-lah! Yo sol mi, til deu la melodi!”

Boxxy repeated the second verse, spinning to pierce the second dwarf’s skull. It pirouetted once again, turning to face the next sigil.

“Dans sal melous, klappar ena handen. Yors, onleyors, tooorah sindel dansden. Misslao lye, meesa inda clansen, leek nari haradi caramelltansen!”

The odd mist had by now spread over the entire rooftop, obscuring the view of the town around it. A second feminine figure appeared, also mimicking the shapeshifter’s movements.

Lights went on in multiple houses as the locals finally began to notice the ritual taking place. Fearing that the guards might try to intervene, Boxxy gave a curt mental order to Arms and Snack to block the stairs to buy it time.

“Curabitur mattis, diam a rutrum. Quisque id pellen vestibulum. Yo portus. Nulla vitae auf lectus!”

Its voice had been steadily rising in pitch the whole time, and by now it sounded like something one would expect to hear out of a chipmunk. The strange colours flashing within the fog became brighter and more varied as it continued.

“Nectum felis magna, wah-ah-ah! Ovika era helftum, lah-lah-lah! Yo sol mi, til deu la melodi!”

The third and last dwarf’s life was severed fluidly as Boxxy turned to the final sigil.

“Dans sal melous, klappar ena handen. Yors, onleyors, tooorah sindel dansden. Misslao lye, meesa inda clansen, leek nari haradi caramelltansen!”

There were now three shadowy backup dancers performing the otherworldly song and dance.

Boxxy moved relentlessly, shouting, “Ooh, ooh, oowah, oowah!” every now and then. Sounds of combat erupted from below as its familiars engaged the Bootsplit guards. People on the surrounding rooftops fired arrows and magic into the dense fog, but they couldn’t even see what they were aiming at and the projectiles were swallowed by the glowing miasma surrounding the Warlock.

The Mimic refused to allow any of this to distract it and kept performing its part resolutely as the noise intensified. The three corpses deteriorated rapidly until all that was left of them were bleached bones, at which point both the thumping and the lightshow suddenly subsided.

Boxxy took its cue, standing perfectly still with the blood-soaked daggers crossed in front of its face. However, judging by the shadowy dancers continuing to bounce, the ritual wasn’t over quite yet.

“Sed ornare dolor erat! Quis placerat augue dignissim et!”

Its voice rose to the heavens as its MP began to decrease. The simple daggers glowed a blindingly bright blue, the colour spreading through the mist like ink through water. The town’s defenders had managed to fight through its familiars in the meantime, forcing them to fall back to the roof as they stalled for time. The mortals would follow after them any second now, but they would be too late to stop what was about to happen.

“Praesent ultricies Liusolra!”

Boxxy shouted the final part of the incantation, flinging the daggers upward with all its might. They exploded in a blinding flash of light with a noise like a thunderclap. Wasting no time, Boxxy leapt off the side of the building, landing on the cobblestone street. It attempted to execute a forward roll to redirect its momentum, but slipped on the wet ice that had begun to melt in the morning sun and fell flat on its back.

“Wait, what?”

The confused doppelganger looked around in a panic, noticing that it was now apparently morning and the street – along with the surrounding townscape – had been entombed in clear blue ice, its robes encrusted with the large, jagged shards. It checked on its Status, noticing immediately that its Demonology Skill had gone up to Level 7. The final, though hardly most bizarre change that it noticed was that it had been stabbed through the chest with a large, sword-shaped icicle.

The ice had pinned a piece of strange, snow-white parchment with some writing on it to Boxxy’s person. The monster unhesitatingly pulled the sharp object from its chest to grab hold of the cloth. Or at least it tried, but the parchment was frustratingly hard to grasp. It was like a piece of silk so smooth that it seemed unaffected by something as basic as friction.

The doppelganger would not be bested by a piece of cloth, however, and it gripped the offending parchment by puncturing its edges with a set of needle-like steel claws. Now that the notice was firmly in hand, it took a long hard look, failing to read a single word of it. It tried ordering its familiars to its side, but they had apparently been killed during… whatever it was that had happened last night.

Boxxy suddenly realised that it had an able reader almost literally right under its nose and opened its Storage so that Fizzy could finally crawl out.

“Finally!” she exclaimed. “I was stuck in there… for… for… what… Huh?”

Her words trailed off into confusion as she beheld the winter wonderland.

“Read this.”

Boxxy thrust the parchment into her face as it spoke, obscuring the surreal scenery. Fizzy, whose thought processes were currently busy… well, processing, ground to a halt upon seeing the contents of the note. She knew many things, but how to respond to this was not one of them.

Dear Boxxy,

Sorry for freezing you like that. I’m a bit shy, you see, so I didn’t feel comfortable having you stare at me while I did my thing. I appreciated the chance to come out and play, though! It was a lot of fun ♡♡♡! Call on me again if you need something else put on ice! We’ll hang, okay!?!

XOXOXO
~Liusolra of the Endless Swarm


Epilogue

Spymaster Edward Allen walked briskly along the cobblestone road, careful to be mindful of his footing. He wore a thick brown cloak which hid his entire body from view, with his official officer’s uniform underneath. The dark grey leather armour and pale blue tabard denoted his Imperial status, but could not shield him from the cold. As odd as it was to be worried about such things during the last days of summer, the current environment nevertheless demanded it.

The similarly-clothed figure to his right was the black-haired beauty with the callsign ‘Zone.’ She kept a silent vigil on their frozen surroundings, her face so utterly devoid of emotion that it fit right in with the frigid weather and silent streets. Though they were walking through the middle of Bootsplit – a once lively dwarven town along the Imperial highway – their surroundings were completely devoid of life.

The road the officers were walking on, along with most of the neighbourhood, had been encased in a thick layer of ice quite literally overnight. Nearly a thousand of the town’s residents had been caught in the inexplicable and clearly unnatural event, and several adventurer guilds outside the disaster area had also been turned into glaciers.

The fact that those offices had apparently been specifically targeted was a clear sign that the tragedy was no accident or random quirk of nature, but a calculated, deliberate act of terrorism. One that had somehow been carried out without leaving a single witness capable of explaining what, exactly, had transpired here.

Which was why Edward and his team had been dispatched to investigate. The Spymaster himself hadn’t particularly seen the need to come out here himself, but a direct order from the Emperor wasn’t something that he could just ignore. And now that he was actually here, he felt an odd tingle of foreboding. It was the same sensation that he had experienced when he had first laid eyes on the smouldering crater and perpetual dust storm that had once been the city of Monotal.

For this place was still frozen solid, despite the event having taken place six days ago. The unnatural ice permeating the entire town seemed to melt somewhat during the day, but grew thick and heavy once more as soon as the sun went down. While the Arcaneum dispatch that had come along with the Spymaster had been steadily working to thaw the place with magic, it would probably take them weeks before they finished.  Even then, the damage had already been done. The memory of the disaster would linger forever, a black mark in the Empire’s history books.

Again, much like Monotal.

Edward and Zone continued to pick their way along the ice-covered ground until they made it to their destination – the local branch of the Order of the Black Wand. The Arcaneum boys had already liberated the building from the persistent ice and were using it as a temporary headquarters. The armed guards at the front door saluted silently as the officers entered the water-damaged remnants of the guild’s waiting area. Several people in various robes were milling about, as well as a few civilians who had either been brought in for questioning or had only just now been thawed from their icy cocoons.

“Hey, old man! How’s it hanging?”

A cheerful voice completely ill-befitting the solemn atmosphere called out to Edward. The Spymaster scowled, turning to face the one who had addressed him so brazenly. The man’s short blond hair glistened with moisture, though whether it was sweat or water was difficult to tell. His blue eyes were barely visible through his squinting eyelids, the youthful, clean-shaven face set in a thoroughly carefree smile. He wore a set of light blue robes draped with a pale blue officer’s tabard, a patch emblazoned with the Gilded Hand’s insignia stitched to his left shoulder.

“How many times do I have to tell you not to address me so casually?” Edward chastised him.

“Hahaha, sorry old ma- I mean, sir. Force of habit!”

“Drop the antics, Question. Show me what you found.”

“Ah, right. Walk this way.”

Edward and Zone followed the man known as Question into the back of the building and up to the second floor. They went into a conference room filled with a massive table and a number of chairs, although it appeared that it was currently in use as an office of some sort. Stacks of paper were strewn about the table and all over the floor, while a huge map of the surrounding area had been pinned to one of the walls. Question spent a minute moving the mess around to allow his compatriots to take a seat, then stood next to the map. He picked up a wooden pointer from the floor, slamming it against the map with a flourish.

“Right, so,” he began his presentation. “The good news is, I believe we’ve identified the root cause of what we’re tentatively calling ‘F-day.’ The bad news is that it’s your fault, old man.”

Edward sighed in exasperation.

“For the hundredth time, Question, not every single bad thing that happens is my fault.”

He would have already slapped the upstart into next week if he hadn’t been aware of his problematic personality. It wasn’t just him, either. Some way or another, every single person within his inner circle had some troublesome quirk to them. Edward couldn’t help but wonder yet again – how had it gotten like this?

“No, of course not,” Question chuckled, tapping the map again. “This one is, though. Look, I even made you a diagram!”

He reached into his robe, pulling out a slightly wrinkled piece of parchment. He unrolled it to reveal a number of graphs and pie charts which he had neatly drawn up, along with the words ‘CONCLUSION: EDWARD’S FAULT’ circled and underlined in the corner.

“The facts don’t lie, you know,” he added with a carefree smile.

Edward sighed again. He may have been insufferable, but if there was one thing Question was good at, it was finding answers. The man’s skill at gathering, organising and analysing information was top-notch, not to mention his extraordinary ability to spot patterns. The problem was that, although all those qualities made him good at piecing together puzzles, they also made him an intolerable know-it-all.

Not to mention that he always found a way to blame Edward for every single bad thing that he had ever been asked to investigate. His determination to lay blame upon his employer would have been impressive if it hadn’t been so damned infuriating.

Still, if Question had any insight into the mystery at hand, then it was Edward’s duty as his superior to hear him out. It was the only reason that the Spymaster was willing to tolerate the analyst’s borderline insubordination in the first place.

“Alright, let’s hear it,” he said dejectedly. “Show me what you got.”

“Do you want the short version or the long version?” the blond man asked, twirling his pointer.

“Is the short version ‘this whole Bootsplit incident is Edward’s fault?’”

“… Maybe.”

“Then give me the long version.”

“Gladly!” Question smiled widely as he started his explanation. “So! Let’s begin by establishing the ways in which Edward failed to prevent this catastrophe. First of all, you let your mimic prisoner escape.”

Zone, who had fittingly been zoning out until then, suddenly took notice, as she had a personal stake in the prisoner that had gotten away. Her mentor, on the other hand, was much less enthusiastic, judging by the way he furrowed his brow and pinched the bridge of his nose irritably.

“… So that thing’s involved after all, huh?”

The incident already had the same stench to it as the Monotal case, so it wasn’t as though part of him hadn’t been expecting this. Boxxy T. Morningwood had proven far more annoying than the Spymaster had initially anticipated. First had come the inane answers that had somehow managed to confuse even his Eyes of Truth during the interrogation. Then, it had somehow managed to escape its bindings mid-flight – which, while impressive in its own way, had drastically derailed the Spymaster’s plans to replicate the Calamity. The bright side, though, was that it had at least dropped a few hints as to where Edward could start looking.

Based on the new information, the Spymaster had sent Zone with a few other subordinates and some scholars on an expedition to Redrock Ravine – a weak, out-of-the-way dungeon on the Empire’s eastern fringe. Their task had been to extract the dungeon core and discover how to force it to go into meltdown. And while conquering the Ravine and locating the core had both been accomplished easily thanks to Zone’s absurd strength, the team’s efforts had thereby immediately ground to a halt.

They were completely unable to dislodge the dungeon core from its magically-affixed spot.

They had arrived at the site with various theories and guesses, yet hadn’t managed to make any progress even after weeks of poking and prodding at the crystal sphere. The Empire’s foremost ‘experts’ on dungeons, and they’d been losing to a two-month-old monster that didn’t even know how to tie its metaphorical shoelaces. Not a single one of them had been able to figure out how to make the blasted core move even a single millimetre from its original position.

Well, that wasn’t entirely true. Zone had proposed ‘hitting it really hard,’ which had been immediately shot down by every scholar at the site. They had been adamant that there was simply no way for brute force to overcome a dungeon’s peculiar brand of magic when their own Spells, potions and magic tools had failed. The most her idea would accomplish, they claimed, was to damage or even rupture the dungeon core, possibly causing it to explode right on the spot.

Zone had merely shrugged and continued to follow her orders to keep them out of danger. Her instructions had been to keep them safe, not assist with the actual experiments, so she had quietly fulfilled her duties without sticking her neck out until she’d finally been relieved by someone else two weeks ago. And judging from her mentor’s perpetually bad mood, those self-proclaimed experts hadn’t made a single shred of progress since.

In the end, Edward had been left without the weapon of mass destruction that he had wanted so badly, at least until he could recapture Boxxy and properly interrogate it. That, however, was easier said than done. The possible places that the monster could have hidden were just too numerous to launch any sort of coordinated search. Its name had, of course, been added to the country’s list of wanted criminals, but that would only pan out if it were stupid enough to try to do Mercenary Guild work again.

As for the gnome, Edward had already written her off when Hook’s investigation of her psychic residue had revealed that she had undoubtedly been eaten. One less thing to worry about, at least, especially considering the very real possibility that the creature had had outside assistance during its escape. That was a separate mystery altogether, however, and there were more immediate concerns for Edward to deal with.

“Alright, Question. Let’s hear it,” the Spymaster said tiredly.

“Hear what?” the analyst asked in mock ignorance.

“You know damn well what I’m talking about. Just get it out of your system so we can move on with this.”

“Oh, do you mean the fact that I told you so? Because I did tell you that that monster was definitely going to come up north! But nooo! My ‘baseless conjecture’ wasn’t enough for you! You didn’t want to waste ‘precious manpower’ to search beyond the Sawblade Mountains and ignored your damned analyst. Because we were certain to figure out the Calamity method all on our own! Well guess what?! We got done in by a fuckin’ box! Not once! Not twice! But three fucking times! All because you refused to listen to me, you senile old geezer!”

Question took a few deep breaths to calm himself down. He had gotten so engrossed in his rant that he actually felt a bit dizzy.

“Are you done?” Edward asked.

“Yeah. Yeah, I’m done.”

“Good.”

*THWACK*

Question regained consciousness a few minutes later and continued his presentation as though nothing had happened. Zone made a mental note of the blond analyst’s grit and dedication. It took a special kind of fortitude to speak so calmly after being literally kicked through the wall. That said, she was having an awfully hard time taking him seriously with Edward’s boot print on his face. That would stick around for at least a few days, if past experience was any indication.

“So, once the mimic escaped from the griffins, it landed somewhere in the Sawblade Mountains,” he traced Boxxy’s route across the map as he spoke. “It then moved steadily northwards, avoiding civilisation for the most part. Given Zone’s Appraisal of the creature and the average Level of monsters in that region, it’s highly likely that it has already Ranked Up.”

“Shit.”

Edward cursed under his breath, though not because he disagreed with Question’s words. Quite the opposite, in fact. It was only natural that a creature capable of wiping out entire squads of armed guards would have little difficulty battling its fellow monsters, and the wilderness held no shortage of targets. Tracking the thing had been difficult enough when it had been just a box-bound shapeshifter, and now it had probably evolved into something else entirely. With no way of knowing what species it had Ranked Up to, his agents would have no idea what they were even looking for anymore.

“We then received some information regarding the mountain village of Carran south of here,” Question continued. “A merchant reported it as completely deserted with not a single soul in sight. After sending people to investigate, we’ve been able to determine that the village was not abandoned, but eaten.”

The Spymaster blinked.

“Come again? A whole village was eaten?”

“Indeed. There were no signs of open combat and no bodies to be found, just empty houses and bloodied bedrooms. Except for what appeared to be the guards or militia protecting the wall. Those had been turned into piles of black ash.”

“I see… That’s definitely our monster’s handiwork.”

Boxxy had left behind a similar trail at the site of a certain caravan that it had ambushed on its way from Monotal to Erosa. Unfortunately, neither Question nor those Arcaneum eggheads had been able to figure out exactly what could’ve produced those peculiar leftovers, but they were nonetheless a dead giveaway that Boxxy had been there.

“How many casualties?”

“Two hundred and eighty-five. Well, assumed anyway. Couldn’t confirm the exact count, but given the circumstances…”

“So, it must have spent several days feasting on them?”

“Indeed. Though it likely eliminated all the civilians on day one, I find it impossible to believe that a single monster could consume so much mass in one sitting. That said, there was nothing stopping it from loading the bodies onto a cart or something and taking them with it.”

A reasonable assumption, though it severely underestimated Boxxy’s post-Rank-Up hunger pangs.

“Whatever the case, it must have known we’d be coming after it,” the Spymaster mumbled, mostly to himself. “It wouldn’t have stayed long before moving on, and given its path it must have passed through here.”

“Yup,” Question confirmed.

“And that’s when it somehow caused ‘F-day,’ huh?”

“Nope.”

“… What do you mean, ‘nope?’ This sort of disaster is clearly right up its alley.”

“That may be so, and while the mimic was likely involved, I have reason to believe the chief perpetrator in this case was someone else. Here, gimme a sec.”

The analyst stepped away from the map for a moment to rummage through his notes. He brought out a large rolled parchment, which he unfurled and stuck roughly to the wall with a couple of small knives. Generally speaking, pinning things to the walls in a borrowed space was quite rude, not to mention unnecessary. However, Edward had already put a Question-shaped hole in the wall, so nobody was going to notice a few knife marks. Besides, the Gilded Hand was hardly one to hesitate when it came to property damage.

“Now then, where were we?”

He tapped his pointer on the new map, this one of the Empire’s northern territory. As he spoke, he indicated the Empire’s capital city at the southern edge of the paper.

“I spoke briefly with Master Shinji in Oshinas, just before we were dispatched here.”

“Your old teacher, right?”

The name rang a bell in Edward’s mind. The two of them had met only in passing, but the Spymaster still knew of Arakawa Shinji, the Level 100 Warlock who lived in the northern province not far from the town of Bootsplit. He was an odd man with a dubious background, but his loyalty and service to the Empire were exemplary.

Although not quite a full-blown meritocracy, the Lordak Empire had a long-standing tradition of uplifting those who had proved themselves capable. Shinji was one such, as his position of viscount had been earned through his blood, sweat and tears, rather than simply handed to him due to noble birthright.

“Is he involved in this somehow?”

“Not that I know of,” Question shook his head. “Though the old geezer did tell me something interesting. Apparently, he encountered the most intriguing ginger-haired elf on his way to the capital. Shinji’s a bit of a misanthrope, so the fact that he took notice of a stranger struck me as unusual. Although he admitted that the elf himself looked pretty plain, apparently his entourage was anything but. He was accompanied by a steel golem and two demons that appeared to be his familiars. Namely, a blue-skinned succubus and a female fiend, both with exceptionally huge knockers.”

“Hmmm…” Edward cupped his chin in thought. “Sounds like their owner is quite the-”

He froze mid-sentence as a crazy idea struck him. He pulled out his booklet, leafing through until he reached his notes on a certain interview from over a month ago. He quickly skimmed the page with the words ‘perverted box’ circled and underlined at the top.

“The elf was our mimic?!” he exclaimed.

“Close, old timer, but not quite! He is, however, our main suspect.”

Question pointed back to the map of Bootsplit, more specifically its southern gate, his expression turning uncharacteristically serious.

“An elf whose description matched the one Master Shinji gave me was recorded entering the town the day after their chance meeting took place, on the morning before F-day. The Scribe on duty logged him as a seventeen-year-old male elf, a Level 25 Warlock bearing the name Chester Underwood.”

Edward nearly leapt from his seat at the last bit.

“An Underwood was here?!”

Coming from a long line of spies, assassins and sleeper agents with strong ties to the Ishigar Republic’s Foreign Intelligence Bureau, the elves of the Underwood family were notorious within the world of international espionage. They had a reputation for being meticulous, efficient and highly adaptive, one that Edward had been able to personally confirm during his many years of service to the Emperor. Just thinking about those people made the deep scars on his left cheek and forehead ache.

That said, something seemed off about this.

“Are we certain it was the real deal? Those twigs would never leave an obvious trail like this.”

Indeed, in most cases one would never know an Underwood was in their midst until well after they were gone. And that was assuming that anyone ever realised they had been there at all. While one would think an Appraisal would be enough to root them out, these were agents with government connections. It was shockingly easy for them to have the names on their Status discreetly altered by the right Scribe. As a matter of fact, that had been one of Zone’s main duties for years.

“Normally, I would agree with your scepticism,” Question twirled his pointer. “However, I believe that this was a deliberate act rather than an oversight.”

“So, they wanted us to know that they’ve been through here.”

“Yup,” the younger man nodded.

“To what purpose, though?”

“I’m getting to that.”

Question rummaged again through the stacks of papers, pulling out one marked with the Order of the Black Wand’s official stamp.

“These here are the ‘confidential’ results of the Full Appraisal of one Chester Underwood. He visited this guild in order to have his Warlock Job advanced and get a magic item Appraised. His Warlock Skill set is… Well, it’s exactly the same as the ones the mimic had, based on Zone’s report.”

Edward took the documented Appraisal results, mulling them over.

“Hmm, so he had the Demonology Skill… No Mentor Skill, so he wasn’t the one who gave the monster its Warlock Job… Perhaps they had the same teacher? Wait, who was the trainer that this elf met with?”

“One Joshua Grimebeard. Missing, of course.”

“Missing? So, he’s not one of the frozen dwarfcicles littered about the place?”

The majority of the citizens of Bootsplit caught in the wake of the catastrophe had been encased in the same magical ice that had covered the entire neighbourhood. It hadn’t killed them outright, but had instead placed them in a sort of magically-induced suspended animation. Not all had survived the process and many were still being thawed out, but Arcaneum reports suggested that at least sixty percent of them were expected to make a full recovery. Frankly speaking, the fact that any of them were able to be saved was nothing short of miraculous.

“We’ve had several subjects who match his physical appearance, but none who were affiliated with the Order,” Question explained. “His place of residence was outside of the affected area, so theoretically he should have been spared. As far as we can tell, he gathered his valuables and skipped town in the confusion, though it’s hard to tell if this happened before or after everything froze. But the timing is rather curious.”

“I see. It makes sense that he wouldn’t want to stick around if he was involved. The fact that this Underwood went to see him specifically also concerns me. Their kind normally doesn’t trust anyone outside of their own family.”

“It’s not unreasonable to think that a dwarf could be an Underwood,” Question pointed out. “Unlikely, but not impossible.”

Enlightened races could easily procreate with one another, after all. The resulting mix-bloods would always be of the same species as the mother, though they would inherit certain traits from the father. One such example was sitting next to Edward, in fact, as Zone was the product of the extremely unlikely union between a human woman and a raptor male. Her yellow eyes and odd personality were things the Spymaster attributed to her lizard-man of a father.

“Hmm. I suppose the Underwoods are a fairly diverse clan,” Edward conceded. “Hold on a minute, though. How do we know this Chester fellow is connected to our mimic?”

“Suggesting that the name may be a pun on the word ‘chest,’” the female officer in the room spoke up.

“Please don’t insult my intelligence, Zone,” Question shot her down. “My conclusions are based on more than just word association, even if my evidence is somewhat circumstantial.”

Ironically enough, though, the woman’s blind guess had in fact been right on the money. The main reason Boxxy had chosen ‘Chester Underwood’ as its alias was due entirely to the fact that it saw itself as an undercover wooden chest.

“Enlighten us, then,” Edward insisted. “What is this circumstantial evidence of yours?”

“The ledger at the south gate said that our suspect wore a robe bearing the insignia of the Brotherhood of the Third Eye, a small-time Caster-oriented guild. One with an office in Carran.”

Question thwacked the village’s position on the map.

“Our suspect’s physical appearance matched the recorded description of one of the guild’s members, though the attached name was obviously something else. Based on that, and what Master Shinji told me of his random encounter, I have concluded that the elf was most likely an FIB agent using the village as a base of operations.”

It was perhaps a bit ambitious to assume that a seventeen-year-old could be an agent or spy, but only if one underestimated the Underwoods. Subterfuge had run through the clan’s veins since the days of the Elven Dominion, and they started training their field operatives at a young age, generally around ten years old.

“And you’re sure he was working with our escaped mimic?”

“I honestly don’t see how else the elf could have survived. A single Warlock would be no match for a medium-sized monster with at least twice as many Levels. Especially if he was gutted in his sleep like the rest of the villagers seem to have been.”

“Hmm, I see. It certainly sounds feasible when you put it like that.”

The assumption was admittedly, as Question had stated, based on rather circumstantial evidence. Still, there were simply too many factors supporting the theory. Not to mention that this Boxxy T. Morningwood had proven itself capable of cooperating with enlightened individuals rather than simply killing them outright. The next question was: what sort of deal could possibly have been made that would be worth it to both sides?

Unfortunately, the answer was painfully obvious.

“Heh. Those FIB bastards got us good, didn’t they?” Edward sighed with a small, dry chuckle.

The elf must have promised the monster asylum across the border in exchange for information on the Calamity. He would keep his life and bring his superiors a lovely present, while the mimic would in turn receive their protection. It was also likely that whoever had broken Boxxy out of captivity had pointed it towards the youngster as a point of contact.

“Oh? Could it be that this old geezer hasn’t gone completely senile?!”

“What about F-day, though?” Edward ignored Question’s comment. “How does that relate to any of this?”

“According to our investigation of the area, the epicentre of the ice is an establishment called the Cracked Flagon.”

He pointed towards a particular spot on the town map, a small red ‘X’ directly in the middle of a larger red circle, presumably the borders of the frozen disaster area.

“That sounds familiar,” Edward noted.

“It should! It serves- well, served as a front for the Honeydew Cartel. You know, the one we occasionally hired to- *Ahem* I mean, the cartel that we have absolutely no connection to that sometimes came up in our reports since they smuggled weapons and drugs in and out of the elven Republic.”

“Right, that ridiculous little outfit with the Granny figurehead. What about them?”

“Well, their entire operation was dismantled, likely prior to the town being frozen solid. Their underground hideout was mostly untouched by the ice, so we were able to confirm the signs of an intense battle. Lots of property damage, smashed furniture, blood stains, etcetera, but not a single sign of a corpse aside from a dozen or so piles of black ash.”

“Meaning that our monster single-handedly wiped them out.”

“Exactly,” the analyst nodded grimly. “Also, judging from the evidence at the scene, it would appear that the fighting broke out around the innermost chamber, which was likely the boss’s room.”

“So, the mimic didn’t fight its way in, but started with the head. It’s not a bad approach to dealing with punks like this, but why would it even bother?”

“Well, a large portion of their warehouses appeared to have been rummaged through and a looted. We have no idea of what exactly was taken, but were able to confirm that a large number of weapons, armour and provisions were missing.”

“Any signs of our elven Warlock at the scene?”

“Indeed, on the rooftop of the Cracked Flagon,” the analyst circled the spot on the map with his pointer. “Not to mention traces of what Arcaneum boys confirmed to be a Warlock’s shadow-attuned magic.”

“So, the elf and the box walked into the bar, tried to strike a deal that went bad and took the things they wanted with them.”

It was a somewhat stereotypical scenario, but that was what made it so believable.

“I’m lacking enough information to make a concrete call on that front,” Question noted, “but it seems likely. Especially since our investigation of the Warlock trainer suggested that he had dealings with them.”

“That Grimbeard fellow?”

“Grime-beard. But yes, him. He was probably the elf’s ‘in’ to the cartel.”

“I don’t like this,” Edward grumbled, scowling. “Too many ifs, likelys and probablys. This isn’t like you, Question.”

“Hey, I’m not omniscient,” the analyst shrugged.

And at least I have the decency to admit it, unlike you, he added internally

“You’re thinking something rude, aren’t you?” the Spymaster asked sourly.

“No such thing, sir.”

Edward didn’t need a lie detector to tell him that Question was being dishonest, but the Ultimate Skill certainly helped.

“What was that about the roof?” he asked, trying to get the meeting back on track.

“Oh, right! We found this formation drawn on the rooftop. It was clearly visible under the ice, so our scouts were able to copy it easily enough.”

He reached into his robes and brought out a small piece of paper, which he showed to Edward. On it was a diagram of a circle inside a triangle inside a second, bigger circle. Three strange symbols were scribbled in the gaps between the concentric shapes.

“Arcaneum confirmed that this was a formation for a demonic ritual linked with the Demonology Skill,” Question explained, “and judging from the entombed skeletal remains, they were able to complete it successfully. The ritual in question was identified as the Offering to Lulu- Luso-”

He took a brief pause to double check the name written next to the diagram.

“Liusolra?” Zone chimed in.

“Ah, yeah. What she said.”

The Spymaster raised his eyebrows.

“Hmm, so there exist fools in this day and age who would perform one of those?”

Edward was aware of these Offerings since he had made a point of educating himself on such matters during his investigation of the Monotal incident. It hadn’t taken long before he had concluded that the rituals were nothing more than a grandiose form of suicide. Summoning a big shot demonic Overlord sounded intriguing, but those beings’ uncontrollable nature meant that their summoner would almost definitely get caught up in the rampage. In the Spymaster’s opinion, anyone willing to sacrifice their fellow man solely to curry favour with a demon deserved everything that happened to them afterwards.

“You’re certain that this ritual was the cause of this F-day?”

“That’s right,” Question confirmed with a nod. “Although Arcaneum couldn’t tell me much about the demon in question, they’ve identified the ice as the result of an ancient Spell called Ice Age. One of the Great Apocalypse Magics that only Overlords have command over.”

As the ominous name implied, the Great Apocalypse Magics were incantations to bring about unparalleled destruction. Spells that could literally wipe out entire cities with a single blast, so complex and convoluted that no mortal could ever hope to use them. Not because it was impossible to learn magic not inherent to one’s Job, though. It was possible to learn Spells through years of practice and study, but the Great Apocalypse Magics were in a league of their own. Any attempts to replicate them by mortal minds had resulted in failure or madness. The only reason that Arcaneum knew anything about them, including the method to dispel Liusolra’s Ice Age, was due to the sealed records detailing past instances where Overlords had been unleashed upon a battlefield.

That, and they had a few Warlocks with Level 10 Demonology on staff.

“Well, that answers the ‘how’ of things,” Edward noted, “but not the ‘why.’ I really can’t see a reason why an elven spy would sacrifice his life for something like this.”

“Oh, the summoner most definitely survived,” Question said confidently, completely derailing Edward’s train of thought.

“… He did?”

“There’s no sign of a body anywhere on or near the rooftop,” the analyst explained. “Or, at the very least, not a mortal one. The scouts did report two hollow ice statues, though. They both had horns and were mostly humanoid in appearance, except that one was well over two metres high and the other had wings and rather… outrageous curves. They were undoubtedly left behind by the demons Master Shinji told me about.”

“So, the Warlock’s familiars got caught up in the Overlord’s rampage, but the actual Warlock is nowhere to be seen. Meaning he and that stupid box are probably already across the border, aren’t they?”

“Yep,” the blond man nodded.

“And we have no way of tracking them.”

“Nope.”

“Any other witnesses we can probe for information?”

“Not really. Well, there was this one girl, actually. Alea Prinny, an elven Enchanter and Scribe at the local Craftsman’s Union.”

“Another elf? Why didn’t you mention her sooner?”

“Because she’s squeaky clean,” Question shrugged. “The Union’s guild building was outside of the Ice Age’s area of effect, so we were able to confirm that she and her family have been loyal Imperial citizens for four generations. We wouldn’t have even bothered with her if we hadn’t found out that she had contact with the young Underwood.”

“What type of contact?”

“The intimate and rigorous kind. I believe the word ‘legendary’ was brought up at least once.”

The afternoon with ‘Chester’ had been so intense that the elf in question hadn’t been able to help blabbing about her tryst, despite the tragedy that had befallen her town. Which was how the Gilded Hand had caught wind of their interaction in the first place, though the investigation had ultimately proved to be a dead end. Most of her coworkers had corroborated her story, claiming that she was rather notorious for having flings with customers, especially if they happened to be younger. Such relations were not against guild policy so long as both parties were above the legal age of fifteen, which was why Alea had allowed herself to be so vocal about her latest escapade.

“Sounds like our suspect did everything he could to show off, huh?” Edward cupped his chin in thought.

The insultingly obvious trail, the conspicuous attack on the city and the way the elves normally did things all pointed to a single conclusion.

“So, this whole incident… was to send a message, wasn’t it?”

“Yep.”

The contents of which were quite clear. If the Empire officially declared war on the Republic, then its Foreign Intelligence Bureau would retaliate – with terrible consequences.

“Those fucking twigs!” Edward growled. “They really think they can get away with this!?”

The Spymaster took a few moments to calm himself. Though his pride had been injured, responding to the obvious provocation with knee-jerk anger was precisely what his enemies wanted. Decades of experience had taught him time and again that developments such as these needed to be handled with as little emotion as possible. It was partly why he was so fond of the female aide who had been quietly listening to the conversation this entire time.

“Zone.”

“Requesting orders, sir,” she responded in her usual flat monotone.

“Send word to our agents across the border,” he commanded, his voice level and authoritative. “Tell them to keep a close eye on the Republic’s dungeons and make sure that nobody brings out anything suspicious. And that goes double for the dungeons in our own territory. I want to be notified the instant someone even so much as sees a dungeon core.”

“Understood.”

“Question, give me projections for any targets that the enemy might decide to hit. I also want a threat assessment as to whether they can launch an attack on the capital.”

“So, we’re still going ahead with this war thing?” Question asked.

“Of course we are. You think those Underwood bastards are just going to let bygones be bygones? We have to hit them before they get a chance to use that Calamity against us. Actually, where’s Mist?”

“I think he’s out back helping Arcaneum-”

*SLAM*

“-with… the… thawing…”

The Spymaster had left the room, slamming the door behind him before Question could even finish his sentence.

“Crazy old bastard has no chill,” he mumbled under his breath.

“Requesting a moment of your time, Question.”

“Hmm? What is it, Zone? Finally fallen for my natural good looks, superior intellect and charming attitude?” he grinned. “It’s okay if you want to leap into my arms and embrace me at any time.”

“Wanna die?”

The icy bloodlust in those two simple words caused the analyst to break out in cold sweat. He sometimes forgot that the Spymaster was hardly the only one with a deficit in the chill department.

“… N-no, I’m good… So, uh, what do you need?”

“Have you considered the likelihood that this elf and our mimic are one and the same?”

“Of course I have,” the blond man scoffed.

“And?”

“And… what? It’s impossible.”

“Completely, absolutely, one hundred percent impossible?”

“… This is unlike you, Zone.”

“Insisting that you answer the question, Question. It’s all you’re good for anyway.”

“Haaah,” he sighed. “Well, no. It’s theoretically possible, if the monster managed to obtain the Essence Concealment Skill. Nothing else could possibly fool an Appraisal. Even if the guy in the guild was in cahoots with them, the gate guard definitely would have noticed. But I don’t know of any god that would be crazy enough to make that creature into its Hero.”

“What if there was one?”

“Even if that miracle were to somehow happen, Essence Concealment can only make one appear weaker, not stronger. Meaning that if the mimic was indeed the elf in disguise, then it would have had to find a way to reclaim its Warlock Job and raise it back up to Level 25. And train its related Skills to that high a degree. And Rank Up into a species capable of disguising itself so completely.”

He gave an exaggerated shrug.

“I just don’t see a way anything could accomplish all that in under a month. Especially considering the average monster Level on that mountain. I mean, the reports even said that our elf had a personal steel golem of an insanely high quality and was carrying a sizeable sum of money in addition to a high-class staff. Where would a box find the opportunity, not to mention the resources, to obtain such things?”

Question finished his explanation with another sigh.

“Honestly, the odds that this Chester Underwood and Boxxy T. Morningwood are one and the same are so astronomically low that they might as well be negative.”

“I see,” Zone replied after a brief pause. “Expressing gratitude for your cooperation.”

She gave the analyst a small nod and calmly stepped out of the room. She proceeded along the hallway and headed down the steps towards the first floor. But there was something different about her. The corners of her mouth were turned ever so slightly upwards, an actual smile on her normally emotionless, doll-like face.

She tightened her grip around the piece of torn parchment under her cloak. She had found it yesterday, assuming it to be just another soggy piece of litter, but it had turned out to be some sort of letter or message. And, although the ink had smudged a bit due to the water damage, the contents of the exceptionally-silky parchment were still largely legible. Zone’s first thought had been to hand it over to her colleagues for analysis, and under normal circumstances she would have done so.

But these were not, in fact, normal circumstances. Not when she had seen that the first two words of the message were, ‘Dear Boxxy.’


Afterword

Thus ends Boxxy T. Morningwood’s reign as the chest with the best. It honestly felt a bit weird having to make it abandon its pleasantly-rectangular mimic self, but it had to grow up sometime. I could say the same about Fizzy, as she was a character that, at the time of her conception, was never intended to live past the climax of Volume 2. I grew a bit attached and wanted to keep her around, but to do that she had to undergo some… unpleasantness. I tried to play her off as something like a Harley to Boxxy’s Joker, but the parallels are kind of lost considering the attempted seriousness of the main character. Still, she was an inspired member of the team, and I feel I did my best to make her transition from wimpy tinkerer to heavy metal badass as believable as possible.

Nasty, on the other hand, was a failure. I wanted to re-introduce her as a long-term ally, but the chemistry just wasn’t there. All of the others were only begrudgingly letting her live at their boss’s behest, and she would have been a constant cause of friction since liches are not nearly as well accepted in my world’s society as shapely golem-girls. So, she had to be disposed of once her usefulness had dried up. I actually feel quite happy with how I portrayed the Mimic’s mind as what were essentially pixels. Makes you realise that with a thought process like that, it’s no wonder so many things seem to ‘click’ for our mass-murdering monster.

Physical shapes aside, another thing that will be coming to an end is Boxxy’s lifestyle as a murder-hobo. Finding and establishing a lair, building a reputation, forging relationships with actual people and lying through its teeth so much it’s a wonder it doesn’t get cavities. Oh, and making a treasure hoard. Can’t forget the shinies. Not to mention exploring and experimenting with human cuisine. As in dishes made from humans. Gruesome? Yes. Tasty? Yes. Amoral? Nobody cares.

But yes, long story short, the next installment of the series will see Boxxy take root in civilised society, and all the trouble and tribulations that come with trying to hide one’s appetite in public. Look forward to it!

Lastly I’d like to give a shout out to the GameLit Society (https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGsociety/) for being chill, accepting and all around awesome. If you’re looking for something to scratch that leveling itch, that’s your place.
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